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Urban Bird Talk: Verdin (Urban Bird Talk: Verdin (Auriparus flavicepsAuriparus flaviceps))
Gillian Martin

One fact alone makes the verdin (Auriparus fla-
viceps) a delightful curiosity — it has no relative in 
the Western Hemisphere. It is the sole species in its 
genus, the only North American member of its Old 
World family Remizidae, otherwise known as the 
penduline tits. There is no known fossil record of 
the bird, so we are left to assume that across a vast 
span of time this very small pioneering songbird co-
evolved with organisms that now thrive in low el-
evations of the Mojave, Sonoran, Chihuahuan and 
Colorado deserts. If we were to lay the bird on a map 
only showing the region of WCISA, we’d place it pri-
marily in southeastern California, southern Nevada, 
and the southwest and central parts of Arizona. 

Arborists are most likely to encounter the verdin 
in urban and suburban landscapes of Arizona where 
native vegetation exists or where humans have in-
corporated an abundance of desert plants (Figure 
1). However, it is most abundant in riparian wash 

habitat and anywhere desert scrub and chaparral are 
present. The birds are strongly associated with these 
tree species: 

• mesquite (Prosops spp.), 
• acacia (Acacia spp.) (Figure 2), 
• desert willow (Chilopsis linarsis), 
• smoke tree (Dalea spinosa), 
• paloverde (Cerciduim spp.), 
• desert lavender (Hyptis emoryi), and 
• scrub oaks (Quercus spp.) as well as cholla (Cu-

lindropoutia spp.).
Even if you don’t work within its range, I hope 

to illustrate that the verdin is worth your interest for 
several reasons. It stands out for its ability to man-
age the desert’s sparsity of water and weather ex-
tremes as well as its construction of nests specifically 
for roosting (by that we mean for sheltering, resting, 
and sleeping). Perhaps its exceptional adaptability is 
a clue to what made it possible for this wisp of a bird 

Photo courtesy of John L. Absher.
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Figure 1: Verdins benefit from developed desert 
landscapes containing many diverse native plants. Photo 
courtesy of Meunierd.

to traverse the globe’s vast land masses and climatic 
conditions into the New World. But first, some key 
points about its appearance.

The verdin’s frequent vocalization is a good compass 
for finding its location.

I’ll get to its vocalizations in a minute but you 
will hear the bird before you see it. The reasons are 
these: it is small (about 3½ - 4½ inches), dull in color, 
and it moves rapidly and with great agility among 
plants. If you catch a glimpse of it in poor light, its 
lemon-colored head and face, black eyeline and dis-
creet chestnut shoulder patches may not be apparent, 
especially in females, immature birds and when both 
adults are molting. Colorful markings are at their 
strongest in the breeding season. The verdin is often 
mistaken for the bushtit (Psaltriparus minimus) which, 
unlike the verdin, frequently moves about in flocks 
(Figure 3). So, what should you listen for?

Vocalizations are variable and are found on 
www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Verdin/sounds. But 
I’d suggest listening for the adults’ repetitive dit or 
kit call. If you hear a variable gee-gee-gee-gee the 
bird is scolding or issuing a warning. This is possibly 
a signal to move away (from a nest) or look around 
carefully. Other birds benefit from this alarm as well.

The verdin is alert to its foes. Predators include 
desert hawks, coachwhip snakes (Mastichopis flagel-
lum), scrub-jays (Aphelocoma coerulescens), and logger-
head shrikes (Lanius ludovicianus). When verdin nests 
are abundant in a location shared by cactus wrens 
(Catherpes mexicanus), the latter destroys their nests 
and eggs (Simons and Simons, 1990; Figure 4). 

Figure 2: Verdins are often associated with whitethorn 
acacia (Vachellia constricta). Photo courtesy of Dan 
Ward/Flicker.com.

Figure 3: Small, brown-headed bushtits are easily con-
fused with verdins. Photo courtesy of VJ Anderson Wiki-
media Commons.

Figure 4: Cactus wrens destroy verdin nests when too 
many are in their shared territory. Photo courtesy of 
BigWhee55 Wikimedia Commons.
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Figure 6: Is the verdin eating a spider or the spider’s prey, 
or seeking spiderwebs for binding its nest materials?  All 
are possible. Photo courtesy of JohnE99/Flicker.com.

Figure 7: Its small but strong, pointed bill can break into 
bark of some trees to reach insects. Photo courtesy of 
Todd Wynia/Flicker.com.

Figure 8: Eating wolfberries requires the agility of a 
monkey. Photo courtesy of Francesca Weber/Flicker.com.

Figure 9: While eating large fruit, the verdin could use 
a bib. Photo courtesy of Richard Cameron/Flicker.com.

Figure 10: Pomegranates are an “all you can eat” source 
of sugar and water. Photo courtesy of Rick Williams/
Flicker.com.

Figure 5: Verdins must consume hundreds of insects daily 
to meet their energy and water needs. Photo courtesy of 
Garrick Schermer/Flicker.com.
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The verdin’s prey are as much about water as they 
are about nourishment.

I’m excited to share this. A scientific study about 
the seasonal energy needs and diet of verdins in Cal-
ifornia’s Colorado Desert estimated that in the sum-
mertime the verdin likely captures 380 arthropods 
each day, at about the rate of 1.1 insect per minute 
(Figure 5). In winter a big uptick in their insect intake 
occurs. Researchers (Webster and Weather, 2000) es-
timated that about 540 spiders, insects, or larvae are 
needed daily! Why? To maintain the birds’ reserves 
during periods of inactivity while they shelter from 
the cold and during nighttime sleep. Imagine what 
the cumulative insect consumption and ecological 
benefits of this must be at the population scale! Here 
are the insects verdins favor: scale insects (Coccoidia 
spp.), larvae of butterflies, moths, and skippers (Lep-
idoptera spp.), jumping spiders (Araneida: Salticidae), 
adult sucking insects, mainly aphids (Homoptera: 
Aphididea spp.), and beetles (Coleoptera spp.) (Cor-
man et al., 2005; Unitt, 2004; Webster, 2020; Figure 6). 
Insects inside or under the bark of some species are 
also extracted (Figure 7). But the same study (Web-
ster and Weather, 2000) also discovered something 
about the bird’s water consumption.

Are you as surprised as I was to learn that the 
verdin’s water needs are significantly bound up with 
its intake of insects? In the summertime the verdin’s 
primary arthropod prey is estimated to contain 68% 
water (Webster and Weather, 2020). Perhaps this 

explains in part why the species’ direct consump-
tion of free water is rarely observed (Sibley, 2001). 
But just what is the source of this insect water? I bet 
you know: it’s primarily summer monsoon rains and 
cold winter storms. Isn’t it amazing that a caterpillar 
in the stomach of a verdin delivers the renderings of 
these rains? 

But we also understand that all forms of life 
across the desert landscape (and elsewhere) are de-
pendent on water in one form or another including 
fog, dew, and vapor. We also understand that water 
is sequestered by all living organisms through a vari-
ety of fascinating chemical, structural and behavioral 
mechanisms. The mechanisms used by flora and fau-
na have been studied in the world’s increasingly arid 
regions (Gurera and Bushan, 2022) for the purpose of 
creating bio-inspired water harvesting designs. How 
cool is that? Just imagine what might be learned to 
benefit our changing climate! Back to the point — it’s 
no surprise then, that insects (and some seed pods) 
are not the verdin’s only source of water. Berries and 
other fruit are another source of water, including 
those from

• desert fan palm (Washingtonia filifera),
• date palm (Phoenix dactylifera), 
• agarita (Berberis trifoliata), 
• wolfberry (Lycium exserum, Figure 8), 
• hackberry (Celtis spp.), 
• prickly pear (Opuntia spp., Figure 9), and even
• pomegranate (Punica granatum) (Figure 10).

Figure 11: Verdins often bypass pollination by puncturing 
the corolla of tubular flowers to access nectar. Trumpet 
vine (Campsis radicans) shown here. Photo courtesy of 
Frances Morgan, Arizona-Birds.com.

Figure 12: It’s not surprising that the cavity-nesting 
Lucy’s warbler considers the verdin’s enclosed nest an 
acceptable alternative. Photo courtesy of Scott Olm-
stead/Flicker.com.



81 Fall 2022

WESTERN Arborist

Apart from siphoning sugar water from hum-
mingbird feeders, the verdin also slits the corollas of 
long tubular flowers to access nectar (Webster, 2020; 
Sibley, 2001; Figure 11). Though this bypasses the 
service of pollination, these cuts attract nectivorous 
insects which in turn consume the exposed nectar. 
But we’re not quite finished with the topic of water. 
In times of heat stress the verdin conserves water 
in several ways, including reducing activity in the 
shade, and by constructing a roosting nest. A closer 
look at their roosting and breeding nests reveals their 
specific design and placement based on environmen-
tal factors. It’s also impossible to miss the investment 
they represent.

Customized nests protect nestlings and save lives 
during weather extremes. 

Verdins often have two broods per year, usually 

between mid-March and July, but nesting may con-
tinue into September. The broods may occur very 
close together and a single tree may contain sever-
al nests placed 3-13 feet above ground. It’s common 
for males and females to handle different phases of 
construction. Nests for breeding take about six days 
to construct, those for roosting about four, and both 
are generally long-lasting. About nine other species 
of birds are known to either usurp or take nesting 
material from verdin nests (Webster, 2020; Figure 
12), probably due to their structural attributes and 
the diversity of materials used.

All nests are spherical or oval, roughly six to ten 
inches in diameter. Breeding nests built early in the 
season are often placed at the periphery of a tree or 
thorny shrub within clear view. The verdin’s short, 
conical, and very pointed bill allows it to remove 
thorns when necessary to make space for a nest 

Figure 14: Nests in cholla provide a formidable thorny 
barrier against predators. Photo courtesy of Dominic 
Sherony, Wikimedia Commons.

Figure 15: Many types of soft materials such as plant 
down, feathers and fur line a nest. Photo courtesy of 
Todd Wynia/Flicker.com.

Figure 16: Thorny twigs are commonly used on the exte-
rior of a nest. Photo courtesy of PietervH/Flicker.com.

Figure 13: Nests early in the breeding season are often 
on the periphery of a tree, perhaps to benefit from the 
warmth of sunlight. Photo courtesy of Rick Williams/
Flicker.com.
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(Webster, 2020). Nests tend to be thick and compact 
and may have a thorny exterior (Figures 13 and 14). 
Roosting nests are built year-round and are in large 
forks, presumably for structural support because 
they may be used by more than one member of the 
family at a time. In winter, roost nests are generally 
smaller and higher in trees and shrubs, and oriented 
to maximize exposure to sunlight. 

As temperatures shift significantly throughout 
the year, insulating materials are added or removed, 
and nest entrances are re-oriented to face or oppose 
the prevailing winds (Austin, 1976; Sibley, 2001). I’m 
going to admit here that I would be as happy as a cat 
with a ball of yarn to unravel for you all the routes 
and loops a verdin travels to gather plant materi-
al, feathers, and mammalian fur for insulation! It’s 
staggering really, but your imagination will suffice, 
I’m sure (Figures 15 and 16). We know specifically 
that the verdin’s overnight energy expenditures are 
substantially reduced by their winter roosts (Butte-
meyer, 1987). This is a good thing because winter is 
the time of greatest ecological stress. Winter weather 
affects food supplies (think sources of heat and en-
ergy) and in turn, population size and distribution 
(Rosenberg et al., 1991). 

Their nest-building biology offers two good-stew-
ardship possibilities.

Except when native species are endangered, 
threatened, or have additional protections, tree care 
providers and landscape managers are legally per-
mitted to remove a roosting site and a nest of a native 
bird which has no eggs or young. This is an oppor-
tunity to consider how our goals and values might 

Figure 17: Decayed broken limbs and treetops provide 
camouflage for some species while they roost.  Western 
screech owl shown. Photo courtesy of Rosy78.

Figure 18: Tree cavities are ideal roosting spots all year.  
Western screech-owl shown. Photo courtesy of Pedrdd.

Figure 19: Some species roost (and nest) in stress-cracks 
of trees.  Brown creepers shown roosting for warmth. 
Photo courtesy of David Hoffman.
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guide us when faced with a choice to remove or re-
tain a verdin’s roosting nest, or a known roosting site 
of a different species. In my two decades as a stu-
dent of bird biology I have often been reminded that 
there are many ways we can adversely impact birds 
without violating a wildlife protection regulation. It 
is fair to say that we do not often directly witness the 
regrettable outcomes of some actions that could have 
been avoided with greater awareness. 

All birds need safe places to sleep and shelter. Per-
haps you’ve observed that some species are faithful to 
a roosting site in a tree for an entire season or longer. 
Owls come to mind, possibly because they are more 
likely to be seen sleeping in daytime. Like nesting 
sites, roosts are carefully chosen. Foliage may provide 
cover, but well-placed limbs, forks, stress cracks, and 
cavities do as well, especially if they have camouflage 
value (Figures 17, 18 and 19). If these sites are known, 
preserving them when possible is more beneficial 
than might be obvious. Have you experienced the im-
pact of repeated loss of sound sleep? If so, you can 
imagine how a bird’s ability to hunt efficiently, care 
for its young, and discern risk may be impacted. 

“Wondering” is a good practice that promises great-
er insight and benefits

I think we can agree that most of us tend to 
quickly dismiss a small, ubiquitous, uncharismatic 
bird. At the sight of one our mind spontaneously sig-
nals “nothing special…dispensable…not worth my 
time.” Curiosity is a vaccine that protects us from 
rapid assumptions, dismissals, and quick actions. 
When we are very young our early mind possess-
es an openness and humility, doesn’t it? We can see 
purely and query unashamedly. With age and expe-
rience we can coach our imagination to remain flu-
id so that we can conceive of the threads that link 
our lives with other organisms and ecosystems. This 
mindset leads to an expanding awareness that seeps 
in like the desert’s rains; and there it remains to serve 
the whole where and when it is needed. Ultimately 
more of our actions become knowledge-driven and 
add greater value to the services we provide.

Gillian Martin
Co-leader, Tree Care for Birds 
Committee of WCISA
Gillian.Martin@CavityConservation.com

I wish to express my gratitude to ornithologist Jon 
L. Dunn for advice on preparation for this article.
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