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ABSTRACT

Great-tailed grackles (Quiscalus mexicanus) formerly were present in
North America only in southern Texas, but they have been expanding their
range, primarily to the north and west, throughout the past century. Reports of
this species have recently proliferated in the north central United States. Here
we review the current status of the great-tailed grackle in South Dakota and re-
port the first documented nesting of this species in the state. The first docu-
mented record of great-tailed grackle in South Dakota was a male that occurred
on 14-15 May 1988 in Yankton County. No additional records of this species
were documented for South Dakota until 1995, when birds from Charles Mix
(6 April) and Clay (24 May-1 June) Counties were reported. Since that time,
records of great-tailed grackles in South Dakota have occurred as far north as
Brown and Deuel Counties and as far west as Lyman County, but no nests were
documented until 1999. In 1999, we found three nests in a marsh lined with
cattails (Typha latifolia) in Clay County. The first nest was discovered on 24
April and two additional nests were found on 1 May. All three nests were com-
posed of woven plant matter (mostly cattails) and were suspended in the cat-
tails approximately 40-60 cm above the surface of the water, which was about
50-70 cm deep under the nest. These nest locations are consistent with those
in colonizing birds, although once established in an area, great-tailed grackles
often expand their nesting sites to include non-marsh habitats. The two latter
nests fledged five and three young, but the initial nest, with a clutch of five
eggs, was abandoned and the eggs never hatched. These, along with another
record from Minnehaha County in 1999, represent the first documented nest
records for great-tailed grackles in South Dakota.
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INTRODUCTION

The great-tailed grackle (Quiscalus mexicanus) has greatly expanded its
range in North America over the past century. Dinsmore and Dinsmore (1993)
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note two characteristics of great-tailed grackles that likely contribute to their
range expansion. One, this species tends to wander widely so that some birds
regularly encounter uncolonized areas. Second, additional grackles tend to fol-
low pioneering birds, within a relatively short time period, into uncolonized ar-
eas. The general pattern during the range expansion has been for pioneering
birds, often one to several individuals, to appear in an uncolonized area, to be
followed by additional birds within a few years that establish a nesting popu-
lation (Dinsmore and Dinsmore 1993). 

Dinsmore and Dinsmore (1993) reviewed the range expansion of this
species in North America through 1991. Briefly, in 1900 their range in North
America encompassed only southern Texas. By 1950, grackles had spread to
southern New Mexico and Arizona and northwestward in Texas. Since 1960,
their range has expanded rapidly in three general directions, to the north in the
Great Plains, to the northwest into the Rocky Mountain States, and to the west
into southern and central California. Thus, by 1991 nesting had been docu-
mented from central California through southern Nebraska into western and
central Iowa and south to Louisiana (Dinsmore and Dinsmore 1993). Through
1991, there was only one documented record of Great-tailed Grackle for South
Dakota, a single male in Yankton County on 14-15 May 1988 (SDOU 1991).
Moreover, there were no nesting records for the state by 1991, although nest-
ing records were present by that time in central Nebraska and central and
northwestern Iowa (Dinsmore and Dinsmore 1993).

The purpose of this paper is to update the status of the great-tailed grack-
le in South Dakota and to report the first documented nesting of this species
within the state. In addition, we comment on future expected trends for this
species within the state and region.

METHODS

To determine the past and current status and distribution of the great-tailed
grackle in South Dakota, we systematically reviewed the Seasonal Reports in
South Dakota Bird Notes from 1991-2000. Prior to 1999, the great-tailed grack-
le was on the review list of the Rare Bird Records Committee (RBRC) of the
South Dakota Ornithologists’ Union (Swanson 1999). Thus, before 1999 records
of great-tailed grackles submitted to the Seasonal Reports required acceptance
by the RBRC for their inclusion into the official state records and not all records
appearing in the Seasonal Reports prior to 1999 were acted on by the RBRC.
Nevertheless, for the purposes of this review, we have included these records
in assessing the current distribution of great-tailed grackle in South Dakota.
However, we do note records that were not acted on by the RBRC, but extend
the range of the grackle within the state. In addition to Seasonal Reports
records, we include some of our own personal observations that were not re-
ported in the Seasonal Reports.

For the three nests that we located, we monitored nesting behavior of the
adults and fate of the nest contents. Nests were checked three times during the
nesting season, at intervals of 7-15 days, to determine if nests were still active.
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Upon completion of the nesting effort for each nest, we recorded the general
habitat and vegetative characteristics surrounding the nest area and made mea-
surements of the nest itself. We also periodically visited the marsh where the
nests were found over the remainder of the summer seeking any additional
nesting behavior suggesting that grackles might have initiated another brood,
as they sometimes do in other portions of their range (Baicich and Harrison
1997).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Nest Documentation

Nesting of great-tailed grackles in South Dakota was first documented in
1999 at a marsh in Clay County located at 42º47’30”N, 96º52”’21”W (legal de-
scription: T.92N, R.51W, Section 16). We first observed great-tailed grackles in
1999 in this area on 20 March in a plowed field directly southeast and adjacent
to the nest marsh (Table 1). The first nest in this marsh was located on 24 April
when a female flew to the nest carrying nesting material. Two additional nests
were located in the same marsh on 1 May. The phenology of these nests is
summarized in Table 1. The 24 April nest represented the first great-tailed
grackle nest documented for South Dakota, although another nest of this
species was found the following day, 25 April 1999, in Minnehaha County
(Nathan Pieplow, personal communication). We observed fledglings from one
of the nests found on 1 May and the other nest found on 1 May probably also
produced young. However, the nest found on 24 April was abandoned with 5
eggs (Table 1).

Table 1. Nesting phenology for great-tailed grackle nests in the Clay County marsh dur-
ing 1999.

Date Significant Observations

20 March 3 males present in plowed field adjacent to nesting marsh; later at least 4 males
were present in the nesting marsh area, but only one remained throughout the en-
tire nesting season.

24 April First nest (Nest 1) was located as a female flew to the nest carrying nesting materi-
al. One male and a second female were also observed on this date.

1 May Nest 1 had a clutch of 5 eggs and the female was incubating as we approached
the nest. Two additional nests were located on this date, one with 5 eggs (Nest 2)
and one with 3 eggs (Nest 3).

14 May Nest 1 still had 5 eggs and the female was not present in the nest area; probably
the nest had been abandoned by this date, as this is outside of the normal hatch-
ing period of 13 days (Tutor 1962). Nest 2 had 5 hatchlings present and Nest 3 had
2 hatchlings and 1 egg. Two males and three females were observed at the marsh
on this date.

29 May Nest 1 still had 5 eggs, definitely abandoned at this point. Nest 2 was empty, but
intact, with a few pinfeathers present at the bottom of the nest suggesting that
fledging had occurred. Nest three had three fledglings present in the immediate
nest vicinity; one actually flushed from the nest on our approach.
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We continued to observe the marsh periodically after nesting efforts were
complete, through the end of July 1999, to determine if adults engaged in be-
haviors suggesting a second nesting attempt. These observation periods oc-
curred at least once per week, generally lasted for 5-15 minutes, and occurred
at all times of day. No behaviors or other evidence suggesting that great-tailed
grackles were double-brooded at this location was detected. At some other
breeding locations great-tailed grackles are at least occasionally double brood-
ed (Baicich and Harrison 1997). Noteworthy sightings after the completion of
nesting efforts at this location included seven apparent juvenile (based on
brownish plumage coloration) great-tailed grackles in a flock departing from a
woodlot about 0.5 km west of the nesting marsh on 13 July. Two apparent ju-
veniles were also observed in a cornfield just east of the nesting marsh on 14
July. Single juveniles (based on brown plumage and dark eyes) were observed
flying into the woodlot to the west of the nesting marsh on 30 July and at an-
other marsh about 3 km from the nesting marsh on 31 July. The high number
of apparent juveniles observed in the immediate vicinity of the nesting marsh
suggests that both nests found on 1 May successfully fledged young.

The three nests were all suspended in cattails (Typha latifolia) and were
bowl-shaped and composed of woven plant matter (largely cattails) (Fig. 1). All
nests were located within 4 m of open water. Nests were located approximately
40-60 cm above the surface of the water and water depth below the nests
ranged from about 50-70 cm. Marsh nesting is typical for great-tailed grackles,
particularly for the first birds to nest within a particular area (Dinsmore and
Dinsmore 1993, Baicich and Harrison 1997, Jaramillo and Burke 1999). Later in-
dividuals may inhabit and nest in a wider variety of habitats, including groves,
thickets, towns, and city parks, but they remain associated with rather open ar-
eas and prefer nesting near water (Kaufman 1996, Jaramillo and Burke 1999).
Nest dimensions ranged from about 15-20 cm external diameter, 10-13 cm in-
ternal diameter, 22-27 cm external depth and 10-15 cm internal depth (Fig. 1).
Nests were larger than those of yellow-headed blackbirds, Xanthocephalus
xanthocephalus, which also nested within the marsh. The eggs were subellip-
tical in shape and pale blue-green in color, with dark brown spotting and driz-
zling. Clutch size in these nests ranged from three to five. Baicich and Harri-
son (1997) state that great-tailed grackles usually lay clutches of 3-4 eggs, al-
though sometimes clutches are as large as five eggs, and Jaramillo and Burke
(1999) list the average clutch size as about 3.5. Thus, two of three nests in
South Dakota had clutch sizes at the very upper end of the typical range for
this species. Clutch size increases with latitude in a number of bird species
(Ricklefs 1980) so the high clutch sizes in these nests from the northern por-
tion of the breeding range suggest that great-tailed grackles may also follow
this pattern, as posited by Jaramillo and Burke (1999).

Status and Distribution

The great-tailed grackle range expansion in North America has been clas-
sified as an explosive expansion, where the species colonizes isolated locations
at the forefront of the expanding range and later fills in the gaps between the
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isolated colonies and the main range (Dinsmore and Dinsmore 1993). In colo-
nizing a new location, the general pattern is for pioneering non-breeding indi-
viduals to appear in an uncolonized area, followed in a few years by additional
birds that establish a breeding population. Dinsmore and Dinsmore (1993) re-
port the average interval between the first observation of great-tailed grackles
within a state and the first nesting record as 4.8 years for 13 states in which
breeding populations had been established by 1991. For southern prairie states
(Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Iowa, Missouri, and Colorado) this interval
ranges from 0 years in Iowa to 7 years in Missouri, and averages 3.7 years
(Dinsmore and Dinsmore 1993).

The first documented record of great-tailed grackle for South Dakota was
in 1988 in Yankton County (SDOU 1991). No additional records of this species
occurred in South Dakota until 1995, when there were two records: a male at
Lake Andes National Wildlife Refuge, Charles Mix County, on 6 April, and five
birds (four males and one female) near Vermillion, Clay County, from 24 May-
1 June. The latter record was the first for a female in South Dakota. In 1996,
there were also two records, a pair at Salt Lake, Deuel County in late April and
May, and a male near Vermillion on 16 May. The pair at Salt Lake was present
at the same location throughout the nesting season, suggesting possible nest-
ing, but no nesting evidence was found. There were eight records in 1997 that
ranged from 19 April in Miner County to 25 October (four birds) in Kingsbury

Figure 1. Great-tailed grackle nest discovered on 24 April 1999 in Clay County, South
Dakota. The ruler on the nest is 16 cm long. Note the construction of the nest largely
from woven cattails (Typha latifolia) and the suspension of the nest in the cattails about
40-50 cm above the surface of the water. This nest had a clutch of 5 eggs, but was
abandoned before the eggs hatched.
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County. These included a record of a pair near Wagner, Charles Mix County,
the female of which was observed carrying nesting material, but no nest was
found (Cantu 1998). Nine records in 1998 spanned the period from 28 March
(Charles Mix County) to 11 October (Lincoln County). These nine records in-
cluded a report from Brown County, the northernmost record for the state (a
record not acted on by the RBRC) and records of at least three birds from 17
April through 20 July near the marsh where we found nesting grackles in 1999.
By the end of 1998, great-tailed grackle records for South Dakota had prolifer-
ated to a level where the RBRC removed them from the review list of rare birds
in the state (Swanson 1999). Another eight records occurred in 1999, from 20
March through 26 November, including the nesting records reported here and
two records of nesting evidence from Minnehaha County. The Minnehaha
County records were of a female on a nest on 25 April and a female carrying
nesting material at a separate marsh later in April (Nathan Pieplow, personal
communication). Also in 1999 was a record of five birds from Lyman County,
the westernmost record of this species in the state. In 2000, there were five
records, including the first two winter records for the state, 13 birds from 4-6
February in Sanborn County and a single bird 26 February in Charles Mix
County. The winter of 1999-2000 was very mild, which could have permitted
these birds to winter, but it also may have facilitated early migration, so
whether these birds were wintering birds or early migrants is not known.

In summary, current records of great-tailed grackle in South Dakota extend
from the southeastern part of the state north and west to Lyman County and
north and east to Brown and Deuel Counties (Fig. 2). Documented nesting
records exist only from Clay and Minnehaha Counties, but records of nesting
behavior (carrying nesting material) or of multiple birds present at one location
for extended periods during the breeding season that are suggestive of nesting
also exist from Charles Mix, Lyman, and Deuel Counties. It is likely that addi-
tional nesting records will occur over much of eastern South Dakota in the fu-
ture if the pattern of explosive expansion continues.

The interval between the first sighting of a great-tailed grackle in South
Dakota and the first documented nesting is 11 years, which is considerably
longer than the 3.7-year average for this interval from other prairie states with
breeding records cited by Dinsmore and Dinsmore (1993). However, the first
possible nesting date in South Dakota was the Deuel County record in 1996.
Using this record as the first nesting date within the state decreases the inter-
val to eight years, but this is still higher than the range for southern prairie
states. The relatively long interval between first observation and breeding in
South Dakota likely reflects the relatively low number of observers within the
state, but it may also suggest that the rate of colonization is slowing as expan-
sion proceeds northward in the Great Plains. 

To investigate this latter possibility, we examined records for great-tailed
grackles from northern Great Plains states. North Dakota and Minnesota also
show relatively long intervals between the first observation for the state and
the first nesting. The first record of great-tailed grackle for North Dakota was 3
June 1995 in Cass County (Berkey 1995). Breeding was suspected, but not con-
firmed for North Dakota in the summer of 2000 in Ransom County (Martin
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2000), so the minimum interval for North Dakota is five years. For Minnesota,
the first record was probably in 1982, although boat-tailed grackle (Quiscalus
major) was not eliminated in this record (Egeland 1983). The first confirmed
record for Minnesota was in 1993, from 3-10 April in Rice County (Granlund
1993). Nesting was suspected from the Minnesota-Iowa border at Grover’s Lake
Wildlife Management Area in 1998, where females were observed carrying
nesting material on the Iowa side of the lake, but no nests were found (Hertzel
and Hertzel 2001). Nesting was confirmed for Minnesota in 2000 from Jackson
County (Hertzel and Hertzel 2001). Thus, the minimum interval from first ob-
servation to first nesting for Minnesota is five years, seven years to the first con-
firmed nesting, and the maximum is at least 16 years. 

In the western northern Great Plains, this interval is nine years for
Wyoming (Truan and Percival 1998), but the first observation and the first nest-
ing were coincident in Montana (Berkey 1996). Thus, for these five northern
Great Plains states, the interval between first observation and first nesting (us-
ing minimum values strongly suggesting nesting for North and South Dakota
and minimum values for confirmed nesting for Minnesota) averages 5.8 (± 3.6,
SD) years. This is longer, but not significantly so (Student’s t-test; 
t9 = 1.11, P = 0.29), than the 3.7 (± 2.8, SD) year average interval from the
southern Great Plains, which suggests that the explosive range expansion of
the great-tailed grackle is still underway.

Figure 2. Distribution of great-tailed grackle records in South Dakota through the year
2000. We attempted to place records for particular counties at the site of observation
with the county, but in many cases, only the county where the observation occurred
was listed in the Seasonal Reports in South Dakota Bird Notes. In these cases, we
placed the record in the center of the county.
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