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The Swainson’s Thrush (Catharus ustulatus) makes an excellent species for studying 
migration. Its impressive migration, matching pace with an extreme ultrarunner, takes it to 
South America and back annually. Where receiving stations are present, the Motus network 
(www.motus.org) maps the several thousand mile treks of these long-distance migrants. This 
report highlights the journeys of many Bitterroot birds over to the central flyway of the U.S. 
and as far south as Colombia, South America. 
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Summary
Although we know from bird banding data that Swainson’s Thrushes are long-distance 
migrants who fly to South American each year, we don’t know the migratory route of birds 
that breed in and/or migrate through the Bitterroot Valley. Migratory connectivity information 
from western Swainson’s Thrushes is severely lacking. Still, thanks to both genetic work by 
Kira Delmore’s lab at Texas A&M and Motus tag data, we have a much better understanding 
of their migration and how it differs between populations. Since we began tagging birds in 
2019, we gained valuable insight into their movements. To date, we have tagged 33 
Swainson’s Thrushes during migration (12 in 2019, 12 in 2020, and another 9 in 2021). 
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An Inland population
Ornithologists split Swainson’s Thrushes into two major subspecies groups, a ‘west coastal’ 
and an ‘inland’ population which occurs everywhere else in North America. The populations 
are genetically distinct and have been since the Pleistocene when large ice sheets isolated 
them. Pictured on the map below are the north and southbound routes of several of our birds. 
In total, we’ve detected 42% (14 of 33) of thrushes at stations on their migratory routes or 
near wintering grounds, and we are still awaiting data from birds tagged within the last two 
months. The migratory routes seen here are consistent with the inland population. 

Tracks of migratory Swainson’s Thrushes



Tag Longevity
Of all birds wearing tags in 2019 and 2020, we detected 50% (12 of 24) in the following year, 
meaning the birds were still alive and had survived through at least the winter. In some cases, 
we received a tag signal after more than 12 months. Initially, we were uncertain about battery 
life performance, but evidence suggests these 0.9-grams units emit a signal for over a year. As 
manufacturing companies move toward hybrid solar-battery tags, we expect an improvement 
in life expectancy of future Motus tracking devices.



Increased Motus coverage
Of those Swainson’s Thrushes we didn’t detect, the absence of signals could be due to 
mortality or birds flying to areas without receiving stations. We are anxiously awaiting data 
from 2021 birds, though one bird has already traveled as far south as Costa Rica, where local 
researchers recently installed six stations. Likewise, stations are being installed at an 
impressive rate across the western U.S. and Mexico, adding considerable opportunity for 
movement data for all species.
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A southerly trip
Very few Motus stations currently exist in central and South America. Still, we’ve acquired 
migratory information from Swainson’s Thrushes despite the scarcity of stations. One well-
placed station in Colombia – installed by Colombian conservation non-profit, SELVA –
detected two of our Bitterroot Valley birds! These detections in central and South America 
bring to light the impressive scope of what’s possible with Motus. 

The map below shows a Swainson’s Thrush leaving Montana after 31 Aug 2020, flying 
through St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge in coastal Florida on 1 Oct, then south to Fincas
las Palmeras in Colombia, South America on 27 Oct. During it’s spring migration northward, 
the bird flew through southern Costa Rica on 2 May 2021 and returned to the Bitterroot 
valley to breed. The bird left the Bitterroot after 6 Sept and was remarkably picked up by the 
Canopy Tower station in Panama on 12 Oct. 

http://selva.org.co/en/

