
MARSH WREN (Cistothorus palustris) Guidance for Conservation

Conservation Status 
Breeding Bird Survey data indicate that the Marsh Wren 
has experienced a severe decline in New York since 
1966.  NYS Breeding Bird Atlas data reflect this decline 
in the Hudson River Valley, particularly in the southern 
part. Partners in Flight list the Marsh Wren as a Species 
of Regional Concern in Bird Conservation Region 30.

Food
It feeds on invertebrates, especially insects and spiders, as well as aquatic insects in freshwater marshes. 
It typically forages on or near the marsh floor, hopping and creeping among the bases of cattail stalks or 
threading its way through fallen bulrush. It also forages on stems and leaves of cattails or other 
vegetation, and occasionally into the air to catch a flying insect.

Nesting
The nest is dome-shaped cup with a woven outer shell made of water-soaked strips of cattail leaves, 
grass stems, or sedges. Males build numerous nests and a prospective mate typically inspects these nests 
while being escorted by the resident male. She often accepts one of his nests, lining it with soft materials 
before laying eggs. When completed, the nest has a “door-step” or shelf of lining material that protrudes 
into the nest, forming a small tunnel.  Territory size may depend on other species nesting in the area, 
and some research has documented it to range from 1/10 of an acre to almost an acre.

The Marsh Wren is an uncommon and declining breeder in the Hudson River Valley.

Identification
This species is small, with cinnamon-brown upperparts, a black triangle striped with white on the upper 
back, whitish underparts, buffy on the sides, a brown crown, and a long, thin downcurved bill. The sexes 
look alike, but the male is larger than the female. The song is a melodic, gurgling, bubbly trill.

Habitat
It is found in large, fresh, brackish or salt marshes with an abundance of tall, dense, emergent vegetation, 
including cattails, bulrushes, sedges, and common reed. It will also use emergent vegetation along the 
margins of ponds, lakes, and slow-moving rivers.  Marsh Wrens are found in wetlands of varying sizes 
ranging from less than 12 acres to more than 50 acres.

Marsh Wrens hide out in the dense vegetation of 
fresh and tidal marshes. 
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This management summary was adapted from Kroodsma and Verner 1997.
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Threats
•Habitat loss because of destruction of marshes due to draining or filling. 

Management Recommendations
•Marsh Wrens readily colonize restored marshes, e.g., those created for waterfowl, and can benefit from 
management that supports a wetland community as whole. 
•Weltands greater than 25 acres are preferred as they provide more interior habitat and reduce threats 
from predators.  
•Maintain dense, strong heterogeneous stands of emergent vegetation in marshes.
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