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Brown-headed Nuthatch (Sitta pusilla)

The scientific name translates to “small bird like a woodpecker”. This is a pine specialist
of open southern pine forests and pine plantations with a poorly developed mid-story. It
is the smallest nuthatch of the southern United States. Partners in Flight in North Carolina
considers this a species of high conservation concern, mainly due to lack of suitable
habitat from lack of natural fire.

This bird is most common in coastal and Piedmont open pine dominated forests that have
a poorly developed mid-story, and some snags for nesting. As the mid-story reaches
above 20 —30 feet under mature pines, this species begins to decline. When deciduous
hardwoods begin to reach the canopy of the stands, this bird is rarely present.



Pine plantations in the coastal plain of mid to older age classes that have a poorly
developed mid-story, or are recently thinned, also offer habitat for this pine specialist. As
typical North Carolina piedmont forests age, the deciduous component begins to
dominate and the larger White-breasted Nuthatch is the common nuthatch present.

Description
This is our only nuthatch with a brown patch of feathers extending from the crown to the

eye line. Both males and females possess a brown head with a white pale spot on the
nape. The back coloration is bluish-gray in this bird, and it has a white belly and
underside.

Voice

The call is much different from the other North Carolina (White-breasted and Red-
breasted) nuthatches. The typical call resembles the sound made by a dog’s ‘squeaky toy’
repeated several times. Another call given is a rapid high-pitched “kit-kit-kit”, or similar
harsh, nasal notes mixed together.

Range
The Brown-Headed nuthatch can be found from east Texas to southwestern Arkansas,

east to Georgia, and northeast to coastal Virginia and Delaware. In Florida, it can be
found as far south as Lake Okeechobee. It is less common west of the piedmont region in
North Carolina. Records do exist for the North Carolina mountain region at lower
elevations.

Habitat and Habits

It is commonly found in southern pine forests, especially in forests with a “ball-park”
appearance and intermixed with standing snags. These birds commonly nest in open
pine/mixed pine-hardwood stands, clearings, and along edges. Nests are typically
constructed in dead snags, but naturally occurring cavities and holes excavated by
woodpeckers are commonly utilized. Nest cavities are often rather close to the ground.
These nuthatches have been known to nest in birdhouses.

The breeding season in North Carolina runs from mid-March through May. The female
incubates 4-6 eggs for about 14 days, and both adults then feed the young. After leaving
the nest, the young birds will often remain with the parents for several weeks. The
Brown-headed Nuthatch is a resident species in North Carolina.

Management Recommendations

Natural resource managers have the greatest potential to benefit nuthatches, as well as
many other cavity nesters, by incorporating various considerations into their management
regimes. Snag retention and protection is one of the most important considerations.
Studies have shown that increases in the availability of snags on forestlands can lead to
an increase in the species richness, diversity, and abundance of cavity nesting birds. Due
to various abiotic factors (e.g., ice and snow storms, tornadoes, hurricanes, fire, and other
meteorological events), snags are consistently produced in nature. Although snags are a
common feature across the landscape, natural resource managers commonly overlook




these high value wildlife trees during planning. However, with minimal economic and
time investment, snags can easily be reserved and protected from disturbance.

*Identify snags before silvicultural operations (e.g., thinning, harvesting, and site
preparation) and buffer/mark accordingly. No study has explicitly shown how many
snags per acre are necessary to increase abundance of cavity nesters. However, 3-6 snags
per acre are recommended for benefiting most species of cavity nesters.

*Mixing the types of snags retained (e.g., various tree species, heights, and form), will
benefit a wider array of wildlife species. Brown-headed Nuthatches typically nest rather
close to the ground, and many nests can be easily reached.

*When forested stands are harvested and snags are retained, it is critical to ensure that
they are identified and protected prior to and during site preparation activities as well.

Another consideration and common forestry practice that can benefit Brown-headed
Nuthatches is thinning pine plantations. Thinnings not only provide a financial return
early in the rotation, but are also the most important stand prescriptions that land mangers
can use to improve the quality of stand level wildlife habitat in pine plantations. Ideally,
you would want a rather heavy thin with scattered snags left throughout the stand. Due to
the typical 25-35 year rotation length in southern pine plantations, an extremely heavy
second thin around 18-22, followed by a prescribed burn, has the potential to provide the
“ball park” appearance that nuthatches typically prefer.

*Thin as early as possible to open closed canopy pine stands.
*Identify snags prior to thinning and buffer/mark accordingly.

*Conduct a prescribed burn following a thinning to facilitate open mid-story and
understory.
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