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Cape Sable seaside sparrow 
 

Ammodramus maritimus mirabilis 
 

 
(Photo by FWC) 

 

 
Taxonomic Classification 

Kingdom: Animalia  
Phylum: Chordata  
Class: Aves 
Order: Passeriformes 
Family: Emberizidae 
Genus/Species: Ammodramus maritimus 
Subspecies: Ammodramus maritimus mirabilis 
Common Name: Cape Sable seaside sparrow 
 
Listing Status 
 
Federal Status: Endangered  
FL Status: Federally-designated Endangered 
FNAI Ranks: G4T1/S1 (Globally: Apparently Secure, Sub sp. Critically Imperiled/ State: 
Critically Imperiled) 
IUCN Status: Not ranked 
 
Physical Description 
 
The Cape Sable seaside sparrow is a secretive bird that is usually heard before they are seen.  
This species can reach a body length of five inches (12.7 centimeters) with a wingspan of 5.1-7.9 
inches (18-20 centimeters) (The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, n.d.).  This seaside sparrow has a 
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dark olive-gray colored back, a light gray side with dark olive streaks, and small patches of 
yellow feathers in front of their eyes and at the bend of their wings.   
 
Life History 
 
The diet of the Cape Sable seaside sparrow primarily consists of spiders, beetles, caterpillars, 
grasshoppers, grass, and sedge seeds. 
 
Nesting occurs from February to August, with most nesting activity happening from April to 
May.  The length and timing of nesting depends on flooding, as nesting will be delayed or 
terminated if flood waters become too high.  Cape Sable seaside sparrows build their nests in 
clumps of grass that are around six inches (15.2 centimeters) off of the ground.  Females lay 
between three to four eggs per clutch, with two to three nests attempted every year.  The rate of 
nesting success is 40-75%.  Eggs are incubated by the female for 12 days.  Fledging occurs at 9-
11 days olds.   
 
Habitat & Distribution 
 
The Cape Sable seaside sparrow inhabits areas that are 
periodically burned and flooded.  These areas include 
flooded inland prairies of cordgrass (Spartina), muhly 
grass (Muhlenbergia filipes), and short sawgrass 
(Cladium).  The Cape Sable seaside sparrow is 
sometimes known as the “Goldilocks bird” as 
conditions have to be just right to survive.  Cape Sable 
seaside sparrows can be found only in Everglades 
National Park and Big Cypress National Preserve in 
Dade and Monroe counties, as they are the only bird 
restricted to the Everglades’ ecosystem.  This species 
has not been seen in Cape Sable, Florida since the 
1970’s.    
 
Threats 
 
Historically, habitat destruction and conversion to agricultural land has been the major threat to 
the species (U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 2003).  Presently the degradation of habitat is a 
considerable threat to the Cape Sable seaside sparrow population (Florida Natural Areas 
Inventory 2001).  Improper water regimes in the Everglades can cause delays and even the 
termination of nesting.  Three or more years of low breeding rates can cause critical declines in 
the Cape Sable seaside sparrow’s population, as its lifespan is only around four years.  
Encroachment of hardwoods and the removal of dead plants can reduce the suitability of the 
habitat for breeding.  Prescribed fire is the usual method to prevent this; however, fire can kill 
adults, their young, and eggs (National Park Service, n.d.).  The population of the Cape Sable 
seaside sparrow is restricted to South Florida, which makes the species vulnerable to natural 
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catastrophes.  South Florida is vulnerable to direct hits from hurricanes, which could 
significantly reduce the species’ population. 
 
Conservation & Management 
 
The Cape Sable seaside sparrow is protected as an Endangered species by the Federal 
Endangered Species Act and as a Federally-designated Endangered species by Florida’s 
Endangered and Threatened Species Rule.   
 
-Federal Recovery Plan 
 
Other Informative Links 
 
Florida Natural Areas Inventory 
FWC Species Profile 
National Park Service 
The Cornell Lab of Ornithology 
U.S. Geological Survey 
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