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Pileated Woodpecker

General Description

Pileated Woodpeckers are the largest woodpeckers in North America (with the exception of the
Ivory-billed Woodpecker, which probably no longer lives within the borders of the United
States). They are crow-sized and black, with bright red pointed crests, the red more extensive
on the crests of males. A broad white stripe on each side of their faces below their eyes
continues down along each side of their necks. Males have red moustachial stripes, females
black. White underwing linings and some white at the wrist above are visible when the bird
flies.

Habitat

Any forest type (broadleaved, coniferous, or mixed) can sustain Pileated Woodpeckers as long
as there are trees large enough for roosting and nesting. Pileated Woodpeckers are often
associated with mature and old-growth forests but can breed in younger forests if they contain
some large trees. In western Washington, they typically roost in western hemlock and western
red cedar

Behavior

These powerful woodpeckers chip out characteristic oval or rectangular excavations in the
trees in which they forage. Their drumming can be heard for long distances, as can their loud
'laughing' call. They roost in hollow trees with multiple entrance holes.

Diet
Pileated Woodpeckers eat wood-boring insects and insects that nest in trees, including long-
horned beetles and especially carpenter ants. They eat some fruits and nuts as well.



Nesting

Long-term monogamous pairs stay together on territories year round. Both members of the
pair excavate a new nest cavity in a dead tree or branch every year. The excavation can take
the pair up to six weeks to complete. The nest is lined only with woodchips from the
excavation. Both sexes typically incubate the 3 to 5 eggs (usually 4) for about 18 days and
brood the young for the first 7 to 10 days after they hatch. Both regurgitate food for the
young, which leave the nest after 24 to 28 days but may stay with the parents for another 2
to 3 months while they learn to forage.

Migration Status

Although generally resident, Pileated Woodpeckers sometimes wander from their breeding
areas and many move down-slope or into streamside forests or suburban areas in winter.

Conservation Status

Pileated Woodpeckers play an important role within their ecosystems by excavating nesting
and roosting cavities that are subsequently used by many other birds and by many small
mammals, reptiles, amphibians, and invertebrates. Shooting for sport and food was formerly a
significant source of mortality. Although shooting Pileated Woodpeckers is now illegal, the
practice may continue in some places but probably not enough to significantly affect the
population. Clear-cutting of old-growth and other forests currently has the most significant
impact on Pileated Woodpecker habitat, but Pileated Woodpeckers are fairly adaptable, which
offsets some of the impact from habitat loss. They are, however, currently candidates for
endangered species listing by the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife and are
included on the Gap Analysis list of species-at-risk.

When and Where to Find in Washington

Pileated Woodpeckers are uncommon residents in appropriate habitats at low to mid-
elevations throughout the state. They are more common in western than in eastern
Washington. They can be found even in city parks where large trees are present, and they
breed in Seward Park, Discovery Park, and Camp Long (all in Seattle, King County).
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