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The Hole Thing

Dean Sheldon Jr.

No guestion about it, those who
left the recent NABS convention in

Kearney, Nebraska, had a much better

idea of the future direction in which
NABS will be moving than they did
when they arrived on the Platte
River to witness the Sandhill

Crane migration in late March.

Just so we’re all on the
same page, you will find
here an abbreviated
version of some of the
thoughts which were
proffered at the annual
meeting.

« Since 1996, 45 groups
{rom across North America
have come in under the
NABS “umbrella” as its partners
in bluebird conservation. The
affiliates have quickly become
the backbone of the NABS
organizational body. That being
the case, NABS intends to keep
encouraging the formation of addi-
tional groups as affiliates within the
NABS community.

* Having accomplished so much in
the area of affiliation, we now need to
“fine tune” the existing relationship
between NABS and its affiliates,
Even now, two parallel task forces
{one from the board/one from the
affiliates] are at work examining the
matter of relationships in some detail.
All of this activity is under the
direction of Steve Garr, NABS new
vp for affiliate relationships.

* [tis from the outstanding leader-
ship of the affiliate groups, that we
expect to secure promising candidates
for future NABS boards and for
stewardship at all levels. Right now,
we would welcome NABS/affiliate
members te join with us on all NAES
committees.

* it is hoped that we can provide a
greater attendance of NABS board
members and officers at the annual

meetings held by state, provincial,

regional and affiliate groups.

{ﬁi{: Please contact the office and
' K let us know how we can be
- e

of help in accomplishing
this goal.

» Canada: We need to do
more — much more — to
enceurage the development of
bluebird organizations “up
north” and “out west.” A
suggestion has already been
made that we amend the by-
{aws to create a vice president
for Canadian affairs. That
would help assure that Canada
would always have representa-
tion at tie highest level in the
NABS organization.

e Mexico: Preliminary steps
have already been taken (through the
auspices of the Texas Bluebird
Society and others) to explore oppor-
tunities for a NABS relationship with
bluebirders “south of the border.”
How this will be developed and
through what groups it will take place
18 still uncertain. However, be assured
that we are working in that direction.

* We ought to continue to pursue
ways to improve/expand a NABS
relationship with national and interna-
tional birding conservation groups in
this hemisphere. With our extraordi-
narily successful conservation history,
we must be a supportive presence as
these groups work o preserve habitat
and improve conditions for all neo-
tropical migrant species.

» Communications can always
stand to be improved. We intend to
work at this with all NABS members,
Continued on page 3



From the Executive Director
Lisa Bulick

The 26th Annual NABS conven-
tion, hosted by Bluebirds Across
Nebraska (BAN), was held in
Kearney, Nebraska, March 20-23,
during the peak of the Sandhill Crane
migration. Thanks go to the conven-
tion chairs, Bill and Sandy Seibert,
and all the members of BAN who
worked to put together a wonderful
convention. They made sure we had
warm, sunny days during our visit to
Nebraska.

I cannot describe the beauty of the
plains between Grand Island and
Kearney and the farm fields dotted
with clusters of Snow Geese and
Sandhill Cranes.

The field trips planned by BAN
included several opportunities to wait
in crane blinds at sunrise and sunset
for the spectacle of cranes rising up
out of the water at dawn and dropping
down on the river for the night. The
Friday morning birding tour included
a visit to Prairie Chicken “booming”
grounds; Rowe Sanctuary, operated

— Hole Thing

Continued from page 2
the affiliates and with an abundance
of outstanding birding publications.
Nothing 1s more important to the
coentinued vitality of the organization.
Just a special note: Please take just
a moment to highlight on your
calendar the 27th annual NABS
convention to be held July 7 through
11, 2004, in Ithaca, New York. The
program includes activities at the
brand new facilities of the Cornell
Lab of Omithology. The convention
is being hosted by one of NABS®
oldest affiliates, the New York State
Bluebird Society {(www.nysbs.com/),
Stay tuned for further developments.

by the National Audubon Sociely;
and Rainwater Basin to view ducks,
geese, and shorebirds. The Prairie
Cuiture Tour consisted of a number of
attractions relating to the history and
culture of Nebraska, including the
Great Platte River Road Monument
arching over Interstate 80, the historic
Minden Opera House, and the Mu-
seum of Nebraska Art, which holds
one of America’s outstanding collec-
tions of the wildlife art of John James
Audubon.

Thursday’s workshops included
Nature Photography, Bluebird-L.,
Hosting a Convention, and Newslet-
ters. Friday night’s entertainment was
provided by Al Batt and John Acorn,
who 18 known as “The Nature Nut.”
Saturday morning, musicians and
speakers entertained and educated us.
We heard from Paul Tebbel. Al Batt,
Kevin Berner, Myma Pearman, Ron
Cisar, Bill Thompson, and Julie
Zickefoose. The keynote speaker for
Saturday evening’s banquet was John
Acorn, who amused us with songs,
slides, and stories from the field.

The New York State Bluebird
Society was represented by President
David Smith and many others. Plan to
travel to [thaca, New York, in July
2004 for the 27th Annual NABS
Convention.

[ have attended two NABS con-
ventions, now, and I find them
exciting, rejuvenating, and fulfilling.
The convention is an opportunity to
make new bluebirding friends and
visit with old cnes. [ am always
proud to wark for NABS, but never
more than when I feel the energy of
hundreds of bluebirders coming
together at the convention. Plan your
vacation around a visit to upstate New
York in 2004.
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NABS award winners honored

Awards honoring groups and
individuals for contributions to
bluebird conservation were presented
at the NABS convention in Nebraska
in March.

The Group Award was given to the
JToDaviess County, [llinois, Bluebird
Recovery Program Natural Area
Guardians. The Guardians have the
largest and mest successful nest box
program 1n [llinois. They are ex-
tremely active in recruiting and
training trail monitors, utilizing
hands- on workshops and newsletters.
The Guardians are also active in
community outreach, sponsoring
programs for schools and conserva-
tion groups on bluebird conservation.
The Guardians hosted the NABS
2000 conventicn in Galena, Illinois.
They have generously used their
resources to fund the second printing
of NABS Official Pocket Field Guide
for Kids. and a Membership Assess-
ment of NABS by a consulting group.
The award was accepted by Grace
Storch, co-chair of the Natural Area
Guardians, and chair of its Bluebird
Recovery Program.

Individnal awards went to Allen

Bill Davis of Ft. Walton, Florida, as
he received his NABS award,

Bower of Britton, Michigan, Cheryl
and Steve Eno of Raymond, Nebraska
and Bill Davis of Ft. Walton, Florida.

Allen Bower is best known as an
Innovator in nest-hox construction,
Allen’s mind is constantly working
on tweaking box design to protect
nesting birds from predation and to
promote successful fledging. He
generously shares his inventions with
others. Allen is known as the
Flickerman for his work in enticing
flickers to use nest hoxes, and his
success has been noted by the media
rather extensively. Allen is a past
board member of the OChio Bluebird
Society and a columnnist for the Amer-
ican Bird Conservation Association.

Steve and Cheryl Eno, along with
22 others, organized Bluehirds Across
Nebraska in 1993 to increase the
bluebird population in their state. The
results of their efforts have been quite
astonnding. In 1993, trails were
established with 1,975 boxes fledging
1,606 bluebirds. 2002 finds 1,550
BAN members monitoring 8,578
boxes and fledging 26,135 bluebirds.
Much of the success is due to the
quiet and modest determination of the
Enos who have provided leadership
and coordination to promote the rapid
growth of their state organization.
They share in writing a statewide
newsletter, and established a volun-
teer network that coordinates moni-
toring on a county level and provides
educational outreach statewide. Steve
and Cheryl’s real gift, however, is
their ability to pass on to others their
love of bluebirds and the real satisfac-
tion that comes from being a part of
the birds” warld.

The JTohn and Norah Lane Award
for Bluebird Conservation went to
Bill Davis of Ft. Walton, Florida. He
has devoted over 25 years of his life
to bluebird conservation. He is a
founding member of the Ohio Blue-
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bird Society, and developed the
county coordinator concept of nest-
box trail management that is used by
virtually every state and provincial
bluebird organization. He has pro-
moted bluebird conservation at malls,
schools, nature centers, and festivals
all over Ohio. Bill served on the
NABS board of directors and also
served as its treasurer. He has set up
nest box trails and monitored them
wherever he has lived. On moving to
Florida from Ohio, he has kept up
that tradition, working with blue-
birders in Florida on the possibility of
setting up a statewide organization.

This award is sponsored by the
John and Norah Lane Family. John
and Norah Lane pioneered biuebird
conservation in Canada. With the help
of volunteers, this group of trails in
Manitoba became the largest contigu-
ous bluebird trail in North America.
John and MNorah Lane are charter
members of NAES.

NABS has 2 new
officers, 4 new
board members

NABS has two new officers and
four new board members. They were
named in elections held at the
organization’s convention in MNe-
braska in March.

Elected president was Dean
Sheldon Ir. of Ohio. Serving witl hirm
as vice-president wili he Steve Gurr
of Tennessee. Named to the board of
directors were Julie Kutruff of
Virginia, Phillip Berry of Florida,
Fawzi Emad of Maryland, and Tena
Tayler of Mississippi. Their board
terms will expire in 2006.

Robert Ewart of Saskatchewan
earlier was named to the board to fill
an unexpired term.



Cheryl and Steve Eno, NABS award winners, flank David Cook, NABS award
comunittee chaiv, who made the presentations at the March convention in
Nebraska. The Enos are active in Bluebirds Across Nebraska. At right is Allen
Bower of Britton, Michigan, another bluebirder honored by NABS.

The NABS 2003 convention, held in Kearney, Nebraska, in
March, atrracted hundreds of bluebirders from all parts of
North America. Theyv enjoyed field trips to see nor only
bluebirds but also the migrant birds that put the Platte River

boldly on the birding map at this time of year. Tens of thou-
sands of Sandhill Cranes and Snow Geese were trip high-
lights. The group above stood by their tour bus with bino-
culars and spotting scopes to waich a part of the spectacle.




The pairing article

To the editor,

In the Spring 2003 issue of
Bluebird, Kevin Berner reports (page
4) the results of his study of Eastern
Bluebirds and Tree Swallows at
paired nest boxes during a 14-year
period (1989-2002) in east central
New York. He concluded that pairing
nest boxes had no negative impact on
the number of nest boxes occupied by
bluebirds.

There are two reasons, however,
why WMr. Berner's conclusion should
be taken with o grain of skepticism.
First, Mr. Berner’s study did not
allow for the direct comparison of the
effects of paired nest boxes to any
other box placement design, Second,
a statistical analysis of Mr. Berner’s
data indicates that there may be
another way (o interprel his findings.

All of the nest boxes in Mr.
Bemer’s study were paired. Paired
boxes were spaced five to 10 feet
apart or attached to opposite sides of
ntility poles, Because no other bex
configuratioms were studied, Mr.
Bermer’s assessment of the effect of
paired boxes cannot be made on a
scientific basis. His claim that paired
nest boxes do not have a detrimental
effect on bluebhird occupancy would
only be supported if the number of
bluebird pairs nesting at paired box
sites was greater than a control group,
for example unpaired (single) boxes.

[t’s entirely possible that bluebird
occupancy would have been greater
at single boxes. If so, Tree Swallows
would actually have had a negative
impact on bluebirds at paired boxes.
There was no control group of nest
boxes in Mt Berner’s study to make
such a comparison.

Mr. Berner admuits this flaw in his
experimental design on page 5 of his
article: “In a true test of box pairing, |

would have set up equal numbers of
sites with paired or unpaired boxes...”
Even this statement 1s not entirely
true, however. In a truly scientific
analysis of box pairing, equal num-
bers of paired ANI unpaired sites
would have been established (for
comparison) during the same vear,
not one or the other.

Mr. Berner states (page 4) that
during the first seven years of his
study, he frequently added and
removed box pairs, thereby altering
the pattern of his box placement
design. He freely admits that this
introduced a “confounding variable”
(page 5). How much of an effect did
this potentially have on the resulis of
his study? In an effort to answer this
queslion, | statistically analyzed Mr.
Berner’s data for the last seven years
of his study (1996-2002), the time in
which “only ininor changes™ were
made to his experimental (box
placement) design.

I first performed a correlation
anulysis using the number of box
pairs as the independent variable
(second column in Table 1 of Berner)
and the number of box pairs with
bluebirds (third column) and the
number of box pairs with swallows
{seventh column) as the dependent
variables. There was a statistically
significant positive correlation
between the number of box pairs and
the number of box pairs with swal-
lews (r=0.92, P =0.004) and a
statistically nonsignificant negative
correlation between the number of
box pairs and the number of box pairs
with bluebirds (r =-0.71, P = 0.075).

Next, | performed a correlation
analysis between the number of box
pairs with swallows as the indepen-
dent variable and the number of box
pairs with bluebirds as the dependent
variable. There was a statistically

nonsignificant negative correfation (r
=-0.63, P=0.133).

My statistical analysis ol Mr.
Berner’s data for the last seven vears
of his study (years in which he made
only minor changes to his box place-
ment design) indicate two possible
trends. First, adding pairs of nest
boxes resulted in a significant in-
crease in Tree Swallows but not
bluebirds. Second, although not
statistically significant, bluehird
density tends to decrease as Tree
Swallow density increases. Based on
these results, it's fair to say thal
paired nest boxes and Tree Swallows

may have a negative impact on
bluebirds in east central New York
I agree with Mr. Berner that Tree

Swallows are a valuable compaonent
of our native ecosystems, although it
is disingenuous to imply thal those of
us who don’t entirely agree with hox
pairing consider Tree Swallows as the
enemy (page 6). On the contrary, I
have observed that in northwesiern
Pennsylvania, bloebirds and Tree
Swallews alike benefil most when
nest boxes are not paired. [ believe
the argument should be based on
scientific studies that evaluate the
best management strategy for both
specles.

— Mark Ritke, 510 Rice Road
Titusville, PA 16354, e-mail
WatercressFarm@aol.com.

Mr. Berner responds to Mr. Ritke
I would like to respcnd to Mr.
Ritke’s letter to the editor.
The changes that were made on
my trails have been relatively minor
since the beginning of the 1996



breeding season. During that time I
removed between zero and four box
pairs per year from my study areas
for an average of less than two pairs
removed per vear. All other box sites
remained consistent throughout the
entire period.

Mr. Ritke exarined the correla-
tions between the number of boxes on
my trails and both Tree Swallows and
bluebirds. His only statistically
significant observation was that there
was a positive relationship between
the number of box pairs and the
numbers of pairs with swallows.

When [ had more nest boxes, they
were also at higher box densities on
individual study areas, and iu some
cases the boxes were within moder-
ately close proximity to each other. I
stated in both my recent article and
past articles in Bluebird that placing
boxes in close proximity to each other
definitely favors Tree Swallows due
to their tendency to group up with
nelghbors to harass competitors in
their “neighborhood™.

The non-significant correlations
between box numbers and bluebirds
needs no further consideration nor do
any other relationships shown to not
be statistically significant.

Mach of Mr. Ritke’s analysis
relates to the addition of nest boxes to
my trails, something that [ have not
done in any of the last eight vears. |
have gradually decreased the number
of box pairs on my study areas
without seeing any concurrent de-
crease in bluebird numbers.

I readily admit that my observa-
tions do not compare what would
have happened if I had simulta-
neously initiated trails with equal
numbers of new sites with paired
boxes and single boxes. I suspect that
either strategy would have produced
acceptable numbers of bluebirds, and
[ will not speculate here on whether
or not paired boxes would have
outperformed single boxes. I worked

with the wails that § had, which were
designed o compare the preference of
various nest box styles side by side in
pairs.

Working within those parameters,
[ was interested in examining whether
ar not Joe O'Halloran’s observations
were true on my trails. His conten-
tion 1$ that paired box trails over time
will be increasingly dominated by
Tree Swallows and that bluebird use
will diminish. It is quite apparent
from the data presented in my recent
paper that those predictions were far
from true on my study site. My
percentages of box occupancy by
bluebirds have roughly tripled from
the early years of the study to recent
years.

Mr. Ritke’s interpretation of my
data states that it 1s “fair to say that
paired nest hoxes and Tree Swallows
may have had a detrimental impact on
bluebirds”. I may need to review my
statistics class notes; however, [
cannot se¢ too much gloom and doom
resulting from continually increasing
rates of bluebird occupancy and
continually increasing rates of blue-
birds fledging on my trails.

[f this is what it’s like for the sky
to be falling, I'd like to continue to
see it do so. It's quite obvious to me
from looking at my graphs in the last
1ssue of this journal that bluebirds can
not only maintain but increase their
rates of box use even with Tree
Swallows simaltaneously being
present at the vast majority of nest
box pairs.

— Kevin Berner, NABS research
commitiee

Co-chair of NABS research com-
mittee comments on the Ritke letter

The issue of nest box pairing
continues to be a matter of some
interest as seen by the article in the
Spring 2003 Bluebird by Kevin
Berner, and by the subsequent letter
of response by Mark Ritke in this

issue. So the topic of pairing is
unlikely to go away soon, but |
believe it’s important that it be kept
in proper perspective.

First, the excellent article by
Berner details some 13 years of nest
box recards on a trail that consists
entirely of paired nest boxes. On
this trail the production of Fastern
Bluebirds has increased continuously
over the entire period of observation,
and the number of Eastern Bluebirds
fledged per vear essentially equaled
that of Tree Swallows in the latter
vears of the study. Thus, on Berner’s
trail in east central New York, Eastern
Bluebirds do successfully compete
with Tree Swallows for paired nest
boxes.

Ritke speculates that if the
Berner’s trail had been configured
with single boxes, rather than pairs,
the number Eastern Bluebirds would
have been higher — that is. the paired
boxes were detrimental to Eastern
Bluebirds production and they
favored Tree Swallows production.

As proof of this claim he notes
that a correlation showing that as the
number of total box pairs on the trail
increased the number of pairs with
Tree Swallows also increased.
Further, he suggests that number of
box pairs with Eastern Blugbirds
decreased when the number of total
box pairs increased. However, |
believe that there are problems with
this argument.

Ritke’s correlations are based on
data from multiple years. So to be
completely valid, he must show that
the nesting seasons were equivalent
(or nearly equivalent) or at least that
the different seasons affected both
Eastern Bluebird and Tree Swallow
production in an identical (or nearly
identical) manner over the period he
15 analyzing.

Second it must be noted that the
correlation between the number of
box pairs and the number of box pairs



with Eastern Bluebirds is not a
statistically significant relationship.
Thus, I would suggest that Ritke’s
analysis is provocative but that it is
not conclusive.

Let me conclude with two more
peints. First, it is unlikely that
statistical analysis of existing data
will be effective at giving a definitive
answer to this question. The answer
to whether pairing benefits or inhibits
Eastern Bluebirds relative to Tree
Swallows will best be answered when
a study that directly compares, over
the same nesting season(s), the
number of Eastern Bluebirds and
Tree Swallows that fledge from a set
of paired boxes with another group of
single boxes, beth set up in nearly
identical habitat.

Both Berner and Ritke make that
very point also. Further, when
making the comparison one must
keep in mind that 20 box pairs 1s
really 40 individual boxes.

And finally, while the topic of
pairing is interesting, it is not, in my
opinion, as important as many make
it out to be. Keep in mind that the
modern bluebirding effort, started
over 30 years ago, has truly saved the
Eastern Bluebird and is helping to
assure the survival of the Western and
Mountain species.

Thus, the survival of these won-
derful animals will depend more on
bluebirders managing nest box trails
and less on whether those nest boxes
are paired or not. Let’s make sure that
we do not let rancor interfere with a
labor of love.

— Bernie Daniel, Ph.D., co-
director, NABS Research Committee

(Mr. Berner can be reached ar 499
W. Richmondville Road,
Richmondville, NY 12149, e-mail
bernerkl@cobleskill edu. Dr. Daniel
can be reached at 9211 Solon Drive,
Cincinnati, OH 45242, e-mail
bdaniel@acninc.net.)

More comment on pairing

To the editor,

In the following comments, |
don’t dispute any of the data pre-
sented in the article “Does nest-box
pairing harm bluebirds?” by Kevin
Berner, Bluebird, Spring 2003. I
welcome this discussion of the issues
related to improving bluebird produc-
tion, in general, and relating to the
impact of box-pairing, in particular.

Mr. Berner’s article provides no
data from which the reader can
cenclude whether paired boxes have
lower or higher bluebird production,
or have lower or higher biuebird
occupancy than singles nest-boxes.
That’s because the article in question
contains paired box data eonly, and no
data whatsoever from singles boxes.

Mr. Bemner gives what he appears
to believe 15 a summary of my
analysis of the Bluebird Recovery
Association of Wisconsin data (page
4, column 2): “His data based on
thousands of boxes indicated that
paired boxes fledge fewer bluebirds
and that pairing reduced cccupancy
rates by bluebirds as swallows take
over trails.”

But that 1s not quite a proper
statement of the BRAW findings.
BRAW data, based on thousands of
boxes, indicate that paired boxes
fledged fewer bluebirds per box than
singles boxes had, and that paired
boxes had lower bluebird occupancy
rates compared to singles, on aver-
age.

The increase in actual bluebird
production and cccupancy numbers
occurred only as the paired-box trails’
box-density was grossly reduced. I
believe it is a fair interpretation of the
article’s data that the upward slopes
for bluebird production and occu-
pancy shown in the two charts are
more of a reflection of severe box-
pair culling, and elimination of
House Sparrow and Wren sites, rather
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than reflecting a characteristic history
of paired-box trails.

Mr. Berner’s charts also document
the bluebird-producticn benefit on his
trails from eliminating the paired sites
(half of all the pre-culling sites) with
persistent House Sparrow and Wren
problems. Also, the composite blue-
bird production for Mr. Berner’s now
tinely tuned trail is reported to be 162
bluebirds fledged from 80 boxes (40
pairs) in Year 2001. In my opinion,
that is a very respectable bluebird
production level. But the core ques-
tion remains, “What would they have
produced as widely spaced singles?”

— Joe O'Halloran, chair, Bluebird
Recavery Association of Wisconsin
Data Coliection and Analysis Com-
mittee. (Mr O'Halloran can be
reached by e-mail at
JOFEOHALLOR@aol.com.)

Mr. Berner responds:

I readily accept Mr. O’Halloran’s
minor correction of my interpretation
of the cenclusions of the BRAW
research data. As [ stated in my reply
to Mr. Ritke, [ have made no claims to
have proof that single-box trails have
higher or lower productivity levels
than paired trails. I only stated that my
experience on a paired-box trail 1s that
relatively high levels of bluebird
productivity can be achieved and
maintained.

In looking at individual sites, I
doubt that I ¢ould maintain a much
higher percentage of bluebird occu-
pancy with single boxes than [ have
obtained on my trails as they exist
now. I look at the simultaneous
production of Tree Swallows at most
of these sites as an added benefit to
my trail due to their insect consump-
tion and aesthetic value.

If I had only single boxes on my
trails, even if I had a moderately
higher level of bluebird occupancy, 1




would look at the reduction in my
Tree Swallow production to be a
loss. In my county, sites with good
quality habitat are more limited than
the availability of inexpensive nest
boxes, so | have no problem in
placing a second box at each site.

The vast majority of the boxes
that I have removed were removed
because of their close proximity
{although over 100 yards apart) to
adjacent pairs. These more-crowded
boxes appear to greatly favor Tree
Swallows while providing no advan-
tage to bluebirds. I have been fortu-
nate in having extremely low levels
of House Sparrows and House Wrens
even in the early years of my trail.
Where they did seem problematic
those sites were eliminated.

I don’t believe that there 1s single
correct strategy in the pairing contro-
versy. Obviously, BRAW has had
great success with single boxes. |
feel that I too have had similar
bluebird successes with an alterna-
tive strategy. As 1 noted in my article
in the Spring 2003 issue of Bluebird,
BRAW should be commended for its
research on pairing as well as on a
variety of other issues pertinent to
the recovery of bluebirds.

— Kevin Berner, NABS research
committee

Louisiana meeting

The Louisiana Bayou Bluebird
Society’s annual meeting will be
Sept. 20 in Monroe, Louisiana.
Speaker will be Dr. Shirl Brunell of
Texarkana, Arkansas, author of the
book [ Hear Bluebirds. For tickets or
more information, send an e-mail
note to emcooper @bayou.com or
marcot30@bellsouth.net, or call 318/
878-3210.

Letter from the editor

The interview with Dr. Patricia Adair Gowaty that appears in this
issue of Bluebird (page 10) was a particular pleasure for me. We visited
for about two hours by phone. It was a delight to talk with someone so
knowledgeable about Eastern Bluebirds. Of special interest were her
comments on what she calls the culture of bluebirds — how these birds
differ {rom place to place.

She suggests that the Eastern Bluebirds I see on my trail in suburban
Minneapolis might well show subtle differences in behavior from blue-
birds vou see in Pennsylvania or New York cr elsewhere. They are
different even from these [ enjoyed in years past at our home in Wiscon-
sin, not two hours drive from here. Indeed, she has noted differences in
bluebird populations at her home in Athens, Georgia, and 60 miles away
on the campus of Clemson Unjversity.

My mother was full-blooded Norwegian. From her family’s culture
she took her cooking skills. She is a good cook, but you would not call
her adventuresome in the kitchen. Ier spice cabinet holds salt and
pepper. Catsup was as exciting as our table got when I was growing up.

Imagine my wonder then when I left home and eventually began
cooking for myself. I discovered cookbooks, the spice rack at the super-
market, and spaghetti sauce that did not taste like tomato soup. I discov-
ered cultural differences and applied them to the basic rules of cooking
my mother had demonstrated.

Our bluebird world fortunately is filled with people whe can teach us
the basic rules. We are wise to follow them. But think of all of the
different nest-box styles from which bluebirds have fledged. Think of the
different ways of mounting boxes and the different locations for them.

I remain a novice at bluebirding, six years inte this adventure, with
much to learn. But as I write this in mid-April, bluebirds just beginning
to nest in my boxes, [ know already that this vear will be different from
my bluebird years in Wisconsin. I believe I am going to learn more about
cultural differences, this time those described by Dr. Gowaty.

For me, this is a significant part of the fun of bluebirding. 1t might be
as close as I get to science. [ establish a scheme. I observe it. I take notes,
I study and think about it. I tweak and twiddle to make it better. I do it
year after year. With good basics and a willingness to adjust to the
differences geography and biology can make, I watch bluebirds hatch
and grow and fly away. You do the same.

1 read this somewhere, and 1 behieve it: The best bluebird box 1s the
one that works for you. The same philosophy applies to the other aspects
of this passion of ours. The style of box. the size of the entry hole, the
mounting device, the pattern of box placement — no single idea fits all.
We are not cutting cookies. We are dealing with living creatures that
respond to their environments each in their own way.

Wouldn’t this be boring if there was only one way to do it?

— Jim Williams




Her research explores
the culture of Eastern Bluebirds

Dr. Patricia Adair Gowaty

By Jim Williams

Like so many of us, Dr. Patricia Adair Gowaty thinks
bluebirds are wonderful. They are her bird species of
choice. It is not only their physical beauty she appreciates,
however, or the ease with which they can be attracted to
nest boxes. She also likes them because they lead such
involved and interesting social lives.

“I considered studying a number of bird species before
Irealized that Eastern Bluebird was at that time the only
species of North American

study.”

She believes bluebirds to be a model species for studies
about behavior and biology in general. “I've been funded
for a very long time by the Naticnal Institute of Health
(NIH) for my bluebird studies,” she said. “For INIH, one
has to justity the applicability of the research to human
health concerns. It is obviously a huge stretch to imagine
how in the world anything about bluebirds would have to
do with human health.

“And the answer for me is that I am

perching bird in which mo-
nogamty, polygyny, polyandry,
and helping had been docu-
mented more than once,” she
said during a recent interview,
Eastern Bluebird satisfied her
need for a species that offers

Monegamy is one male paired with
one female. Polygyny is one male with
multiple female partners. Polyandry is
one female with multiple male part-
ners. Polygamy is non-specific and
indicates both polygyny or polyandry.

studying generalized selection pressures
that work on social behavior. One of my
assumptions is that these selection pressures
are similar to selective pressures that
humans also experience, and so, while I'm
not learming anything directly about hu-
mans, I might be able to export a hypoth-

such variety of behavior.

“I'm an evolutionary biologist. the business of evolu-
ticnary biologists is variation. We’re always noting varia-
tion in fraits because without it there is no probability of
further evolution. The variation is the substrate of all that
we find interesting,” she said.

Dr. Gowaty came to the bluebird decision in the 1970s
when she was pursuing studies that would lead to a doctor-
ate in zoology and an outstanding research career that has
placed her among the most respected authorities on East-
ern Bluebirds. She was co-author with Jonathan H.
Plissner of the Eastern Bluebird monograph for the Birds
of North America series.

Teaching at the University of Georgia in Athens, Dr.
Gowaty 18 most Interested In how the pressures of daily
survival select the observable traits associated with the
social behavior of a species.

“For my theoretical interest Eastern Bluebirds were the
species of choice,” she said. *T was naive when [ began 30
years ago. | didn't realize how easy it was going to be to
study them. [ discovered that bluebirds spontaneously
generate at the site of nest boxes! If I put nest boxes in
places that I thought the birds would like, [ had tons of
birds. These birds tarned out to be extraordinarily easy to

esis from bluebirds to humans.

“For example,” she said, “my work on bluebirds shows
that females and males are aggressive and that aggression
18 induced by ecclogical and social circumstances. The
tendency to be aggressive in these birds is also correlated
with threats to their reproductive success.

“So, lessons include that individual birds are not
aggressive all the time, that ecological and social circum-
stances induce aggressive expressions, and the ability to
respond aggressively is associated with what is happening
in their reproductive lives.

“Extrapolating these ideas to humans suggests that
hormonal fluctuations alone should seldom account for
aggressiveness in individual humans. Perhaps the ecologi-
cal and social situations that humans are in induce aggres-
sion. This is a testable hypothesis. [ am not up on data on
aggression in humans; perhaps someone has tested it.....

“At a more fundamental level,” she adds, “I have
watched bluebirds because they are extraordinarily aes-
thetically pleasing. I study an organisit that pleases me
every day. Also, I think a certain affection develops in
anybody who has intimate and deep knowledge of another
organism. [ really like bluebirds.

“My grad students make a little bit of fun of me be-
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