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From the President
By Steve Garr

On Nov. 5, the NABS board of directors
met at our new headquarters in Georgia
for training and end-of-fiscal-year reports.
This was the first time the NABS board
had a chance to see the new headquarters.
It tock only minutes at the new site (with
its country setting, large four-room, one-
story farm house with hardwood floors
and a hilltop view of valley behind the
center) before board members started
talking about the enormous possibilities
that lay before NABS because of the new
headquarters and the enthusiasm of our
new executive director, Gary Springer.

The board is now talking about planning
for the future, not just tomorrow or next
year, but looking ahead and putting plans
and dreams in process for years to come.
One board member even mentioned,
“NABS needs to start preparing now for
the next 20 years because NABS now has
a home.” A very appropriate and easy to
remember name, “The Bluebird Center,”
was chosen for the new headquarters.

Those who serve on the board are looking
to expand the knowledge and experience
of the board members. Besides meeting
twice a year for board meetings, many
of the board members chair or serve on
committees. With the new location, there
are also important positions to fill on the
board that we feel could benefit NABS.

While we do have educators, researchers,
authors, promoters, and businesses profes-
sionals with conservation concerns and
passion for the protection of bluebirds on
the board, there is not a financial adviser
or accountant nor an attorney (although
NABS has legal counsel). Filling these
positions with qualified volunteers can
help the board be more productive at
each meeting.

I know that being on the board is meeting
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more than just two times per year. There is
some financial cost and donation of time
by board members. But, when you talk
and listen to a person who has just seen
and experienced their first bluebird or you
see bluebirds in an area of the country that
may not have had bluebirds for years or
decades, you know the work you will be
doing and the work done by past board
members and bluebird conservationist
like Lawrence Zeleny, Ray Harris, Steve
Eno, Charlotte Jernigan, and many, many
others, is worthwhile.

As a businessman and conservationist
strive ro protect the environment at my
business, but often do not get to see the
results, What NABS has achieved over
the years is remarkable. In fact, NABS has
done such a great job of bringing back our
three bluebird species that some people
wonder if the mission is finished.

Qur mission is far from finished.

It is time now fot us ro rejuvenate the
passion for bluebirds.

Their non-native enemies, the House
Sparrows and European Sracling, continue
to increase in population and expand
their territories. It was and still is the hard
work of dedicated bluebirders (many of
them NABS or affiliate members) with
trails who have led the comeback of the
bluebirds. But, we must not forget the
backyard monitor who has shared their
passion for bluebirds with their neigh-
bothood, expanding the territory of the
bluebird.

New bluebirders may not remember when
bluebirds were not in their favorite park
or just down the street. They may not
understand the years of hard work it took
by dedicated bluebirders to bring them
to different areas of the country. Most



people who know me know that much of
my petsonal reseatch has been to change
the thinking on bluebitd habitat. Some of
the best habitat is in your own backyard,
especially if you live in a subdivision or at
the edge of a town or city.

When someone asks me if they can get
bluebitds whete they live, my normal
tesponse to them js “if you have enough
lawn that yon have to cut the grass, you
have enough area to attract bluebirds!”
This may be srretching it in some areas
but bluebirds are not just for the country.
Putting up and maintaining nest boxes
close to city parks that have bluebird rrails
can cxpand their habitac. Plus, if you
control the House Sparrows in the habitat
around the bluebird trail it should help
keep House Sparrows away from the trail,
and this can act as an extra buffer zone of
protection for the trail.

The North American Bluebird Society has
a new bluebird centet that reflects what we
are about, and is dedicated just to NABS
(we are not just renting an ofhce in a build-
ing — we have a “center” to build as we
see fit). We have a new executive director
who is sincerely dedicated to NABS, and
who has made many personal sacrifices
and generous donations to the betterment
of NABS. We have many dedicared and
enthusiastic board members and officers,
but we are in need of more.

There has never been a better time to bea
part of this wonderful organization! Please
consider becoming a part of the “Legacy
of NABS” by contacting us at The Blue-
bitd Center and letting us know of your
desire to be on the boatd of directots. You
can reach usat PO. Box 551, Carnesville,
GA 30521, telephone 706/246-9670.

Wind helps nesters

To the editor,

Regarding heat and nest-boxes {Bluebird
Vol. 27, No. 4, Fall 2005), my 100-box
trail has been in place for nearly 10 years,
and here in northeast Oklahoma we have
quite a few summer days where tempera-
tures exceed 100 degrees Farenheit.

My Eastern Bluebirds often nest into
carly August if they have a third family or
a second family if they get a late start for
some reason. | have never taken any action
to cool or shade boxes, and have not lost
birds due to high temperatures.

The difference here may be that we al-
most always have some wind or at least a
stff breeze. Hopefully this will add some
information 1o the nest-box temperature
studies that are being done.

— Bob Walshaw, Coweta, Okblahoma

Nest-box locations
To the editor,

[ do a lot of environmental writing along
the seacoast of New Hampshire. My work
began in 1995 as a New Hampshire Audu-
bon bird tecords reporter. Now I work on
my own as a campaigner for conservation
hCrC.

T would love to see blnebirds return to the
seacoast in greater numbers. ['ve never seen
one here. I thought perhaps the grounds
of public historic homes and gardens
might make suitable bluebird habitat in
some cases. Please check wirh your local
historical society (to see if this would work
for you).

— Gayle Sweeney, Hampton, New Hamp-
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NABS 2006, San Antonio, April 26-30

The Texas Bluebird Society will host the
North American Bluebird Society’s 29th
Annual Convention in San Antonio, Texas,
April 26-30, 2006. Headquatters hotel is
the Airport Hilton, which offers compli-
mentary transportation to and from San
Antonio International Airport.

Continental Airlines and the Airport Hil-
ton are offering group rates for attendees.
NABS 2006 will be hosted during the city’s
hugely popular Fiesta; our hotel registra-
tions in November already exceeded the
total number of hotel rooms booked for
NABS 2005. So, attendees are urged to
book with the Hilton as soon as possible.

Rooms are available at a2 discount until
March 26.

The base registration cost of only $37 ($45
for non-members} includes two to five days
of activities {general sessions, break-out ses-
sions, a book signing, and a breakfast and
a lunch.} The one-day tate is $25.

Space is limited. As some feld trips were
full in November 2005, attendees are urged
to register for the convention without
delay.

A convention brochure insert was in-
cluded in the Fall 2005 issue of Bluebird.
It oudines registration derails, describes
each day’s agenda, and provides a mail-in
registration form. NABS 2006 Conven-
tion offers on-line registration at www.

NABS2006.com.

Thank you, and goodbye

This is my final issue as editor of Bluebird.

I want to thank you for being readers and, in many cases, conttibutots to the
magazine. [ want to thank NABS board members and officers past and present
for their assistance and support. Thanks in particular to Kevin Berner, former
board member and research committee chair who gave me many fine articles

with which to work.

Most of all, T thank fellow Minnesotan Dorene Scriven for answering my many
questions, for sharing her extensive knowledge of bluebirds. She corrected my
errors, and kept this magazine moving in the right direction. I could not have
edited Biuebird for the past seven years without her help, support, and friend-
ship. (And, she motivated me to create my own bluebird trail.)

Thanksalso o Chetyl Eno, who for the past several issues has generously provided

excellent proofreading skills.

The North American Bluebird Society makes 2 valuable contribution to bird
conservation in North America. It keeps its feet on the ground and quictly does
work that each year produces more and more flashes of blue. It is an important
organization of which you should be proud, and which deserves your condnued

support.

This has been great fun for me. [ leave with a smile on my face — and 30 nest

boxes to help keep ir there.
— fim Williams

“Red, White & Bluebirds”, the convention
theme, hincs ac the Texas-style welcome
awaiting all for fun, training, education
and sharing, April is the best birdwarching
period in Texas.

Optional add-ons during registration
include birding field trips, city touts,
“build-your-own nestbox cam”, and a
barbeque, plus “Blucbilacicn”, the NABS
dinner and awards Saturday night. Speaker
at that event will be bat expert Dr. Gary
McCracken. An auction of art, wines, a
complete set of “Sialia Bluebird”, airline
tickets, and other items will benefit
bluebird conservation.

New editor
iIs named

Karen Martin, a natural history writer and
editor for 16 years, has been named ediror
of Bluebird, the magazine published fot
members of the Norch American Bluebird
Society. She replaces Jim Williams, editor
since 1999,

Ms. Martin and her husband live in
Griggsville, [llinois. She has worked for
Nature House in Griggsville for the past
16 years, serving as editor of the Nasure
Society News since 1997.

“Growing up on a farm in the midwes,
conservation and preservation of wildlife
was instilled in me ata young age,” she said
in a recent visit. “Working with Nature
House, I've learned first hand the impor-
tance of hosting cavity nesting songbirds
in a safe, hea_lthy environment.”

You can contact Ms. Martin by email at
bluebird-editor@escite.com. Her mailing
address is PO Box 116, Griggsville IL
62340-0116.



It’s the law

U.S. and Canadian laws regulate what you
can and can’t do when tending your nest boxes

By Myrna Pearman

uthorities in both Canada and the
A}Inited States have been contacted
or clarification on the laws and
tegulations regarding activities refated to
maintaining a bluebird trail. The following
summary has been reviewed and approved
by the Wildlife Enforcement Division,
Enforcement Branch of Environment
Canada and the Division of Migratory
Bird Management, U.S, Fish and Wildlife

Service.

However, nothing contained herein is
intended to provide legal advice. It is the
tesponsibility of each bluebird trail opera-
tor to become farniliar with, and abide by,
all relevant laws and tegulations.

With the exception of bitd banding, which
is jointly administered by the United States
Department of the Interior and the Cana-
dian Wildlife Service, each country has its
own fedetal laws and permit requirements.
Fucthermore, each province and state
may also have its own set of regulations
and permits that must accompany federal
permits.

Itis important to remember that bluebirds,
swallows, and other narive birds that use
nest boxes are wild birds, subject to natural
processes. Just because they use nest boxes
does not mean that they can, or should,
be treated like cage birds or pets. Fur-
thermore, their use of nest boxes does not
entitle the nest box owner to intentionally
disturb the adult birds or to interfere in any
way with nesting activities. All native birds

that use nest boxes are protected in Canada
under the Migratory Birds Convention Act
(MBCA) and in the United States under
the Migratory Bird Tteaty Act (MBTA).

In Canada, the MBCA states that it is
illegal to distutb, destroy, or take a nest,
egg, ot nest shelter of a migratory bird, or
to have in one’s possession a live migra-
tory bird or a carcass, skin, nest, or egg of
a migtatory bird except under authority
of a permit.

In the United States, the MBTA provides
tha it is unlawful — unless permitted
undet or authorized by regulations — to
pursue, hunt, take, capture, or kill; attempt
to take, capture or kill; possess, sell, barter,
purchase, impott, export, or transport any
native migratory bird, or any part, nest,
or egg of any such bird. Take is defined

in tegulations as: “pursue, hunt, shoort,
wound, kill, trap, caprure, or collect, or
attempt to pursue, hunt, shoot, wound,
kill, 1rap, capture, or collect.”

Permits are not required to open a nest
box for the purpose of observing nesting
progress (counting eggs, nestlings, etc.) or
to clean it once the young have fledged (or
if the nest failed because the eggs did not
hatch, all the young died, etc.).

However, bluebirders are sometimes
confronted with situations where — al-
though intervention is deemed necessary
for nestling survival — permits may first
be required. Situations that may require a
permit {depending on the specific circum-
stances) include: temoving wet nesting ma-
terial from an occupied nestand replacing
it with dry marterial; treatiug or replacing
an occupied nest that is infested with nest
parasites; removing nesting material to
lower it so the occupants are farther away
from a predator’s reach; and removing dead
nestlings or unhatched eggs from a nest
containing live young.

In Canada, none of the above-listed activi-
ties may be legally undertaken without a
petmit. In the United States, permits are
also requited for these activities, except that
nest material can be manipulated (e.g., to
lower the nest from the reach of predators)
withouta petmit so long as the integrity of
the nest is not compromised and no birds
are handled in the process.

Continued on page 7
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Handling a live nestling for any reason
(e.g., to temove blowllies, to remove
orphaned nestlings to foster them out,
to administer warmth ot fluids) always
requires a permit in both countries.

In Canada, federal permits are issued by the
Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) and pro-
vincial permits are handled by provincial
Fish and Wildlife (or equivalent) depart-
ments. To obtain the necessary permits, a
bluebird trail operatot must first apply to
the CWS for a Federal Scientific Permit.
If granted, this permit will outline all the
relevant conditions and restrictions that
apply to trail monitoting activities.

Contact your tegional CWS office to ob-
tain the necessary application form, and ask
to speak to a staff member who can help
guide you through the process. CWS con-
ract information is included below. Once
you have been issued the federal permit,
you then need to contact your nearest fish
and wildlife (or equivalent) office and apply
for the relevant provincial permit(s). Keep
2 copy of all permits with you while outon
the trail, and be sure to submit the neces-
sary reports at the end of the scason.

In the United States, permirts are issued
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. A
state permit may also be needed from the
state’s wildlife conservation {or equivalent)
department. The first step towards obtain-
ing the necessary permits is (o contact yout
nearest U.S, Fish and Wildlife Service’s
Migratory Bird Permit Office and inquire
about obtaining a Migratory Bird Permi.
Some states require that this federal permit
be obtained before they will issue the ap-
propriate state permit; other states require
that a state permit be issued first.

Permit staff will guide you through the pro-
cess and will provide you with information
about your state’s regulations. Migratory
Bird Permit Office contact infermation
is listed below. Again, keep a copy of all
permits with you while out on the trail,
and be sure to submit the necessary reports
at the end of the season.

Once you have yout permits in place, it is

a good idea to pay a visit to yout closest
provincial/state fish and wildlife depart-
ment (or equivalent) office and get to know
your local fish and wildlife officers and
biologists. Tell them where your bluebird
trail is located, show them your permiss,
and ask if you might consult with them
should a crisis or problem arise on your
trail. These individuals are usually very
supportive of bluebird conservation effotrs,
and can be uselul sources of information
and advice.

Another recommendation is to visit your
nearest wildlife rehabilitation centre {rehab

centre} and ger to know the folks who
operate the facility. While most bluebird
trails are too distantly located for these
centres to be of much practical assistance,
a rehab centre can be.called for advice
should a crisis arise. If it is feasible, rehab
staff or volunteers will either come out
and pick up orphaned or injured bird{s)
or make arrangements for you to delivet
it. Rehab centre contact information is
listed below.

Last, but cettainly not least, get to know
the other bluebirders in yout area. Not

Continued on the next page

What you can and cannot do with your nest boxes is governed by federal laws.
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only will they have lots of information and
experiences to share, but they can also of-
fer advice and provide supporr should you
require assistance. I you would like to have
the birds that nest in your boxes banded,
contact your local master permir holder to
see if there might be a bander in the area
who would be willing to band them.

It is illegal in both countries to collect
eggs or nests without permits. Although
nests containing intact abandoned eggs
make excellent educational tools, such
collections may be allowed, but only under
special federal and provincial/state permits.
In some cases, educarional institutions
(including nature centres) can obtain these
permics, then ‘loan’ the collection to a trail
operator for the sole purpose of education.
There will be special conditions attached,
depending on the individual cireumnstance.
Check with your federal and provincial/
state wildlife authority for information.

If you do obtain a permit, keep the original
in a safe place and arrach a copy to the
display case so that it is readily available
should you be questioned by the authori-
ties.

It is not legal to hand-taise a bluebird or
any other wild bird protected under the
Migratory Birds Convention Act or Migra-
tory Bird Treaty Act. Check the Canadian
Wildlife Service at www.cws-scf.ec.ge.ca or
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service at www.
fws.gov for a list of bird species that are
protected in each country and for copies
of relevant legislation.

Canada
Canadian Wildlife Service

Alberta
Room 2000, 2nd Floor
4999-98 Ave,
Edmonton, AB T6B 2X3
Phone: 780/951-8700
British Columbia
5421 Robettson Road RR1
Delta, BC V4K 3N2
Phone: 604/940-4700
Manitoba
Suite 150,123 Main St.

Winnipeg, MB R3C 4W2
Phone: 204/983-5259
Saskatchewan

115 Perimeter Road
Saskaroon, SK S7N 0X4
Phone: 306/975-4087

United States

U.S Fish and Wildlife Service,

Migratory Bird Permit Office
Region 1 (California, Idaho, Nevada,
Oregon, Washington)
911 NE 11% Ave.
Portand, OR 97232-4181
Phone: 503/872-2715
Region 2 {Arizona, New Mexico, Okla-
homa, Texas)
BO. Bex 709
Albuquerque, NM 87103-0709
Phone: 505/248-7882
Region 3 (Illinois, Indiana, lowa, Michi-
gan, Missouri, Minnesora, Chio and
Wisconsin)
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, MBSP
1 Federal Drive
Fort Snelling, MN 55111
Phone: 612/713-5458
Region 4 {Alabama, Arkansas, Florida,
Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, North Carolina, Puerto Rico/Virgin
Islands, South Carolina and Tennessee)
1875 Century Blvd., Suite 400
Atlanta, GA 30345
Phone: 404/679-4000
Region 5 (Connecricut, Delaware, Maine,
Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hamp-
shire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania,
Rhode Island, Vermont, Virginia and West
Virginia)
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
300 Westgate Center Drive
Hadley, MA 01035-9589
Region 6 (Colorado, Montana, Nebraska,
North Dakota, South Dakota, Utah,
Wyoming)
PO. Box 25486 DFC (60154)
Denver, CO 80225-0486
Phone: 303/236-8171

Region 7 (Alaska)
1011 E. Tudor Road
Anchorage, AK 99503
Phone: 907/786-3693

International Wildlife
Rehabiliration Council
PO Box 8187
San Jose, CA 95155
Phone: 408/271-2685
heep:/www.iwre-online.org/

This article comes
from a revised edition
of the ‘Mountain Bluebird
Trail Monitoring Guide’.
Here’s how to get a copy.

This article on the law as it pertains
to the activities of bluebird monitors
is taken from the soon-to-be-released
second edition of the book “Mountain
Bluebird Trail Monitoring Guide” by
NABS member Myrna Pearman. Cop-
ies are available now.

In Canada, the book ptice is $6.95. It
can be ordered by telephone from the
publisher, FAN, at 780/427-8124, fax
by fax 780/422-2663 c/o FAN.

In the U.S,, the book is distributed by
the Mountain Bluebitd Trails gtoup in
Montana. Write to Rod Spencer, 369
Beth Drive, Great Falls, MT 59405.
Cost is $3 per book plus postage of
$1.50 for one to three copies, $2 post-
age for four to seven copies, $2.50 for
cight to 11 copies, and $3.50 for 12
to 20 copies.

For quantities of 50 or more, the price
is $2.50 per book plus $7 for shipping
and handling.

All proceeds from the sale of the book
will be used by the Red Deer River
Naturalists to underwrite the cost of
production.




Getting to the bottom

of winter bluebird diets
Nest-box droppings tell the story

By Kevin L. Berner

ost bluebird enthusiasts con-
centrate their efforts towards
providing and monitoring nest

boxes during the spring and summer each
vear. These efforts have helped to reverse
the long-term bluebird declines through-
out much of the U.S. and Canada. Much
less attention has been paid to bluebirds
outside of the nesring season.

Winter foods are very important for
bluebirds if they are to go into the nesting
season at optimum levels of health. I have
attempted 1o identify key winter foods
used by bluebirds in upstate New York.

While there are published plans for blue-
bird roosting boxes, I have not been able
to find evidence that these large boxes with
internal perches are readily used by blue-
hirds. Discussions with many individuals
at NABS and state bluebird conferences
have lead me to believe that roosting boxes
as described in bluebird books are rarely
used.

However, bluebirds frequentdy do roost
in nest boxes in the winter. It is well
documented that individuals or groups
of bluebirds will crowd into nest boxes on
winter nights. Nest boxes are far smaller
than roosting boxes, so the body heart of
the birds would be able w keep the area
wartner than in a larger box. In addition,
many bluebitders plug all ventilation holes
in their nest boxes during the winter to
minimize heat loss of birds using the
boxes.

At the end of the winrter, if bluebirds did

use a nest box for roosting there is usually

a large accumulation of droppings on the
floor. For the last several years, I have col-
lected these droppings on my first spring
visit to boxes to clean them out for the
nesting season. [ have taken these drop-
pings and planted them in small trays that
are commonly used for rearing garden
plants from seeds fot transplanting.

The plants that germinate are plants thac
the bluebirds had chosen for winter foods.
I have wanted to identify these winter
foods so that I could planc or encourage
those same plants on my own ptoperty to

support over-wintering bluebirds.

What I have found is that the vast majority
(probably 95 percent} of the germinating
plants from the bluebird droppings are
staghorn sumac (Rhus typhina). These
seeds can often be identified by the remain-
ing red fuzzy marerial on them from the
sumac seed heads.

A second plant that has germinated in
much smaller quantity has been poison
ivy (Rhus radicans). | have not identified
any other germinating plant bur often have
noted among the droppings the seeds of
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nannyberry (Viburnum lenzago). These
seeds are casy to identify due to their large
size and distinetive round and flac shape.

(Having eaten many nannyberries in the
field, T am familiar with these seeds, similar
to watermelon seeds but round. During
my attempts to germinate seeds from
bluebird droppings, [ never observed any
nannyberry seeds germinating in my seed
pots. L have since Jearned that nannyberries
need a period of cold {which they get in
the nest box), then a period when some
roots start o develop, followed by another
cold period before they start above-ground
growth. Some other seed types may un-
dergo a similar process and thus would not
have germinated in my tests.)

Once the sumac seedlings have developed
in my seed pots, | have transplanted them
into my yard to establish this food source
for bluebirds. Sumac is often viewed as a
“weed” and cut down. [ view this plant as
a valuable natve shrub with spectacular
red fall foliage and striking red seed heads
thar stand out vividly against the cover of
winter snows.

Many species such as American Robins,
Gray Catbirds, Ruffed Grouse, and Wild
Turkeys will consume its fruit. Sumac is
a good winter food because the seeds are
very persistent and are available even late in
the winter unless other birds have already
eaten them.

I have learned that I need to put cages
around the developing sumac shrubs
because the very succulent and soft new
growth of young sumac is heavily used by
deer. The protected plants have been very
successful at establishing themselves.

[ also attempted a more natural establish-
ment procedure for growing sumac. I tilled
a long strip in my yard and directly seeded
the droppings into the ground. When I did
this, the grasses and wildflowers quickly
reinvaded and [ never detected a single
fruited plant developing from these sites.

[ would encourage others to collect, not
discard, droppings found in your nest
boxes aftet the winrer. Once you determine

Here are nest-box droppings close-up (nickel used for size comparison). The larger
seeds are nannyberry. Most of the small seeds ave from sumac, and the fiber seen in
the photo is from the sumac seed heads. (Photos by Kevin Berner)

Here are plants that grew from seeds found in bluebird droppings following winter
use of nest boxes for shelter. All of the plants are sumac except for the three-lobed
leaves in the upper center; rfﬂe_'y are poison ivy.

the plants rhat bluebirds are surviving on
during the winter, you too can encourage
those plants within your own yard. This
will help you to support bluebird winter
survival and increase spring vigor while
attracting bluebirds to your neighborhood
for observation.
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(Kevin Berner is Associate Professor in the
Fisheries and Wildlife Department at the
State University of New York, Cobleskill,
and former chair of the NABS Research
Committee. He can be reached by email ar
BERNERKL@Cobleskill.edu, or by postal
mail at Fisheries and Wildlife Department,
SUNY, Cobleskill, NY 12043.)



For Western Bluebirds as for humans,
accumulated wealth encourages

By Robert Sanders

arents whose grown children have

P nor yer flown the nest can only sym-
pathize with the Western Bluebird.
While female fledglings fly off on their own
in late summer, their brothers typically
hang around through the winter and intw

the next breeding season, living off the
bounty of their parents’ larder.

As with humans, though, as the money
runs low, the kids split, according to a

new study by scientiscs at the University
of California, Berkeley.

Janis Dickinson, a research associate with
the Museum of Vertebrate Zoology at UC
Berkeley and a newly appointed associate
professor of natural resources at Cornell
University, discovered parallels between
human and bird famities while scudying
the evolurion of delayed dispersal, or naral
philopatry — the tendency for offspring to
stay at or near home rather than look fora
new place to Jive and breed.

Such behavior is common among coop-
eratively breeding birds as well as humans,
and, at Jeast in birds, it [eads to close-knirt
families.

“The idea that inherited wealth promotes
family stability comes from studies of
cooperatively breeding birds and helps ex-
pand our theoretical understanding of the
evolution of human social behaviot,” said
Dickinson, who also directs the Citizen
Science program at the Cornell Laboratory

of Ornithology.

“What has been lacking is an experimen-
tal demonstration thar resource wealth

family stability

promotes delayed dispersal, leading to
the continuation of relarionships between
offspring and parencs prerequisite for co-
operartive family life.”

For bluebirds, “wealth” consists of mistle-
toe berries, an abundanr winter food source
growing on California oaks. Since the blue-
birds also could be staying at home because
theyre babied by their parents — they’re
treated far better chere than they would be
outside their parents’ territory — Dickin-
son manipulared this food source to sce

what the filial hangers-on would do.

“Wealth of resources is not the only feature
of remaining with parents thar could cause
offspring to stay achome,” Dickinson said.
“IThe Western Bluebird fedglings stay on
their patents’ territory living in cohesive
groups where they sleep together in a cav-
ity or nest box or in the mistletoe, forage
together, and the mothers are nicer to their
sons than they ate to other males of the
same age, even if those birds are members
of their winter group.

“Since mothers show nepotism towards
their offspring, this could also play a role in
why sons stay. What our experiment shows
is that reducing resource wealth causes sons
to leave their parents, even if ic means giv-
ing up nepotistic benefits.”

Dickinson found that while half of all male
offspring normally stick around during the
winter, only eight percent stayed when she
removed half the mistletoe from trees in
the parent bluebirds’ terrirory:

“Animals, including humans, can accumu-
late resources by staying in one place, ot
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they can stay in one place because of the
benefits of access to accrued resources,”
she said. “This is a first demonstration that
experimentally manipulating the resource
itsell reduces the phenomenon of delayed
dispetsal, which means that the wealth
— the amounr of resoutces the parents
have — causes delayed dispersal.”

The resules of her study with coauthor
Andrew McGowan, a former museum
rescarcher now at the Marine Turtle Re-
search Group in the United Kingdom,
were reported online last month in The
Proceedings of the Royal Society, and will

appear in print Jater this year.

“This experiment supports the idea that
relative wealth of resources is the starting
point for the evolution of philopatry and
kin-based sociality,” as proposed a decade
ago by Cornell biologist Steve Emlen, the

authors wrore.

Dickinson conducted her studies ac UC
Berkeley’s Hastings Reserve and neatby
ranches in Carmel Valley, California,
where for mote than 20 years researchers
have been banding Westetn Bluebirds,
Sialia mexicana, and tracking their family
telationships.

The bluebirds, which live a2 maximum of
about eight years but typically only three
to four, tend to hold onto their tertitoties
throughout their lifetime. A rypical rerri-
tory might conain five birds overwinter-
ing together, including parents, sons, and
immigrant females. Apparently because of
defayed dispersal, when the sons leave in

Continued on the next page



the spring, they tend to nest nearby, creat-
ing an extended family

“There are families of a father and mother
with rhree sons nesting nearby, a daughter
a kilometer away, and an uncle up the hill,
s0 it's common for family members to live
quite close together,” she said

Starting in 2001, Dickinson and un-
dergraduate interns from UC Berkeley
began cataloguing the mistletoe tesoutces
available in cach mating pair’s territory,
and during the spring of 2003, she and
McGowan removed mistletoe from 13
territories — a Hetculean rask requiring
weeks of tree climbing and trimming.

In contrast to the situation on 13 undis-
turbed territories, she noticed that sons in
the depleted tertitories, rather than stick-
ing around through the winter, left at the
same rime as their sisters in late summer.
And they seemed to leave of their own
volition, rather than being kicked our by
their parents.

“We looked extensively and did not see
much aggression directed ar offspring in
hundteds of hours of observation dnring
the dispersal stage. Instead, che fedglings
were aggtessive to each other” she said.
“But we admit that parental eviction of
offspring could happen very quickly, so
even our extensive observation may not
have been adequare to detect it.”

Dickinson noted that development along
California’s Central Coast, from Sanra
Barbara County to Monterey County in
particular, is leading to clear-cutting of the
oaks that suppore mistletoe and provide
winter food for the Western Bluebird.
Combined with the declining tegenera-
tion of blue and valley oaks and the loss of
coast live oaks and tanoaks to sudden oak
death, food resources for birds are taking
a big hit.

“This close association with mistletoe jim-
plies tha the declines of Western Bluebirds
in California might be greatly exacerbated
by conversion of the oak woodlands to
agticulture, particularly for vineyard de-
velopment,” she said. “The bluebirds are

a signature species, but this is probably
affecting other species as well. I think they
should put vineyards in previously cleared
fields, without cutting old-growth oaks.”

Dickinson added, “We have learned much
at Hastings about the cascading effecrs of
removal of habitat on the social lives and
winter survival of narive birds, from West-
ern Bluebirds te Acorn Woodpeckers. Our
work suggests that the biodiversity of cen-
tral coastal California will be determined
largely by how we treat the old-growth oak
forests of Califotnia in the next decade.”

The work was funded by the National Science
Foundation.

(Robert Sanders works in Media Relations at
the Univesity of California, Berkeley)

David Magness dies

David Magness, former member of the
North American Bluebird Socicty board
of directors, died Aug. 25, 2005. He was
42 and lived in Whiteford, Maryland.
He alse had served on rhe beard of the
Maryland Bluebird Society. Cause of death
was leukemia.

Mr. Magness owned and operated the
Jennabird Company. He was an avid
outdoorsman and environmentalist, and
was well known for his knowledge of the
Eastern Bluebird. He was a velunteer and
educator at Eden Mill Narure Center.

He is survived by his wife Sandy, son
Philip, daughter Jenna, and many family
membets.

fot length and content.

Next Bluebird deadline is Jan. 31

[he deadline for the Winter 2006 issue of Bluebird will be Jan. 31. Earlier
submissions always are appreciated. The editor prefers to receive material
by e-mail at bluebird-editor@excite.com. Postal address is Karen Martin,
PO Box 116, Griggsville IL 62340-0116,

Please note that these ave new addresses.

Include a self-addressed stamped envelope if you wish return of manuscripts
or photographs. Letters to the editor are welcome. Letters may be edired

Time to renew?

Your address label. found on the back page, contains the date your NABS
membership expires. Is it time to renew your membership? If so, please
do 1t today, using the form on page 24. If you prefer not to cut the magazine,
use a photocopy of the form or write on a sheet of paper the information
requested, and send that with your payment.

12



1

ways

to raise

more bluebirds next year

two or rhree years. Move all of rhe nest boxes that were not
productive.

1 Keep records. Review your bluebird trail records for the last

them at least 500 feet apart, and mount them on 1/2- to 3/4-

inch smooth metal pipe. Steve Gilbertson’s idea of a five-foot
length of electrical conduit mounted over a piece of rebar works
very well. Whena considering locations, remember that bluebirds
like power wires to perch on. And, remember that boxes nailed to
power poles, wooden posts, or trecs are raccoon feeders.

2Extend your trail. Add more boxes to those you have. Space

location. The Minnesota bluebirder of the year in 2004, Gary
Mentz, fledged 101 bluebirds from 13 pairs of boxes. Thars
7.7 Bedged per location.

3 Set a goal. Plan to fledge at least three bluebirds per nest box

should be cleaned no later than April 1 {for northern-tier states;
earlier for more southern locations).

j Clean boxes. Any nest boxes that were left closed for the winret

open during the winter should be closed and made ready for

Close boxes. Any wooden nest boxes with entrance panels left
nesting by April 1.

6House Sparrows. Don’t open boxes before April 1 (again, we
are talking northern states here). House Sparrows will begin
claiming nest boxes in Februaty and March. If your boxes are
open then, you might have unwelcome lodgers. It is worth noting
that Gilbertson PVC boxes have shown significant sparrow resistance.
You also can use in-the-box traps to carch House Sparrows. Do not
release trapped birds. If all else fails, consider moving the nest box

to a new locadion. Many locations are House-Spatrow free.
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try moving the boxes 300 feet from trees or to an area
wirh litrle or no brush beneath the trees.

7House Wrens. 1f House Wrens are using your nest boxes,

try pairing the boxes. Place two in the same location, 10

feet apart. Swallows will take one, then defend the other
box against occupancy by another pair of swallows. The swallows
will allow bluebird nesting, however.

8 Tree Swallows. If Tree Swallows are dominaring your boxes,

nest boxes. Success on your trail is dependent, to a great
degree, on additional nest boxes in the areas adjacent to
your boxes.

Reportyour results to your counry or state bluebitd
1 Ourganjzation. This is one method of collecting popu-
lation information essential to successful manage-

ment of bluebirds in the future.

9Help others. Help other people in your area with their

county or state organization. Go to learn and share.

If you can, atrend the NABS national convention
(this coming April 26-30 in San Antonio, Texas). It offers a
wonderful opportunity to share your enthusiasm for bluebirds
and to learn more about these wonderful birds.

1 1 Attend the annual meeting or conference of your

(This article has been adapted from a contribution by Keith Radel
in the February 2004 newsletterof the Bluebird Recovery Program
of the Audubon Chapter of Minneapolis. The information is used

with permission. )



Where do they all go?

20 years of following dispersing Tree Swallows

By David W. Winkler
have been studying Tree Swallows
I(Tachycineta bicolor) nesting in boxes
near {thaca, New York, since 1985. [
came to my swallow studies after years of
studying nesting gulls. Tree Swallows of-
fered me the prospect of large numbers of
birds nesting dose together without the
discouraging habirt of eating each others
chicks. Add o thar the fact thac these tiny
birds are remarkably resistant to the many
impositions that biologists are wont to
inflict on their subjects, and within a few
years it became clear to me thart this was a
system that fit me extremely well.

We have never excluded bluebirds from
our boxes, but given the combination of
the swallow-farm densities (each about
22 feet (20 m from its neighbor) and the
habitacs {at first almost exclusively very
near water and far from any trees) at which
I decided to deploy my boxes, we very
seldom get bluebirds in more than one or
two percent of our boxes.

Thus, the story 1 can most effectively relf
relates to the swallows, though an equally
intriguing, though more difficult to dis-
cover, story awaits for bluebirds as well.

Any biologist who bands large numbers of
birds eventually starts to wonder what hap-
pens to them once they have been released.
Where do they go; how do they fare; why
do some return home and others go greac
distances? Unfortunately, most of us must
merely just “ring and fling” our birds,

knowing that we will very likely never
recapture enough birds to start answering
any of these questions.

By the early 1990%, the numbers of boxes
we had erected on Cornell land around
Tompkins County as well as the numbers
of boxes that we had encountered put
up by others on private land around the
County had both become large enough
that I decided we might acrually be able to
start answering some of these questions.

We buile a database {dubbed “TOCO")
that kept track of all the boxes we could
find in Tompkins County, who owned
them, what kind of permission we had
to check them, etc. With this database as
our guide, we started in the mid 90s to
check many of the boxes on private land
surrounding our large concentrations of
boxes on Cornell land.

In the lare 1990, Rick Bonney, André
Dhondt, John Fitzpatrick and T gor a
grant from the Informal Science Education
group at the National Science Foundation
to establish something we called the Cor-
nell Nest Box Network (since rransformed
into The Birdhouse Network <birds.cor-
nell.edu/birdhouse/s).

As part of this effort, we recruited and
trained a group of volunteers around
New York, eventually reaching a standing
army of banders that numbered 2bout
60 dedicated souls. As we increased this
investment in our network for catching
banded swallows, we began recapturing a
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rewardingly large number of birds, both
young birds breeding for their first time
and older birds who had moved becween
breeding seasons.

Over the years 1985 through 1998, we
banded 26,567 swallows as nestlings and
recaptured 630 of them breeding in a
box the following year (Winkler ec al., in
press). Of these, 355 were females and 257
were males (and a few were not sexed on
recapture), the females being much easier
to recapture in their box when breeding.

The females in this sample averaged a
dispersal distance of about five miles
{8.38 km) from rheir natal box, with some
females being recaptured up to 120 miles
(200 km) away. Males averaged a dispersal
distance of abour a mile and a half (2.44
km) with a maximum detected of only

abourt 24 miles (40 km).

Thus, as in other analyses of avian dispersal
(e.g., Greenwood and Harvey, 1982), fe-
males dispersed farther chan did males.

One of the problems that has plagued
researchers studying the dispersal distance
distributions of birds has been thar it has
often been difficult to know whether the
distribution measured reflected the true
dispetsal behavior of the birds or was an
artifact of the distances over which birds
could have been derecred. In other words,
were birds nesting beyond the boundaries
of the area we checked?

To check for this arrifact we took a thou-
sand random draws from all the boxes



A pair of juvenile Tree Swallows, leff, await feeding by their parents. When they return to in the spring, these birds, if males, are

likely to choose a nest site within 1.5 miles of their birth place. If females, the distance will be greater, averaging five miles from the
natal nest. The birds on the right are Barn Swallows, also waiting to be fed. (Photo by Jim Williams)

whete we could have detected a dispetsing
first-year bird (i.c., all the boxes where an
adult was captured and its band read). We
compared these random draws with the
actual distriburions of distances that we de-
rected and found that the swallows were far
more likely to disperse less than six miles
(10 km) than would have been expected
and less likely to disperse at larger distances
than would have been expected from our
distribution of adule-caprure boxes.

Thus, our study area of up to 240 miles
{400 km) from Ithaca appears to have been
large enough to detect a dispersal disrance
distribution thatwas not merely an artifact
of the distances we could have detected dis-
persers. And the results focus the interest-
ing question of why rhese swallows, which
migrate all the way to the Gulf Coasr and
back every year, don't sertle farther from
home. We are very interested in pursuing
these questions in on-going research.

The natal dispersal of swallows (and most
other birds) is distincrive because virrually
all young thar fledge do disperse, and they
can go very long distances. Bur these aren'
the only important shifts in the spaial lives
of these birds, as breeding swallows some-
times change their breeding locations from
one breeding season ro the next.

To study this “breeding dispersal,” we used
the same recapture nerwork that we used to
dertect natal dispersal and looked at which
breeders change theit places of breeding
and why (Winkler et al., 2004).

As other avian studies suggested, breed-
ing dispersal is much less common and
involves shorter distances than natal
dispersal, and virrually all the breeding
dispersal events we had to deal with were
within our intensively studied areas in and
around Ithaca.

When dealing with our large collections of
boxes at what we call five different “units”
around Tompkins County, we made the
rather arbitrary decision to call a breeder
movement a dispersal event only if it in-
volved the relocation of a bird to a different
unit. Thus, we may have missed some of
what others might have called dispersal
events in the movements of birds by a few
hundred meters across one of our units.

Bur we could be sure that birds going to
different units really had changed their
breeding site and the neighborhood
around which they would be foraging for
food, erc. As expected, notall that many
swallows dispersed between breeding at-
tempts: of 356 male breeders captured at
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nests in multiple years, only four percent
dispersed, whereas 14 percent of 1,459
multi-year females dispersed between
bteeding attemprs.

Females were mote likely to disperse aftera
failed reproductive atrempt {though abour
70 percenc of the failed breeders remained
site-faithful the following year). And the
probability of dispersal declined gradually
with age, with a lictle under 15 percenc of
one- and two-year old breeders dispersing
and much less rhan five percent of females
over five years old moving between breed-
ing seasons.

“These results taken together suggest a very
interesring pattern of space use in these
common birds. Because swallows routinely
forage outside the immediate vicinity of
their nest, they have a lot more in com-
mon with many colonial seabirds in their
use of space than they do with terrirorial
passerines (songbirds).

Every day during the breeding season,
swallows are gathering and using informa-
tion over 2 much broader expanse of space
than most rerritorial passerines will see dur-
ing an entire breeding season. Despite this
expanded spatial experience, they disperse
from their natal and breeding sites in a



manner apparently similar to the move-
ments on many other songbirds.

[t seems very likely that how far these and
other migranr birds wander from home
during their lives is limired not by theit
knowledge of other places bur by the costs
and benefits of straying from home.

In our on-going work on movements in
these birds, we are concentraring on meth-
ods thar will allow us to follow individual
birds to theit breeding destinations rather
than rely on 2 dedicated group of volun-
teers to sift among thousands of captures
to find the relatively few thar were banded
previously.

(Dr. Winkler can be reached at the Depart-
ment of Ecology and Fvolutionary Biology,
Corson Hall, Cornell University, Ithaca,
NY 14853.)

Literature used in preparation
of this article:
Greenwood PJ, Harvey PH, 1982, The Naral and
Breeding Dispersal of Birds. Annual Review of Ecol-
ogy and Systemarics 13:1-21.

Winkler DW, Wrege PH, Allen PE, Kast TL, Senesac
P Wasson MF, Llambias PE, Ferrerri V, Sullivan PJ,
2004. Breeding dispersal and philepatry in the Tree
Swallow. Condor 106:768-776.

Winkler DW, Wiege PH, Allen PE, Kast TL, Sene-
sac I Wasson ME Sullivan PJ, in press. The natal
dispersal of Tree Swallows in a continuous mainland
environment. Journal of Animal Ecology:
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Research Review

Begging sounds are

benefit and danger
Baby bitds must beg for food, making

sounds and movements o encourage their
parents to feed them. Sounds provoked by
the wrong stimulus, however, can be clues
for predators looking for a meal.

Researchers in Europe, working with
Coal Tits and Great Tits, relatives of our

chickadees, have learned how the young
birds deal with this problem.

Sightless chicks responded to an articial
stimulus imitating a predator. They
begged when that noise was heard, the
usual response when the birds heard their
parents return to the nest with food. The
begging sound would reveal the chicks to
predators,

As soon as the chicks could see, however,
they remained quiet when such artificial
stimulus was given. While the chick that
begs first and loudest might be fed more
often, that same chick exposes itsell to
predation with quick response. The birds
seemed to have evolved a trade-off and
prudent behavior.

This study was reported in the Autumn
2005 edition of the Journal of Field Or-
nithology.

Bright color is OK

Does the bright colors of bluebirds make
them more vulnerable to predacion by
hawks and owls? If you are bright blue
and red, shouldn’t you be more visible to
predartors? Apparently not.

A recent study showed that songbirds and
their avian predators see colors differencly.
While potential mates and others of your
specics see you in all your glory, birds
trying to have you for lunch find you less
conspicuous.

Chickadee calls vary
with predator type

Black-capped Chickadees use their “chic-
ka-dee-dee” call to watn each othet of
predators, and change the call depending
upon the size of the predator and its po-
tential threat.

This research project was reported ina fune
2005 issue of the magazine Science.

The warning call it used both to caution
other chickadees about the presence of the
predator and o summon chickadees and
other bitd species to mob the predator and
try to drive it away.

Chickadees have two different alarm sig-
nals. When flying raptors are seen, chicka-
dees utter 2 high-frequency “seet” call.
When a perched or stationary predator is
detected, however, the small birds produce
the commonly heard “chickadec” cell. This
is a mobbing alarm that calls ather birds to
come and help harass the predator.

The chickadees were found to vary the
“chickadee” alarm call depending on the
size of the predator. The “chickadee” call
contained more “dee-dee-dees” for the
smaller predator. The smaller test predator
in the study was a Northern Pygmy-Owl,
a significant threat to chickadees because
is maneuverable in a woodland habitac.
The bird used as the largec predator was
the Great Horned Owl, less of a threar
because the chickadees could more easily
evade its attack.

The researchers, Christopher N. Temple-
ton, Erick Greene, and Kate Davis, said
the vocalization of the chickadee is very
versatile, raising “fascinating questions
about how finely chickadees can discrimi-
nate berween similar scimuli, and how
they categorize different aspects of their
environment.”
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Grackles nesting
in tree cavity

Here is a note on a cavity-nester from a bird
species rarely employing such locations for
its nest. Who would expect a Common
Grackle to be nesting in a tree cavity?

A fisherman on Lake Oahe in South Da-
kota last summer noticed a grackle flying
over the lake and landing on a tree in
the middle of the lake. The bird did this

several times.

The fisherman motored to the tree to sce
what was going on. To his surpcise, he
found parent Common Grackles entering
a cavicy with grasshoppers in their bills and
exiting carrying fecal sacs.

He wondered if the fedglings would be
able to get to shore on their firse flights,

Habitat is important

for nesting success

Some bird species find disturbed habitat
(logged forests, for example) no longer
attractive for breeding purposes while
other species continue to use their previ-
ous territorics even after disturbance. It has
been thought that the birds choosing the
disturbed habitat did so without cost. A
recent study of Black-capped Chickadees
in British Columbia shows that premise
to be questionable. Nesting success of
chickadees using mature mixed-species
hardwood forest was compared with the
success of chickadees on land thar was
regenerating after being logged. The pro-
pottion of nests that successfully Hedged
young was higher in the mature, uncut
forest. Nest abandonment was the most
common cause of failure. Chickadees
lower in the social order of chickadees in
a particular area had less nesting success.
'This study was published in the October
2004 edidion of The Auk.



Elf Owl

Camera in box allowed
observation of nesting activity

By Helen Snyder

s a kid, 1 was fascinated by bird
Ailouses and especially with the idea
{ the observation nest box, one

in which a plate of glass can temporarily

replace the back of a nest box, allowing
close observation.

When my hnsband and I bought eight
acres of desert at the mouth of an Arizona
canyon, I put up a nest box sized for
bluebirds even before our own house was
built. My target specics was the EIf Owl,
a sparrow-sized, migratory insectivore that
inhabits old woodpecker holes in trees and
cacti in the southwest.

Flycarchers used the box until one winter
a flicker enlarged the hole. On a balmy
March night the windows were open well
after dark when I heard a happy rootling
call coming from the direction of the nest

box. Could it be? Was that an Elf Owl?

I stepped outside and sure enough, the
laughter-like calls of an EIf Owl were com-
ing in waves from somewhere near that
tree. A week later at sunrise an EIf Owl
face filled the entrance of the east-facing
box, a sight that filled me with hope that
a pair had decided to nest 120 feet from
my back door

They stayed, and nested every year for the
next 10 years or so, hunting for insects
at the porch lights and raising a brood

EVery year.

Then, in 2003, my husband and [ were
revising our out-of-print hook on raptors
and decided to add owls. We needed to

leazn a lot more about EIf Owls, so made

An Eif Owl coming home ro the observation box. (Photos by Helen Snyder)

plans to watch and photograph our pair up
close, as close as they would tolerare. All
my life I'd dreamed of an observation nest
box, and now it was time to make one.

With the help of biologist and artist friend
Dave Utterback we made an observation
nest out of a 2.5-foot long by 7-inch
thick section of fallen limb containing a
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classic Acorn Woodpecker cavity. We cut
a 3x4-inch hole in the back and prepared
a piece of glass to mount in jts place tem-
porarily during observarion sessions. We
then screwed plywood securely over the
hole wed cut in the back, and hung this
modified log nest few feet from where the
wooden home had hung before. We set




up an observation platform on scaffolding
behind the next box.

Sure enough, the next March the owls
returned and moved right into the new
accommodartions. Not wanting to risk
disturbance by looking into the nest two
soon, I watched from the ground as the
adults incubated eggs and fed their small
young on insects they caught at the porch

lights.

To entice them to hunt nearer the nest, I
hung a clamp lamp with a compact fiuo-
rescent bulb a few feet from the ground in
the lowest limbs of the nest tree. The adults
adopted this new fast-food source at once,
and became oblivious to us sitting in chairs
at the edge of the circle of light, swooping
between observers to snatch crickets and
moths a few inches from our feet, We and
and a growing crowd of neighbors watched
nightly from about 7:45 p.m. until 11:30,
when chicks were full and refused further
food. The parents stopped hunting and
sat dozing on their perches a yard or two
away from us.

When the raspy begging calls of the
growing babies became audible from che
ground, signaling that they were halfway
to fledging, I climhed ro the platform a few
feet from the nest, unscrewed the plywood
back of the box and duct taped in the piece
of glass temporarily for the night.

Four half-grown babies stared back from
inside, one cleatly a runt. | watched in
fascinadon as the adults resumed feeding
trips at once, blasting in to the nest cavity
to stuff the chicks with crickets, karydids,

moths and grasshoppers.

When [ was in the tree the adults were even
more oblivious to me than when I was on
the ground. With four babies ro feed, food
arrived every minute or two for the first
hours after dark. All the thousands of food
items were nsects, with the exception of
one small lizard and a blind snake.

But by waiting tifl the chicks were half
grown | had missed much of the nesting
cycle — early inspection visits, egg laying,
incubation, and care of hatchiings — and

e

o < CAMERA

The camera equipment used in the observation box, to bring live images ro a
television screen. The pen is in the picture for size comparison.

I had a craving to see more. | found sev-
eral internet ‘bird cams’ where tiny video
cameras are set up to warch nesting owls
and other birds. In 2005 I invested $90
in a Nighr Owl Night Vision camera, a
matchbox-sized video camera with its
own invisible infrared source, a sensitive
microphone, and 100 feet of cable with
jacks for power, audio and video.

I mounted this on the ceiling of another
wooden box the size of a half-gallon millk
carton and hung it in place of the log ob-
servation nest, heoked it to the TV, and
waited. Only the image of a sawdust floor
filled the screen until an hour before dawn
on March 11 when with a crash a larger-

than-life Elf Owl landed in my TV.

Soon a pair was calling and a female
flopped into the hox, squatted and began
kicking and fluffing the sawdust litter. The
image was sharp enough to easily tell the
male and female apart by the patterns of
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pollka-dots on their foreheads, and lacer to
identify the insects they brought in.

The female roosted intermittently in the
hole by day to guard it from other pros-
pecting cavity-nesters and scout honey-
bees. Four gleaming white eggs were laid
at three-day intervals in late April, and
all hatched, three close together and a
runt several days later. The female did all
the incubating, breoding, and feeding of
young, accepting insects from the male at
the entrance and dropping to the bottom
before gripping each carefully in a foot
while tearing off minute mouchfuls for

her babies.

Then one day a buzzing parasitic fly {(Pro-
rocalliphora occidentalis) crawled in, down
the walls, and over the back of the female to
disappear in the nest litter, now damp and

rank with droppings. Although as audible

Continued on the next page



to me as the honeybees, this fly elicited no
response from the btooding female.

Fly larvae soon began to suck blood ftom
the unfeathered bellies of the young. The
runt became a casualry almost at once,
succumbing to the biood loss before T
noticed the maggots and removed them
ftom the nest.

Much of the deep detail and drama of this
nesting scason would have been undetect-
able without the help of the tiny video
cameta. [ would surely have missed the
next dramatic turn as the male EIf Owl
abruprly disappeared late in the cycle,
perhaps caught by a larger owl. T would
have not known that the female then
switched from 24-hour brooding to frantic
hunting and fedged her remaining three
young alone.

Without risking disturbance, from the liv-
ing room [ warched each youngster climb
to the entrance and give a mighty push
off into the dark and dangerous world
beyond rhe nest box. I wished them well
on their long road to independence and
migration, and look forward to their return
in spring.

REFERENCES FOR THIS ARTICLE
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(Heler Snyder lives in Portal, Arizona, with
her husband Noel. They retived there after a
career of research on endangered bivds includ-
ing the Puerto Rican Parrot, the California
Condor, the Everglades (Snail) Kite and
the Thick-billed Parror. They continue to
write and travel as well as staying home and
enjoying their backyard avian neighbors. Her
email address is noelsnyder@utc. net.)

The first observation nesting site created
by Ms. Snyder was made from an Acorn
Woodpecker nest built in a branch that
subsequently fell from the tree. The

photos show the entry hole used first by
the woodpecker, then by the Elf Owl,
and the back of the cavity where a
portion of the branch was removed and
glass was installed in its place. The glass
allowed observation.

included an Elf Owl nest in 2005:

Web sites for nest cams:
Buying and watching

You can find a short video clip of my elf ewl box action on this website, and you can read

up or and buy a camera like the one | have here:
http://www.birdhousespycam.com/index.html

This website offers the same camera for sale:
http://www.thebirdshed.com/bawniowlneca html

Coruell’s Lab of Ornirhology has a number of nest box cams listed on chis page which

hetp:/ fwrarw. birds.cornell edu/birdhonse2/nestboxcam/
Chuis Thompson has an cxcellent setup in an Eastera Screech Owl box in Texas:
http://gargravarr.cc.utexas.eda/owl/

Here are web sites coutaining information on sound recording:
hetp:/fwrorw.mbr-pwrc.usgs.govfid/framlst/i3810id. himi
http:/fwww.owlpages.com/owls. php?genus=Micrathene8¢species=whitneyi
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The Lesson of the Bluebird

By Helen 5. Munro

hat do you get when you put
bluebird enthusiasts in che
same room? You get one blue-

bird story after another from one person
after another, all helping one nest box ata
time. You get stories of compassion, stories
of rescue, stories of hope.

I find that watching bluebirds is addictive.
I pnr up special bluebird feeders filled with
mealworms, homemade winter pudding,
or any of the many products available at
bird stores. This enables me to see the
bluebirds more often. It helps them to
survive,

Monitoring bluebirds is also addictive.
Checking on a bluebird crail is like open-
ing one Christmas present after another.
Each box has a snrprise inside. It may be
a bluebird nest, eggs, chicks, or fledglings,
or finally a bluebird nest that is ready to
be cleaned for the next barch of bluebitds.
These Christmas presents may also come
wiapped as the diffexent stages of any of
the other caviry nesters.

I am still working on listening for blue-
birds. It takes some training. My first job
is to learn the song by hearing it over and
over. | do that by pinching the il of a
plush blnebird produced by Audubon!
When I am cutdoors, 1 think T hear the
song. My eyes scour the tree limbs, the
top of the nest box and the bird bach.
Sometimes, [ am rewarded with the streak
of blue that is a bluebird coming in for
a landing. 1 smile and enjoy the moment.

Bluebird Education

Education comes in three stages. The first
stage is to know tharsomething exics. [ was
introduced o bluebirds in 1995 chrough
a meeting of che Norch Carolina Bluebird
Society. In 1998 a friend gave me a blue-
bird nest box in exchange for joining the
North Ametican Bluebird Society. The
concept that people can help bluebirds and
other cavity nesters is awesome. Itisa long
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way [rom “Don’t touch the baby hirds. The
mothers won't come back.”

‘the second srage is to leatn about the
subject by using what other people know.
It may be the directions for making a bird
house. It may be the recipe for winter pud-
ding. It may be learning that the “jizz” of a
bird is shape and movement of a bird thac
allows identification withour seeing derail.
‘This stage of my bluebird education has
covered the past 10 years. [t is the resulr
of reading the NABS newsletters plus as
many as L0 other newsletters from regional
bluebird societies. Being the editor for the
North Carolina Bluebird Society newslet-
ter has made me shift through many blue-
bird articles. Speakers at different bluebird
meetings have enriched my knowledge.
Bluebirds have enriched my life.

The final stage of this education is to take
all that has been learned and do something
original with it. Perhaps it is creadng a
new nest-box design. It may be substitut-
ing grits in the basic winter pudding of
peanut butter, lard, corn meal, etc. [t may
be writing an aricle like this, commenting
on one aspect of bluebirding.

Bluebird Societies
My intenc here is to peint cut the many
similarities between bluebirds and bluebird
societies, including the North American
Bluebird Society.
21

First, without bluebirds, chere wouldn't be
NABS or any other bluchird society. On
the flip side of that, without the bluebird
societies, including NABS, there would be
fewer bluebirds.

Bluebirds are the poster children of the
cavity nesters. Their beaury (brilliant
blue with rust and white), their behavior
(nest-box inspection and role of siblings
in helping to feed subseqnent young} and
their ferocity (dive-bombing monitors and
competing against other birds for che nse
of a cavity) helps us identify with these

amazing birds.

It is this ferocity that bluebird socicties
need to emulate. We need to continue to
grow as organizations. We need to expand
our goals from bluebird conservation to in-
clude all the other cavity nesters (including
Ivory-billed Woodpeckers), all rhe other
birds, and the rest of the natural world
that seems to be disappearing under the
expansion of mankind.

My husband was asking about the results
of different blnebird surveys and I was
sharing with him numbers from Montana
and Nebraska where a total of mote than
45,000 bluebirds were reported ro have
fledged last year. His comment was that
“with that great a number fledging, why
are bluebird societies still necessary?”

Without the continued efforts of all bine-
bird societies to educate the public {or
hnshands) we would be back to the point
where the bluebirds are once more just 2a-
other endangered species. Itisa fight hatis
harder after the initial successes because the
need does not appear to be critical. NABS
was a big part of chat initial success. It is
our job to see that it continues to be.

(Helen S. Munro president of and editor for
the North Carolina Bluebird Society, and
secretary of the North American Bluebird
Society. She can be reached by email at
hsmunro@ac. net.)



Bird song explored
and explained

Birdsong predares human voice. Birds
were here long before we were. The mys-
tery of this narural music has been with
us forever. Why do birds sing? Why does
the Easrern Phoebe endlessly sing such
a simple song {feeBEE, FEEbee), a song
it instinctively knows, while the Brown
Thrasher knows thousands of songs, and
learned them all?

‘Three books recently published explore this
subject in very different ways.

Let’s begin with “Birdsong” by Don Stap
{Scribner, 272 pages, $24). Stap frequently
writes abour birds for various publications
and who has anacher wonderful book to
his eredic (“Parror wirhout a Name”™). Here,
he explores avian music through the work
of Donald Kroodsma, a univetsity profes-
sor who has studied birdsong for over 30
years. Kroodsma was recognized by rhe
American Ornirhologists’ Union in 2003
as “the reigning authority on the biology
of avian vocal behavior”

Stap follows Kroodsma chrough the woods
of Massachusetts, recording the songs of
Black-capped Chickadees (they don’t all
sound alike), and then into che forests of
Cosra Rica to caprure on tape the strange
calls of the Bellbird. “For two or three
seconds — it seemed much longer — the
Bellbird remained frozen in this posture, irs
mouth open, almost unhinged it seemed,
appearing for all the world like a bird about
to cough up a mango,” Stap writes. “The
muscles on the bird’s neck and upper back
swelled and contracted. His chest heaved.
His throat cippled. Sdll, his mouth was
agape. Then, as if somecone has sneaked up
behind rhe Bellbird and squeezed him, he
emitted an explosive BONK.” The song
also contains whisrles and wheezes, and
the bird sings this strange song hundreds
of times some days.

Why?

Kroodsma records and analyzes. Stap
follows and reports. The result is a book

Book
Reviews

By Jim Willliams

o Y,

capturing in equal measure science and its
passions, adventure, discovery, and a telling
portrait of Kroodsma, a man who loves
so very much what he does that he could
easily be envied. When the book ends, we
want both men to pack for another trip
and rake us along again.

Or, you could read Kroodsma’s own ac-
count of his work with birdsong. He has
written “The Singing Life of Birds: The
Artand Science of Listening to Birdsong”

(Houghron Mifflin, $28).

Here is a much more derailed presentation
of what the author has learned about the
vagaries and varledes that birds broad-
cast. He explores thoroughly the reasons
some birds know their songs inherently
while others [earn by listening. The book
conrains many sonograms, graphic repre-
sentations of birdsong, much like notes for
music. It also includes a CD of birdsong,
with explanation in the rext of exacrly what
you are hearing. In some cases the songs
have been slowed so each note or phrase
is disdnct to the human ear, your chance
to cavesdrop on another world.

Read Stap first, then go to Kroodsma
himself.

The chird book is “Why Birds Sing” by
David Rothenberg (Basic Books, $26).
Rothenberg is a musician fascinated with
the music of birds. His account ranges
from ancient writings on birds to neuro-
science. He tells of taking his clarinet to
Australia to play duers wirh a bird known
as Albercs Lyrebird. Rothenberg presents
an overview of the world’s first music from
a musical poinc of view.
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Fiction and poetry
about birds: this
book is a rare bird

Bocks abouct birds, the how-what-where of
birds, are not hard to find. Those books are
robins and sparrows, seen everywhere you
look. Good fiction and good poetry that
focuses on birds, that is a different story.
Those books are rare birds.

Another parc of the search problem is
thac bird poerry in the wrong hands can
go sappy in a second, and ficdon can deal
with birds thac have human names and
all-ro-human acwributes.

“Birds in the Hand, Fiction and Poetry
abouct Birds”, however, is a wonderful
book, a collection of dead-on writing thar
touches birds from many different angles.
Edited by Dylan Nelson and Kent Nelson,
it provides insight into the many ways birds
are part of our lives.

‘The poems found here are complete. Some
of the fiction is excerpred from longer
works. There is, for example, a chaprer
from Howard Norman’s chilly Newfound-
land novel “The Bird Artist.” Barbara King-

solver is here, and so is Louise Erdrich.

We have Billy Collins, T. C. Boyle, W.
D. Snodgrass, Flannery O’Connor, Eu-
dora Weity, Robert Penn Warren, Wendell
Berry, Jim Harrison, Barry Lopez, Seamus
Heaney, and many others.

There is a story of 2 hunter who looks oo
deeply into the eyes of a dying woodcock,
of a boy who runs a wurkey to ground,
about 2 man who works a con selling
wild pigeons as homing birds. There is a
poem about vultures by David Bottoms in
which he describes them as ... dwarfed
transfiguring angels ... who pray over the
leaf-graves of the anonymous lost ...”

These are loops of life intersected by birds,
collisions, if you will, explained o us by
rare storytellers. The book was published
by North Point Press.



Affiliates of the North American Bluebird Society

The North American Bluebird Society serves as a clearinghouse for ideas, research, manzgement, and and listed on the NABS web site If your organization has a pewslewer, please forward a copy ta our
education on behalf of all blucbirds and other native cavity-nesting species. NABS tvites all state, headquarrers. To find out more 2bour becoming a NABS affiliare, read our Afiliaze Letter Norice: If you
provincial, and regional bluebird organizaricns to become NABS affiliates in “A confederacion of equals  are listed below, please check listing to see 1c is current. [§ not, please send correcc conracr information
all working topether toward a common goal...a furdher parmership in international blucbird conserva- to webmaster@nabluchirdsaciery.org

tion”. No cost is associared wish affiliacing wich NABS. Your afhliated organization will be recognized

CANADA

Abberta

Calgary Area Bluebird Trail Monitors
cfo George Loades, 167 Canterbury Dr S
Calgary, AB, Canada TZW1H3
binebird@creb.com

Ellis Bird Farm, Ltd.

c/o Myrma Pearman, Box 5050

Lacambe, AB, Canada T4L 197
myrnaggellisbirdfarm.ab.ca

Mountain Bluebird Trails Cons. Society
Contair: Gwen Tiets,

PO, Box 401 Stn Maiu

Lechbridge, AB Canada T2{K-3GY
403-553-2780

British Colmbia

Southern Interior Bluebird Trail Society
Sherry Linn, President, Box 494

Oliver, BC, Canada VOH 1TO
goldsirmé@vip.net

Manitoba

‘The Friends of the Bluebirds

3011 Park Ave,

Brandom, MB, Canada R7B 2K3
204-727-3102, fax: 204-728-7346
smitha@brandonu.ca. Conuact: Anst Smith

Ontario

Ontario Eastern Bluebird Society
2-165 Green Valley Drive
Kitchener ON , Canada N2P 1K3
Conaa: Bill Read

UNITED STATES

Arkansas

Bella Yista Bluebird Society

c/o Jim Janssen, 27 Britten Circle
Bella Vista, AR 72714, 479-855-7277

California

California Bluebird Recovery Program
2021 Prarmigan Drive #1

Walnut Creek CA 94595
925-937-5974, fax: 925-935-4480
chrp@value.ner

Colorads

Colorado Bluebird Project

Audubon Society of Greater Denver

9308 S. Wadswonh Blvd., Lisderon, CO 80128
303-973-9530, fax 303-973-1038
blucbirdproject@denveraudubou.org

Gesrgi

Bluz!'l’:xd: Over Georgia
o Frances G. Sawyer
5858 Silver Ridge Dr.
Stone Mountain GA 30087
fgsawyer@bellsouth.ner
770-469-6572

Tdiaho

Our Blrebird Ranch

152 N 200 E., Blackfeor 1D 83221
208-782-9676, pibarnes@microu.ne
Rocky Mountain Blues

/o David Richmond

HCE7 Box 680, Clayon 1D 83227
208-838-2431, email fowest@custertel.nc

Hhnois

JoDaviess County BERP

c/o Grace Storch

431 Stadel Road, Elizabeth, 1L 61028
bluebird@naruralareaguardians.org

East Central Hlinois Bluebird Society
/o Loreu Hughes

1234 Tucker Beach Road, Paris, IL 61944
217-463-7175. suziq@comwares.net

Indiana

Indiana Binebird Society

PO. Box 356, Leesburg IN 46538
219-838-9050 bluebird@maplener.net
The Brown County Bluebird Society
/o Dan Sparks

PO. Box 660, Nashville, IN 47448
B812-988-1876, fax: 812-342-3820
bdblucbirds@yahco.com

American Bird Conservation Association
/o Metlin Lehman

59980 C.R. 35, Middlebury, IN 46340

fowa

Johnson County Songbird Project

/o Jim Walters

1033 E. Washington, fowa City IA 52240
319-466-1134. james-walters@uiowaedu
Bluebirds of Towa Restoration

o Jaclyn Hill

2946 Ubben Ave., Ellsworth, [4 50075-7554
515-836-4579. hillhorneg@netins net
Towa Bluebird Conservationists

cfo Jerad Getter, PO. Box 302

Griswold, [4 51535. 712-624-9433
jeettera@hotmail.com

Kentcky

Keuntucley Bluebird Society

</a Bob [vy

PO. Box 3425, Paducah, KY 42092
270-898-6638 or 731-688-0031
bebivy@cenmuryrel.net

wvw biology.ekiedu/kybluebird heml

Lowssictra

Louisiana Bayen Bluebird Society
c/c Evelyn Coaper

1222 Cook Road, Delhi, LA 71232
emcooper@bayon.com
www.labayoubluebirdsociery.org

Massachuserss

Massachusetrs Bluebird Association
Conracr: Haleya Priest

9 Pudpic Hill Rd., Amherst, MA 01002
413-349-3937, fax: 413-549-2901
MaBLuet@gis.net

wyew.massbluebird.org

Muchigan

Michigan Bluebird Society
cfo Lynn Ward

PO. Box 6103

Jackson, Michigan 49204
Eimail: mibluehird@excite.com

Mmnesord

Blucbird Recovery Program

{Audubou Chapter of Minneapolis}

cfo Mary Ellen Vetrer

PO, Box 3801, Minneapolis MN 35403
mevener@LAnsILeL e

Misiscippi

Mississippi Bluebirds

o Tena Taylor

192 CR 457, Calhoun Ciry MS 38916

Day 662-628-6611, evenings 662-028-1625
fax: 662-628-6300; ccbluchirder@tycom.nex

Montina

Mountain Bluebird Trails, Inc.

¢/o Bob Niebuhr

Box 794, Ronan, MT 59864
406-676-0300. ayleswor@roman net
blubrdbebezpredigy.ner
www.blackfoot.ne/-bluebirds

Nebraska

Bluebirds Across Nebraska

cfo Derry Wolford

705 9th Ave., Shenandoah, LA 51601
E-mail: derrywolford@hotmail com

vrww.bbue.org

New Hampsire

New Ham pshire Bloebird Conspiracy
/o Bruce Burdert

RO. Box 103, Sunapee NH 03782
bluebird@tds.uet, 603-763-5705

New York

New York State Bluebird Society

cfo Kevin Berer

499 West Richmondville R4
Ricbmondville NY 12149
518-294-7196. beruerkl @eobleskill. edu
Schoharie Connty Bluebird Sociery
/o Kevin Berner

499 West Richmondville Rd.
Richmondville NY 12149
518-294-7196. bernerklg@cobleskill.edu

North Carolira

North Carolina Bluebird Society
¢/o Dempsey Essick

PO Box 1149, Welcome, NC 27374
336-731-3499, fax 336-732-3444
essickan@lexcoming.net
Rutherford County Bluebird Club
PO. Box 247, Eileuboro, NC 28040
Cenract: Christopher Greene

Obsn

Ohio Bluebird Society

c/o Bernie Daniel, 9211 Solon Dr.
Ciucinuaci, OH 45242

bdaniel@cinci.rr.com

Oblahoms

Oklahoma Blnebird Society
Mask Weathers, PO Box 269
Tulsa, OK 74101-0269
918-241-2473, fax. 918-699-3358
sialiaggworlduet.att. nee

Oregon

Prescott Bluebird Recovery Project

cfo Voice of Prescott

PO Box 1469, Sherwood OR 97140
503-245-8449. email@prescottbluebird com
Audubon Society of Corvallis

Elsie Elrzroth, 6980 NW Cardiral Rd.
Corvallis OR 97330. 541-745-7806
clizroth@peak.org

Pramsylvama

Bluebird Society of Pennsylvanja
PO, Box 267, Enola PA 170250267
cfo Joan Watroba

T17-766-2102, fax 717-790-0568
rputi@ezonline.ner. www.thebsp.org
Purple Martin Conservation Assoc.
Edinboro University of Pennsylvania
Edinbara PA 16444

814-734-4420 (Louise Chambers)
Fax: 814-734-5803

info@purplemarnin.org

Ternessee

Benton Cotnty Bluebird Society of Tennessee,
Inc

Dan McCue, President

108 Blaud Sireat, Canden, TN 35320
7315845060, dmeane3060@acl.com
Tennessee Bluebird Trails

c/o Sarah Dunn Graham

5007 Palace Lane

Knowwille, TN 37918

phone: 865-689-2443

Teats

Texas Bluebird Society

/o Pauline Tom

PO. Box 40868, Austin, TX 78704
info@ueasbluebirdsociery.org
wiww.rexashlnebirdsaciery.org

Virgtza

The Virginia Blucbird Socicty

Barbara Chambers, 8911 Moceland Lane
Annandale, VA 22003

703-978-6609; by.chambers@venizon.net

ww virginiablnebirds. org

Washington

Cascadia Bluebird & Purple Martin Society
/o Dr. Michael Pretra

3015 Squaheum Plowy # 250

Bellingham, Wi 98225

Wisconsin

Bluebird Restoration Assov. of Wis.
Re I, Box 137 Akron Ave

Plainfield W1 54966

Lafayerte County Bluebird Society
14953 Huwy 23, Darlington W1 $3530



Renew today! Give a friend the gift of bluebirds!

Your membership in NABS helps support bluebird conservation, research, and education
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Please make payment in U.S. funds. An on-line membership form with paysment through PayPal is available at www.nabluebird.org

North American Bluebird Society, P.O. Box 551, Carnesville, GA 30521

BLUEBIRD published by

North American Bluebird Society
P.O. Box 551
Carnesville GA 30521

Winter 2006
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