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Spring Message to our Affiliate 
Organizations

Let me start off with the biggest news of the month. NABS has 
been given an offer we couldn’t refuse! The NABS Affiliate,  
Bluebirds Across America, Jackson, Tennessee, has offered 
to host our annual meeting/convention in September, 2011. I 
would like to thank Colonel Farrell Roe of that organization. 
He has done the remarkable by putting together the plans 
for our getting together and meeting new and old friends 
in Tennessee. I asked him in early January — barely two 
months ago — and he has amazed me by the results. We look 
forward to seeing you there, September 15-18, 2011, at the 
Doubletree Hotel, Highway 45 Bypass, Jackson, Tennessee. If 
you have always wanted to see Elvis’ Graceland, or the Shiloh 
Battlefield and Military Park, this is your chance. See the insert 
in the center of this issue of Bluebird for more details. Farrell 
promises it to be educational and diverse. Farrell has asked 
only that you make your reservations as early as possible, both 
for the hotel and the exciting field trips he has arranged for, so 
transportation can be arranged far enough in advance.

Looking forward, we have NABS 2012 in the works also, with 
a surprise meeting in the western part of the country. More 
information on next year’s convention as soon as we can 
work out the details, but I can promise you it will be a great 
meeting. We will learn more about the Western Bluebird. On 
that note, I would like to ask those of you who are familiar 
with the Western or the Mountain Bluebird to educate those 
of us who live in the east. The Eastern Bluebird is the only one 
I have ever seen. Let me encourage you to write an article for 
Bluebird and send it to our editor, Scott Gillihan.

I am currently working with several new Affiliates: the 
Southern Illinois Audubon Society; one in New Jersey, to be 
called the New Jersey Bluebird Society, with details yet to be 
worked out; and one in Washington state that is in its nestling 
stage (well, we hope it’s about to fledge). With the start of 
nesting season coming very soon, hopefully we can get some 
of the less-active Affiliates on their feet and joining us in a 
successful 2011 season.

Phil Berry
NABS Vice President for Affiliate Relations

BlueBird
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From the President
Jonathan Ridgeway

Greetings of peace.

Clint Eastwood said, “A man’s got to know his 
limitations.” For the most part, I would like to think 
I know mine, at least with respect to being President 
of the North American Bluebird Society. The nature of 
the job I do is organization management. I certainly 
have no fantasy that I might be any kind of a scientist, 
least of all not an ornithologist or anything like that, 
nor do I believe I have any scientific knowledge about 
birds, their behavior or habitat, much as I might 
wish I did. Being president of such an organization 
gives me plenty of opportunity to meet with brilliant 
scientists who understand that stuff, but next to them 
I am just a cat in a butcher shop and I know it very 
well. This does not mean I cannot conduct intelligent 
conversations with them. It simply means I do not 
have a clue about their area of enlightenment before 
they share it with me.

I find it rather curious that some scientific issues can 
be political and just as controversial as any other 
political issues. Even when everyone agrees with all 
the facts, which is not very often, factions still come 
away with a very wide array of differing conclusions. 
Many individuals with scientific backgrounds have 
very deep emotions about the claims they stake. The 
opposing feelings some people have about global 
warming is as powerful as what others feel about 
capital punishment. There are times that reasonable 
people are well served if they just agree to disagree.

Of course there is a particular controversy that I 
intend to write about here, the matter of nestboxes for 
bluebirds and other cavity nesters. Before I say more 
about the subject I want to explain to the many folks 
who have written to me about nestboxes; the reason 
I did not respond to your passionately articulated 
presentations was because it seemed appropriate 
to express opinions before deliberating over what a 
wide variety of masters had to say and being ready 
to determine my own position. I do not feel highly 
qualified to decide on the features that constitute 
a better nestbox, aside from what seems to be a 
personal preference.

I suspect that most of our readers know we have had 
a nestbox approval process since before I was elected 
NABS President four years ago. Our Board has a 
Nestbox Approval Committee and currently Bob 
Benson and Barbara Chambers are its Co-Chairs, each 

serving admirably in their station. I have nothing but 
appreciation for their efforts in this area and I regret 
that they have not yet been able to achieve more of the 
progress they seek. Perhaps they will in time if they 
continue to persevere.

In our May 2007 Board conference call, just 5 months 
after I became the president, Bob who was then the 
lone Nestbox Committee Chair reported, in essence, 
that Walmart was displaying the NABS logo on a 
nestbox they were offering for sale. The product bore 
the claim that it had been approved by NABS but the 
nestbox was particularly unsatisfactory. I received 
communication from a number of people across the 
US within the next several weeks. As far as I was 
concerned it did not matter so much if the product 
was good or bad; the real issue to me was whether 
or not it had actually been approved. I asked Bob to 
perform a due and diligent check of our records and 
absolutely confirm whether we had approved this 
particular box or not. When I was amply confident 
that we had not granted our approval for this nestbox 
I wrote to Walmart’s lawyers and advised them that 
they were violating our trademark. I asked them to 
stop selling this product labeled with our approval 
and to reply within 14 days. They did not answer at 
all.

A month or two passed and I suppose I was 
beginning to feel that they were ignoring me. Then 
I realized I had sent my letter in July and nesting 
season was becoming a thing of the past. I must say I 
felt a lot better the next spring when I looked in at a 
couple of their stores here in the Hudson River Valley 
and they seemed to no longer have that item on their 
shelves. I never again got another report that Walmart 
was still selling a nestbox like that with our logo on it 
or claiming to have our approval.

Three years ago during our April 2008 Board 
conference call Bob reported his opinion that we 
ought to revise the basic NABS requirements for 
nestbox approval and that he intended to start 
working on them. Since then nestboxes and nestbox 
standards have been discussed on more than 20 of 
our calls, they have been a topic of more than 30 
committee reports and I would reasonably estimate 
that the Board has spent a sum of between 3 and 4 
hours talking about them during the various calls. 
Plenty of other people’s time has been devoted to 
trying to resolve the issue yet the committee has still 
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not arrived at a conclusion.

From my vantage point the NABS seal of approval 
is fundamentally a trademark and marketing issue. 
The name of North American Bluebird Society is a 
registered trademark. I believe it is important for 
us to be vigilant to protect the unauthorized use 
of our trademark and object to anyone who claims 
our approval if we have not granted it. The reason 
merchants make such a claim is because they believe 
that doing so might enhance their sales. I believe it is 
in our interest in cases where various nestboxes have 
been approved by NABS, for their venders to print 
our name and logo on their products because the 
message also indicates that the merchants consider 
North American Bluebird Association to be a properly 
recognized authority and it gives us good publicity. It 
is good for them and for us.

I doubt the complexities of the issue were adequately 
appreciated, either when Bob reported his plan to 
revise the basic requirements for nestbox approval 
three years ago, or especially back when NABS first 
established the approval process in 1998. I think the 
most important aspect people need to remember is 
that the absence of the NABS mark of approval is not 
an indication that a nestbox is unsatisfactory.

That said, the singular first requirement for a nestbox 
to receive NABS approval is that it must be submitted 
for approval. Without the application there can never 
be a legitimate claim of approval. That much seems 
clear enough but from there the controversy begins. 
There is one measure which seems to me an obvious 
basis for granting NABS approval, i.e., any nestbox 
which has been field tested, monitored and which 
has proven to successfully fledge bluebirds. I assert 
this opinion based upon my own empirical review of 
the random collection of nestboxes I assembled over 
about ten years since we began attending NABS and 
Affiliate bluebird society meetings and others which 
have been sent to me by people who live in a variety 
of parts of North America. There in one thing all of 
the nestboxes in my collection have in common. They 
have been field tested successfully, even some that 
our Nestbox Committee found unworthy of NABS 
approval. As long as the current standards remain 
in place, I believe my opinion has no standing and I 
do not see fit to interfere with the judgement of the 
committee.

The first nestboxes to which my wife, Lynne and I 
became familiar with were the signed, Herm Bressler 
nestboxes distributed by our initial organization, the 

New York State Bluebird Society. Up to the present 
time, these are the only ones we ever installed on our 
property.

I find it curious that many such as the Gilwood, 
the Gilbertson, the Peterson or the Looker Slot Box 
only have a floor area of about 10 square inches 
compared to 16 square inches or more of the Bressler, 
several built by members of the Bluebird Society of 
Pennsylvania or the “Worley’s Slippin’ Silo”. This 
peculiar model has a large plastic jar that hooks into 
a roofed cylindrical outer sleeve (the silo). It bears a 
label which reads “An innovative and unique nest 
box for birds” as well as “The Bluebird’s palace and 
a landlord’s dream”. The inside of the silo proudly 
bears the NABS logo and the text “North American 
Bluebird Society Approved”. I read a very interesting 
piece by Texas Bluebird Society’s Keith Kridler about 
the merits of a 25 square inch floor being safer for 
tree swallows when they successfully compete for a 
particular nestbox. Tree Swallow fledglings in more 
crowded nestboxes are exposed to injuries because 
they do not have enough room to exercise and 
develop their wings. Keith, if I have misunderstood, 
please write us an article about Texas size bluebird 
nestboxes and set me straight.

My collection comprises front opening models with 
a door that swings down for monitoring, including 
the Bressler and others with a door that swings up or 
opens on one side. The Gilberson is a simulated White 
Birch cylinder suspended from its roof by two screws. 
The cylinder can be easily removed for monitoring 
with a top down view without even taking out the 
screws. To monitor the Worley one simply removes 
the insert from the silo. Almost every one of them 
is signed by its maker and many of them are also 
dated. I personally consider those to be very attractive 
features but the bluebirds are not likely to care one 
way or the other.

Since long before the first blue robins were sighted 
in the New World they have been choosing a 
very wide variety of cavities in which to nest. 
The most successful survivors selected cavities 
that provided the best shelter from predators and 
unfavorable weather. When so much land was 
cleared for development that the number of natural 
cavities removed from our national landscapes 
was interfering with bluebird populations people 
began putting nestboxes up to offset the trend and 
organizing societies to help like minded people put 
them up too.
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I believe that if NABS is to maintain a nestbox 
approval process it ought to be rational and it should 
not consist of arbitrary specifications. I believe it 
should be based on performance guidelines which 
enumerate beneficial features, e.g., drainage, 
ventilation, and predator resistance and undesirable 
features like a perch which may be attractive to 
predators, etc. I definitely am in favor of NABS 
continuing the Nestbox Approval Program and 
vigilantly enforcing the NABS trademark and I am 
pleased that I had yet another opportunity to do that 
again this season.

Several weeks ago I received a number of emails 
objecting to a nestbox on Amazon which claimed to 
be approved by the North American Bluebird Society. 
After looking at the ad I posted a comment about 
the product explaining that their claim was false and 
describing some of the features which would have 
precluded NABS approval. Then I contacted some 
other vendors of the same product as well as the 
manufacturer and within 24 hours I was notified some 
significant improvements were already being made 
to the design. I believe that the Nestbox Approval 

Program is the most tangible application of the NABS 
trademark, a true opportunity to have an impact in 
the commercial marketplace. It is a very powerful tool 
we can use to influence nestbox makers and venders 
to produce better 
quality products.

I am confident that 
there will be plenty of 
continuing discussion, 
both about good and 
bad nestbox designs 
and also about the 
nestbox approval 
process. We certainly 
welcome comments on 
these and other issues 
and we are grateful 
for your attention and 
support. Thank you.

Yours in peace,
Jonathan Ridgeway
NABS President Lynne & Jonathan Ridgeway
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From the Membership Committee

First I would like to welcome all our new 
members who have joined NABS since my 
last journal message. I hope you enjoy our 

quarterly journal and make many new friends 
through your relationship with us. If you can make it 
to a future NABS conference (how about Tennessee 
in September?) I would love to meet you and share 
stories of bluebird trails and learn about your area of 
the country.

Thank you all for keeping the Membership 
Committee busy for these past months and for 
answering our call to check those mailing labels for 
messages about pending expiry of memberships. We 
have had a strong response to our reminder messages 
and a marked increase in renewals that are at least 
one quarter early. This action on your part allows us 
more time to work on other aspects of membership 
while increasing our base at the same time.

This last quarter we also tried something new. 
We had our website guru, Jim McLochlin, set up 
a NABS-based e-mail account for us to send out 
renewal notices. It really helps when you can see 
“nabluebirdsociety” in the sender address and 
hopefully our messages won’t go into your spam 
folders! Of the 203 e-mails we sent, 25 were rejected. 
This has allowed Tena to clean up our database some 
more. Though certainly not an exact scientific trial, I 
tracked the incoming renewals for one month after 
the e-mail was sent. Each return was checked against 
our database (time consuming but worth it). Of course 
some members may have responded to the journal 

message rather than the e-mail, but of the 178 e-mails 
out there in the ether 56 have resulted in a renewal. 
It appears that this exercise has had positive results 
so we will build e-mail reminder notices into our 
quarterly work schedules. When you renew, please 
take a moment and add your phone number and 
e-mail address so we can update our records. Phone 
numbers are very helpful if for some reason we need 
to contact you quickly about your membership.

Membership has worked closely with our Affiliate 
VP, Phil Berry, to assist our newer Affiliates in 
their establishing a presence in their communities 
and States. Our collaboration is ongoing to ensure 
everyone is aware of the Affiliate Plus membership 
program that helps all of our organizations grow 
and prosper. Of course we are always hopeful that 
members will “up-grade” their membership to a 
higher level when renewing as the “A+” barely covers 
the cost of the quarterly journals with nothing left 
over for administration or general operations of 
NABS. The “A+” also enables members who have 
been stressed in these hard economic times to stay 
with us.

If you have any comments or ideas to share with 
your Membership Committee, please do not hesitate 
to e-mail or call us. (I am in Canada but am happy 
to take your number and call you right back on my 
dime!).

Sherry Linn        goldstrm@vip.net          250-495-7891

North American Bluebird Society Grants

North American Bluebird Society Grants are funded by an endowment named for our founder, Dr. 
Lawrence Zeleny. The Zeleny Fund was established to award educational, conservation, scientific, or 

other grants that further the purpose and mission of the society: to promote the prosperity of bluebirds and 
other native cavity-nesting species and engage in such pursuits as may be beneficial to the prosperity and well 
being of the three species of bluebirds and other native cavity-nesting bird species in North America. NABS 
contributes a portion of Life Memberships directly into the endowment and encourages further donations 
earmarked to the Zeleny Fund in order to help finance worthy research.

NABS accepts and reviews grants twice a year. The deadlines for submitting grants are June 1 and December 
1. The review process is usually completed by August 1 and February 1, respectively. Priority is given to 
research regarding bluebirds but grants involving all native cavity-nesting birds will certainly be considered. 
Since 2007, eleven NABS grants have been awarded for research pertaining to Eastern, Western, and Mountain 
Bluebirds, Prothonotary Warblers, Barn Owls, American Kestrels, Purple Martins, etc. The NABS grants have 
ranged from $500 to $5,000 and the average has been approximately $1,800.

Please email your questions and grant applications to NABS Grants Committee, Chair, Anne Sturm. (There is 
a link from our website at www.nabluebirdsociety.org/grants.htm.) If you prefer, you can mail them to: Anne 
Strum, PO Box 341, Barnesville, MD 20838. To assist applicants who may be applying to multiple funding 
sources, NABS does not have a formal application form.
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From the Managing Editor
Scott W. Gillihan

Do you remember those little puzzles with the sliding tiles? They had 15 tiles and 
one open space, and you had to move the tiles around one space at a time and think 
three steps ahead in order to (eventually) get all the tiles where they belonged. Putting 
together an issue of Bluebird is a lot like that. To get a particular article where I want 
it in the journal, I often have to move three others. Plus an advertisement. This rarely 
works on the first try, so I have to put one or two articles back where they were and try 
moving something else. It’s challenging but an awful lot of fun, and I get a great sense of 
satisfaction when everything is finally in place.

My thanks to all who submitted puzzle pieces this time around — I’m sorry there isn’t room to 
publish them all. Thanks to my editorial assistant (my wife Brenda) for rescuing me from several 
editorial and design corners I had painted myself into. And thanks to Nancy Fraser (Prescott 
Bluebird Recovery Project President) for allowing us to reprint an article from their newsletter.

If you represent one of the NABS Affiliates, please keep me on your mailing list and send me 
any notices that you’d like to share with NABS members. Please send me any photographs, articles, ideas for 

articles, trivia, poems, etc. — e-mail them to NABSeditor@gmail.com or mail them to me at 5405 Villa View 
Dr., Farmington, NM 87402  And as always, keep up the great work you do for bluebirds and other cavity 
nesters!
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Wisconsin’s Lafayette County Bluebird Society to Celebrate 30 Years
 The Lafayette County Bluebird Society (LCBS) will be celebrating 30 years of bluebirding on April 17 
at the Super 8 Motel in the meeting room in Darlington, Wisconsin. The event will be held from 2:00 to 
4:00 p.m. Steve Hubner, Zoning Administrator and a member of the Prairie Enthusiasts, will present 
a program on prairie plants common to southwest Wisconsin. Lori Cwynar, owner of Nature’s Gifts 
Greenhouse, will talk about plants that attract birds. Bluebirds and other cavity nesters will be discussed. 
The event is open to the public. There will be door prizes and refreshments. For more information contact 
lafayettecountybluebirdsociety@yahoo.com

The Lafayette County Bluebird Society got its start on March 7, 1981 when Carol and John McDaniel invited 
a few Darlington area folks to meet in the basement of the Methodist Church with the intent to bring the 
bluebirds back to Lafayette County. Since that time, members have fledged many bluebirds. Over the past two 
years, around 1000 were fledged from the trails in the county. The largest trails are at Yellowstone Lake State 
Park and the rural areas of New Diggings and Lead Mine, Fayette township, Darlington and Blancharville. 
Over the past two years, the Society has expanded to include helping other cavity-nesting birds. The Society 
has placed Purple Martin housing near Darlington and Yellowstone Lake State Park in an effort to bring the 
martin back to the county. Currenty, a project is underway to study the populations of the Red-headed and 
Pileated Woodpeckers in Lafayette County. Member Marilyn Chambers oversees the LCBS bird feeding station 
at Yellowstone Lake State Park. Member Sue Cashman writes a monthly article called “Nature Notes” for 
the local paper. The officers of the LCBS are: President Carol McDaniel, Vice President Jane Walter, Secretary 
Velma Klenke, Treasurer John McDaniel, and Director Sue Cashman.

Notices from NABS Affiliates

Announcing the 2011 Missouri Bluebird Conference!
Date: Sept 30th through Oct 2nd, 2011
Location: Double Tree Hotel in Chesterfield, Missouri (St. Louis area)
  www.stlouishotelandconferencecenter.doubletree.com (there are special 

rates for “Missouri Bluebird Society”)

Our theme for the conference is “Cavity-nesters in Public Spaces”
Speakers include:

•  Bob & Judy Peak, coming to us from their nest box trails at Land Between 
the Lakes and the John James Audubon Park in Henderson , KY (bluebirds, Tree Swallows, and 
Prothonotary Warblers).

•  John Miller, manager of the Purple Martin housing in Forest Park and the Missouri Botanical Gardens 
in St. Louis. John also assists at the martin colony at the Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site in Illinois.

•  Dana Ripper & Ethan Duke, founders of the Missouri River Bird Observatory, will be speaking about 
their many “Citizen Science” programs and their Backyard Banding projects.

There will be a box lunch in the hotel meeting room on Saturday during the seminars, included in the 
conference registration fee. 
Optional Events will include: 

• A Friday evening program and get-together at the hotel meeting room.
• A Sunday field trip to Shaw Nature Reserve in St. Louis. 

Look for more information on our conference website: www.missouribluebirdconference.org/

In the meantime... mark your calendar for Sept 30 through October 2, 2011 to attend the 2011 Missouri Bluebird 
Conference!
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Bird Science in a Virginia Backyard
Nanette Mickle

Until recently, scientists knew little about 
songbird migration. They speculated and 
hypothesized based on the rare recoveries of 

banded birds on wintering grounds. Although these 
discoveries were exciting, they did little to reveal the 
mysteries or details of the actual migration. Banding 
studies could not answer questions such as “How 
long did it take?” or “How often do they rest?” 
Without exact migration data, conservation of critical 
rest and refuel stopover 
points for songbirds was 
only a distant dream.

In 2007 that dream took 
a step towards reality. In 
a groundbreaking study 
(published in Science, 
February 2009), Dr. 
Bridget Stutchbury of 
York University in Toronto 
tracked songbird migration 
using tiny geolocators 
harnessed on the backs of 
Purple Martins. During the 
spring migration, one bird 
flew approximately 4400 
miles in 13 days! Another 
bird took a more leisurely 27 days, but was recorded 
traveling approximately 600 miles in one day! The 
data gained from these two little pioneering birds 
may rewrite the textbooks!

The geolocator works by measuring light levels 
every minute and recording the highest level every 5 
minutes. Once the geolocator is recovered and data 
downloaded, software calculates the latitude and 
longitude allowing analysis of where and when the 
bird travelled. Geolocators have some limitations. 
Because of their tiny size, tiny battery, and tiny battery 
life, birds have to be re-tagged annually. Additionally, 
geolocators do not use GPS and must be removed 
from the bird to retrieve the data.

The biology of Purple Martins makes them ideal 
candidates for this type of study. They are neotropical 
migrants with a relatively long migration. Because 
they are dependent on man-provided housing and 
have strong site loyalty, they can be relatively easy to 
recapture. Although on average, one can only expect a 
50%-60% migration survival rate, approximately 92% 
of the surviving birds return to the colony from which 

they started, making the retrieval of geolocators 
possible. 

Studying birds from different regions is important for 
determining the influence of geographical location 
of breeding colonies on migration routes. To date, 
geolocators have been used on Purple Martins in 
Pennsylvania, Texas, and British Columbia. In 2010, I 
was able to add Virginia to this effort. With mentoring 

assistance from the Purple 
Martin Conservation 
Association and the 
Smithsonian Conservation 
Biology Institute, I drafted 
a scientific proposal and 
obtained the necessary 
permits. Then, with help 
from several grants, 
including a very generous 
one from NABS, I 
purchased 40 geolocators.

On June 19, 2010, with a 
team of experienced bird 
banders (and a Washington 
Post video news team), 
we harnessed the first 20 

geolocators on Purple Martins from my colony in 
Woodbridge, Virginia.

Deployment of the last 20 geolocators later in the 
season was complicated by the devastating role 
nature played. To minimize the possibility of site 
abandonment after being trapped and handled, 
geolocators are placed on adult birds with young. 
However, last summer when daytime highs soared 
above 106°F for 6 days in a row, reaching up to 113°F, 
parents quit feeding and babies were jumping out 
of their oven-like cavities. Despite water-misting the 
colony during the heat of the day, I lost 44 babies in 
three days, leaving no suitable birds for the last three 
geolocators.

What’s in the future? Spring is fast approaching and 
I’m looking forward to recovering geolocators from 
the returning birds to see where they’ve been. I will 
be re-tagging them for a second year, later in the 
season when they have babies. Tracking consecutive 
migrations can provide insight into the question of 
whether migration routes are genetically hardwired 
or more opportunistic. As a bonus this year, I am very 
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fortunate to be collaborating with Dr. Stutchbury, 
who has initiated some very fascinating migration 
research. Backyard science just doesn’t get much 
better!

You can view the Washington Post’s video of the 
project at http://projects.washingtonpost.com/
bestofthepost/2010/section/5/ and read their article at 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/
article/2010/06/21/AR2010062104208.html

Nanette Mickle is a long time Purple Martin advocate in 
Woodbridge, Virginia where she lives with her husband 
and three children. She is a volunteer research assistant 
at the Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute and 
an experienced bird bander who is using her knowledge to 
further Purple Martin conservation.

Editor’s note: 
Nanette’s project is a 
fine example of your 
NABS dollars at 
work—any donations 
made to the Zeleny 
fund go into research 
and educational 
programs to promote 
the prosperity of 
bluebirds and other 
native cavity-nesting 
species.

ht
tp

://
co

m
m

on
s.

w
ik

im
ed

ia
.o

rg
North American 
Bluebird Society 

Award Nominations

Do you know of an 
individual, group, or 

business that deserves to be 
recognized for their outstanding 
contributions to bluebird 
conservation? If so, we want 
to hear from you! Please 
complete the NABS Award 
Nomination Form by June 30, 
2011. The 2011 Awards will be 
presented during the NABS-
2011 Convention, hosted by 
Bluebirds Across America in 
Jackson, Tennessee, September 
15 through 18, 2011.

The Award Nomination Form 
is available from our website: 
www.nabluebirdsociety.org/
awards/award.htm

Please submit your nomination 
online or mail the form by June 
30, 2011, to Awards Chair Anne 
Strum, PO Box 341, Barnesville, 
MD 20838.
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I have been a “collector” for many years. You know, 
you acquire two things that share a theme (e.g., 
bluebirds), and then, suddenly you must find 

another and another and more…

This was my habit as I prowled around antique stores. 
Not particularly interested in “old stuff”, I spent 
time riffling through the big boxes of old sheet music 
and shoeboxes full of postcards of every description, 
looking very specifically for pictures of bluebirds. 
And I was hugely rewarded, at very little expense.
 
Postcards began as advertising tools and as souvenirs. 
The earliest postcard was dated 1873. At first, it cost 
two cents to mail as opposed to government printed 
postcards for one cent. But when it was approved 
that all postcards go for one cent, the use of postcards 
was greatly enhanced. Most cards today are of local 
scenery, souvenirs of your trip. In the early decades 
of the 20th century, cards were of  historical and 
scenic interest, often of fine art quality, and for use as 
greetings on all occasions.
 
My concentration and preference were for pictures of 
bluebirds, with handwritten greetings and messages 
on the back.
 

Also, sheet music was tremendously popular, 
beginning in the early 1900’s. People were able to 
make their own entertainment at home, on their 
upright piano. And as radio came into every home, 
sheet  music was in demand to play the music they 
were hearing over the air. Movie music also enhanced 
sales, and often movie and radio stars graced the 
covers. Covers were often done by skilled painters. 
For my interest, bluebirds on the cover of the sheet 
music, or titles and lyrics with bluebirds, were my 
particular choice. And bluebirds, as we all know, have 
always been popular in poetry and song. 
 
Pity the poor collector! One accumulates more and 
more items and is faced with a houseful of material  
filling all the available space, but is too precious to the 
collector to ever unload.

This collector, Joan Harmet, founded The Bluebird 
Recovery Program of Jo Daviess County (IL) about twenty 
years ago. She has been active with the program, working 
with bluebird workshops and talking about bluebirds to 
young and old. Joan was the co-coordinator for NABS 
2000, the convention held in Illinois with 300 people. 
She has attended many conventions and has wonderful 
memories of friends, bluebirds, and awesome field trips. She 
also served on the NABS Board of Directors.

Saving Old Bluebirds 
Joan Harmet

In May, 1917, Alma sent this “Best Wishes” card 
to Emma, her cousin, to tell her she was back in 

Green Bay again. 

This Christmas postcard was mailed in December, 
1923 — the price of the stamp had gone down 
to one cent.  A woman named Viola sent this to 

Rhea, to thank her for the presents she gave her.

This “Happy” postcard was sent in 1918 from 
Memphis,  Tennessee where the sender was 
at a hospital to a friend in Illinois. This took a 

two -cent stamp.
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Large mealworms now available!
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Bluebirds and Pelletted Fertilizers
Karen Russell

I had some experiences last season that have 
caused me to be concerned about the possible 
danger of using pellet fertilizers in areas where 

bluebird nestboxes are placed. I wanted to share this 
information with banders, monitors, and property 
owners.

In my experience, under certain 
circumstances this fertilizer can 
result in the death of bluebirds. In 
a previous season, adult bluebirds 
were seen taking fertilizer pellets 
into a nestbox, and presumably 
were feeding them to nestlings. 
The adult bluebirds probably ate 
some pellets also. Later, all the 
birds (adults and nestlings) were 
found dead in the nestbox. My 
investigations found pelletted 
material in their stomachs.

In 2010, on a property with 
multiple active bluebird 
nestboxes for 10 years, there were 
unexplained deaths of nestlings 
and adults in the nestboxes. 
This was not the pattern in the 
numerous broods produced in 
other nestboxes on my route in this 
same area. I talked to the property 
owner, and he identified seeing 
(kicking it as he walked) pelletted fertilizer. He also 
described mowing shorter than usual, with the pellets 
more visible. Recalling the previous incident and 
considering this unusual pattern of deaths in multiple 
boxes on this property raised my suspicion about the 
birds’ mistaken use of the pellets as food items for 
their brood and themselves.

If pellet fertilizers are used on yards, gardens, crops, 
or other open areas, bluebirds may mistake it for food 
or insects (grubs, etc.), and feed their nestlings the 
pellets, as well as eat pellets themselves. It could be 
fatal to all of them—among other things, fertilizers 
and weed killers contain a form of arsenic (arsenic 
trioxide). The birds are especially vulnerable during 
the spring when weather is poor, and insects are not 
plentiful.

Pellet fertilizer must be watered well immediately to 
dissolve it, or must be worked into the soil so it is not 
visible to the birds. These practices are precautions 
but could prevent deaths of bluebirds. Pellet fertilizer 
use belongs on the list of possible (and preventable) 
risks to bluebird survival and nesting success when 
investigating losses.

I suggest banders and monitors might inquire if 
property owners use pellet fertilizers, especially if 
there is an unusual pattern of bluebird loss that is 
not consistent with any other known cause and not 
typical of the losses being experienced elsewhere on 
your routes at the same time. If they do use pellets, 
ask about their method of application and watering, 

or working it into the soil. Explain 
your concerns for the bluebirds, and 
then an appropriate decision can 
be made as to whether nestboxes 
should be relocated.

Property owners love and enjoy 
the bluebirds as much as we 
volunteers do. They are always 
willing to help in any way they 
can. This is appreciated very much 
by banders and monitors! We are 
working together for the bluebirds’ 
continued recovery from adverse 
changes in our environment by 
restoring their nesting habitat. 
The rewards are so great when we 
work together to enhance bluebird 
success! Our project, property 
owners, and volunteers are making 
a difference!

Karen Russell has been involved with 
Prescott Bluebird Recovery Project for 12 years. She and 
her husband William are retired and live in Newberg, 
Oregon. They devote the months of March through 
September to the needs of Western Bluebirds. Karen does 
the monitoring and banding for 78 nestboxes, which she 
likes to place on private 
property to engage the 
owners—they become a 
part of the project and 
enjoy being involved. In 
addition to her birding 
activities, Karen enjoys 
gardening, photography, 
puzzles, and church 
activities.

This article originally 
appeared in a slightly 
different format in the 
Fall 2010 newsletter of the Prescott Bluebird Recovery 
Project, a NABS Affiliate. It is reprinted here with 
permission.
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Many bluebird enthusiasts have been 
frustrated by the House Wren’s gift for 
filling up more nestboxes with sticks than 

it actually uses to nest. Those extra nests, popularly 
called dummy nests, take up cavities that could be 
used by other birds. But wrens don’t only fill up 
cavities, they also sometimes destroy nearby eggs and 
young of their own and other species, even species 
that do not nest in cavities (Belles-Isles and Picman 
1986, Quinn and Holroyd 1989). This behavior 
makes House Wrens a regular source of mortality for 
bluebirds, swallows, and other species. The behaviors 
aren’t limited to House Wrens, but have also been 
observed in other members of the group, including 
the Cactus Wren (Simons and Simons 1990), Marsh 
Wren (Picman and Picman 1980), and Bewick’s Wren 
(Picman 1994). As common as these behaviors are, 
they still represent an abiding puzzle for students 
of bird behavior. What advantages do wrens obtain 
by filling up neighboring cavities with sticks and 
destroying neighboring nests? 

The two behaviors – building extra nests and 
destroying nearby nests – must be considered 
together. Although many studies treat them 
separately, each behavior has the same consequence 
– an empty nest in or near the wren’s territory. 
Therefore, the two should be considered together 
to get a full picture of its possible meanings. The 
possible functions of the behaviors fall into three 
broad categories; empty nests may function: 1) as 
a display of male fitness, 2) to destroy competition 
for nest sites or food, or 3) as decoys to prevent 
predation.

Empty Nests as Displays: Birds use a wide variety 
of ways to display their fitness as a potential mate. 
Most often, this means that the male develops a 
characteristic or behavior that females then choose 
preferentially as they pick a mate. Female choice 
thus drives the evolution of male traits. Examples of 
these traits can range anywhere from the peacock’s 
beautiful tail to the number of songs a mockingbird 
can mimic. One trait serves as an indicator of a bird’s 
overall quality as a mate. So this hypothesis proposes 
that male wrens with more empty nests in its territory 
should appear as a better mate to females.

There may be another additional advantage to males 
having multiple empty nests in their territories. 
House Wrens, along with many other wren species, 
are polygynous – meaning that a male may mate 
with more than one female. That system results in a 

variety of unique consequences for the species (Poirier 
et al 2003, Czapka and Johnson 2000), including 
the occurrence of asynchronous polygyny, a male 
guarding two nesting attempts that are at different 
stages of development (Quinn and Holroyd 1992). 
Therefore, by maintaining multiple empty nests in its 
territory, a male is increasing its chances of becoming 
polygynous (Belles-Isles and Picman 1986, Quinn and 
Holroyd 1989). That benefit is even more apparent 
when males destroy nests of other wrens; they 
might increase the possibility to usurp a mate from 
the neighboring territory (Belles-Isles and Picman 
1986). That suggestion is supported by the fact that 
House Wren males in territories supplemented with 
nest boxes are more likely to become polygynous 
than males with only natural cavities (Johnson and 
Kermott 1991). Similarly, among Marsh Wrens, 
polygynous males tend to have more nests than 
monogamous males (Verner and Engleson 1970).

Although the “empty nests as display” hypothesis 
is attractive, there is substantial evidence against it. 
First of all, the long standing assumption that male 
wrens fill cavities with sticks and females only finish 
the nests does not appear to be correct. In fact, one 
study showed that females carried almost three 
times as many sticks as males (Alworth and Scheiber 
2000). Second, both males and females destroy 
neighboring eggs and young (Belles-Isles and Picman 
1986) and participate in territorial aggression against 
conspecifics, even usurping territories (Alworth and 
Scheiber 1999). If empty nests function as displays 
of male fitness, a female should not be expected to 
display that behavior, especially not if it increases 
the chances of her mate becoming polygynous, 
which could affect her own reproductive output 
(Czapka and Johnson 2000). Also, since wrens destroy 
nestlings and eggs even in open-cup nests, the 
behavior does not provide an advantage by increasing 
a male’s chances of becoming polygynous (Simons 
and Simons 1990). While the link between multiple 
nests and polygyny remains intriguing, it does not 
fully explain nest destruction among wrens.

Because male wrens return first to the breeding 
ground and initiate nest building before females, one 
could argue that it is just this initial display of empty 
nests that serves in sexual selection. However, empty 
nests do not appear to contribute to mate choice 
in House Wrens (Alworth 1996, Dubois and Getty 
2003). In other wren species, the verdict is split, with 
the number of empty nests affecting female choice 
in Winter Wrens (Evans and Burns 1996 in Dubois 

The Empty Nest Syndrome:
Extra Nest Building and Nest Destruction by Wrens

Benjamin E. Leese
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and Getty 2003) but not in Marsh Wrens (Leonard 
and Picman 1987). In most cases, empty nests do 
not appear to function as displays of male fitness for 
attracting a mate.

Another option, which has not received much 
consideration thus far (Finch 1990), is that the empty 
nests function not as a display to females, but as 
a display to other males. Much as a wren’s song 
establishes territory and discourages incursions of 
neighboring males, empty nests may serve as displays 
to other males. Empty nests might serve as territorial 
markers, but they might also serve to decrease a 
male’s chance of being cuckolded by a neighbor. By 
having to search more nests, a neighboring male has 
less chance of finding the resident female to mate 
with her. This hypothesis merits more testing to see if 
empty nests are displays against 
neighboring males and confusion 
to their attempts to copulate with 
resident females.

Competition for resources: 
Wrens may be attempting to 
exclude conspecifics from the 
area surrounding their nest site 
in order to compete for resources, 
either food or nest sites. By 
keeping other nests further 
away, wrens should have access 
to more food resources for their 
own nesting attempt. Simons and 
Simons (1990) suggest that Cactus 
Wrens destroy eggs in order 
to compete for food resources, 
which limits nest productivity in 
that species. 

Competition for nest sites has 
been much more difficult to quantify because most 
studies of cavity-nesting birds, including wrens, rely 
on artificial nest cavities, thus greatly increasing the 
availability of that resource and decreasing the need 
for competition. For instance, by adding nestboxes, 
Pribil and Picman (1991) increased the House Wren 
population on their study site from 2-4 pairs to 38-
45 pairs. However, in most habitats, natural cavities 
are limited so fierce competition for those nest 
sites makes a great deal of sense. The fact that nest 
destruction is often followed by a cavity takeover 
makes this hypothesis quite plausible.

However, the tendency of wrens to destroy the nests 
of other species, especially those that do not nest in 
cavities, is not explained by this hypothesis. For the 
most part, species that live in the same habitat have 
specific feeding niches to avoid competition for food, 
so destroying the nests of other species probably 
does not increase the availability of food the wrens 
rely upon. And more nesting cavities clearly do not 

become available when the eggs of an open-cup nest 
are destroyed. While likely a factor in some cases, 
competition for resources does not seem to offer a full 
explanation for wren’s behavior.

Empty nests as decoys: Empty nests might also 
function to deter predators. This hypothesis suggests 
that a predator, finding a number of nests without 
the reward of eggs or nestlings, should modify its 
behavior and move away from the area before finding 
the real nest (Metz 1991, Finch 1990). Many empty 
nests might simply make it inefficient for a predator 
to search for nests in the area. This hypothesis seems 
especially plausible because of recent insights that 
visually orienting predators use parental activity to 
find nests (Weatherhead and Blouin-Demers 2004).

This hypothesis has the support of 
a number of studies. Leonard and 
Picman (1987) found that Marsh 
Wren nests surrounded by more 
empty nests were more successful. 
Simons and Simons (1990) found 
that the addition of experimental 
nests containing eggs near the 
territory of Cactus Wrens increased 
predation markedly. Finch (1990), 
studying Tree Swallows and House 
Wrens, found that House Wrens 
suffered greater predation risks 
with increasing occupancy of 
surrounding nest boxes. There was 
an even greater negative effect for 
House Wrens when Tree Swallows 
shared the same plot. Thus House 
Wren destruction of Tree Swallow 
nests may be an adaptation to 
decrease the risk of predation. 
Finch’s finding that predation risk 

increases with the density of nests or nest sites has 
also been recorded in other species, including the 
Snowy Plover (Page et al 1983), Northern Cardinal 
(Watts 1987), and Hermit Thrush (Martin and Roper 
1988). 

Unlike the previous two hypotheses, this one 
potentially explains why both males and females 
engage in empty nest behavior and why even open-
nesting species have their nests destroyed. Both males 
and females benefit from reducing predation, so there 
is no disadvantage for the behavior for the female as 
in the display hypothesis. Because parental activity at 
nests increases the possibility of predation in open-
nesting species (Martin et al 2000), and proximity 
likely increases the possibility of predation, it makes 
sense that wrens would destroy neighboring nests of 
other species in order to decrease the possibility of 
predation at their own nest. 

This hypothesis could be tested by bluebird 
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enthusiasts by adding empty nest boxes around 
active wren nests (Finch 1990). Nests with added 
empty boxes around should have less predation if this 
hypothesis is correct.

Conclusions: The last word has yet to be written on 
why wrens destroy neighboring nests and create 
extra nests on their territory. There are certainly more 
hypotheses that could explain the behavior than 
those removed above. Perhaps adults are building 
dormitory nests for the newly fledged young, as is 
the case in some species of tropical wren (Gill and 
Stutchbury 2005). There is even evidence that clutch 
size and sex ratio are affected by the presence of 
these extra nests (Johnson et al 2009, Dubois et al 
2006). Whatever the case, wrens are up to something 
important for their survival when they engage in 
these behaviors, so bluebird nestbox monitors should 
just get ready for more sticks in nests and more 
questions as scientists continue to figure out what 
benefits wrens obtain by doing so.

LITERATURE CITED
Alworth, T. 1996. An experimental test of the function 

of sticks in the nest of the House Wren. Condor 
98:841-844.

Alworth, T., and I. B. R. Scheiber. 2000. Nest 
building in House Wrens (Troglodytes aedon): a 
reexamination of male and female rolls. Journal of 
Field Ornithology 71:409-414.

Alworth, T. and I. B. R. Scheiber. 1999. An incident 
of female-female aggression in the House Wren. 
Wilson Bulletin 111:130-132.

Belles-Isles, J. and J. Picman. 1986. House Wren nest-
destroying behavior. Condor 88:190-193.

Czapka, S. J., and L. S. Johnson. 2000. Consequences 
of mate sharing for first-mated females in a 
polygynous song bird, the House Wren. Wilson 
Bulletin 112:72-81.

Dubois, N S., E. D. Kennedy, and T. Getty. 2006. 
Surplus nest boxes and the potential for polygyny 
affect clutch size and offspring sex ratio in house 
wrens. Proceedings of the Royal Society B 273:1751-
1757.

Dubois, N. S., and T. Getty. 2003. Empty nests do not 
affect female mate choice or maternal investment in 
House Wrens. Condor 105:382-387.

Finch, D. M. 1990. Effects of predation and competitor 
interference on nesting success of House Wrens 
and Tree Swallows. Condor 92:674-687.

Gill, S. A., and B. J. M. Stutchbury. 2005. Nest 
building is an indicator of parental quality in the 
monogamous neotropical Buff-breasted Wren 
(Thryothorus leucotis). Auk 122:1169-1181.

Johnson, L. S., C. F. Thompson, S. K. Sakaluk, M. 
Neuhäuser, B. G. P. Johnson, S. S. Soukup, S. 
J. Forsythe, and B. S. Masters. 2009. Extra-pair 
young in house wren broods are more likely to be 
male than female. Proceedings of the Royal Society B 
276:2285-2289.

Johnson, L. S., and L. H. Kermott. 1991. Effect of nest-
site supplementation on polygynous behavior in the 
House Wren (Troglodytes aedon). Condor 93:784-787.

Leonard, M. L., and J. Picman. 1987. The adaptive 
significance of multiple nest building by male 
Marsh Wrens. Animal Behaviour 35:271-277.

Martin, T. E., J. Scott, and C. Menge. 2000. Nest 
predation increases with parental activity: 
separating nest site and parental activity effects. 
Proceedings of the Royal Society B 267 (Number 
1459):2287 – 2293.

Martin, T. E., and J. J. Roper. l988. Nest predation and 
nest-site selection of a western population of the 
Hermit Thrush. Condor 90:51-57.

Metz, K. J. 1991. The enigma of multiple nest building 
by male Marsh Wrens. Auk 108:170-173.

Page, G. W., L. E. Stenzel, D. W. Winkler, and C. W. 
Swarth. 1983. Spacing out at Mono Lake: breeding 
success, nest density, and predation in the Snowy 
Plover. Auk 100:13-24.

Picman, J. 1994. Evidence for interspecific egg 
destruction by Bewick’s Wrens. Journal of Field 
Ornithology 65:479-481.

Picman, J., and A. K. Picman. 1980. Destruction of 
nests by the Short-billed Marsh Wren. Condor 
82:176-179.

Poirier, N. E., L. A. Whittingham, and P. O. Dunn. 
2003. Effects of paternity and mate availability on 
mate switching in House Wrens. Condor 105:816-
821.

Pribil, S., and J. Picman. 1991. Why House Wrens 
destroy the clutches of other birds: a support for 
the nest site competition hypothesis. Condor 93:184-
185.

Quinn, M. S., and G. L. Holroyd. 1992. Asynchronous 
polygyny in the House Wren (Troglodytes aedon). 
Auk 109:192-195.

Quinn, M. S., and G. L. Holroyd. 1989. Nestling and 
egg destruction by House Wrens. Condor 91:206-
207.

Simons, L. S., and L. H. Simons. 1990. Experimental 
studies of nest-destroying behavior by Cactus 
Wrens. Condor 92:855-860.

Verner, J., and G. H. Engelson. 1970. Territories, 
multiple nest building, and polygyny in the Long-
billed Marsh-Wren. Auk 87:557-567.

Watts, B. D. 1987. Old nest accumulation as a possible 
protective mechanism against search-strategy 
predators. Animal Behaviour 35:1566-1568.

Weatherhead, P. J., and G. Blouin-Demers. 2004. 
Understanding avian nest predation: why 
ornithologists should study snakes. Journal of Avian 
Biology 35:185-190.

Ben Leese is pastor of Holy Trinity 
Lutheran Church in York Springs, 
Pennsylvania. He volunteers 
as a nature educator with the 
York Audubon Society and at 
Camp Kirchenwald in Colebrook, 
Pennsylvania.  His backyard 
nestbox hosted a family of Tufted 
Titmice last spring, and after the 
chicks fledged, the box was filled 
with sticks and became an empty 
nest for House Wrens.



Hosted by Bluebirds Across America

September 15-18, 2011
Doubletree Hotel, Highway 45 Bypass, Jackson TN

The 2011 Convention Committee invites you to attend the 33rd Annual Convention of the North 
American Bluebird Society at the Doubletree Hotel in Jackson, Tennessee. As long-time friends and 
helpers of the North American Bluebird we welcome you to this year’s opportunity to “Remember the 
Past, Enjoy the Present and Plan the Future.”

Jackson, Tennessee, the “Hub of West Tennessee”, sports a history of conservation and there is 
proof our help for the North American Bluebird has succeeded. Jackson, located between Memphis, 
Nashville, Kentucky, and Mississippi, is a melting pot for Southern culture and ingenuity.

Please join us at this annual event and experience exciting fellowship, interesting tours, and enjoy 
an experienced group of speakers from the South. We will continue the tradition of the silent auction, 
raffles, and vendors galore.

Bluebirds Across America is a conservation, education, and environmental venture which promotes 
the continued recovery of bluebirds. The project uses U S Highway 70 as a backbone route to contact 
communities across the country to be involved with bluebird recovery. As an Affiliate of the North 
American Bluebird Society, we join many other Tennesseans across our state to enjoy the bluebird 
and work to involve other individuals and organizations. We connect with school children wherever 
possible to teach and get them to take part in this venture. Where possible we encourage those on 
the trail to be conscious of the environment.

We work with adults who have cancer through Camp Bluebird. This is a three-day camp for them 
two times a year and part of their time is spent building bluebird nestboxes. Each year for the last 18 
years these campers have built 180 nestboxes to be placed in their community.

One-Day Registration $40*
Full Conference Registration $60**

Plus optional meals and tours.
Advance Registration is required.

You must complete the Registration form included.

North American Bluebird Society
33rd Annual Conference



Schedule of Events

Registration at Doubletree Hotel
Wednesday September 14, 4-8PM
Thursday September 15 , 10AM to 8PM
Friday September 16, 8AM-9PM
Saturday September 17, 8AM-10AM

Silent Auction and Vendor exhibits
Friday 8AM-5PM
Saturday 8AM-4PM

Wednesday September 14
4-8PM Registration Lobby
4-8PM Get Acquainted University Conference Room

Thursday September 15
1-4PM Tour Casey Jones Railroad Museum and Cypress 

Grove Nature Park
5- 6PM NABS Affiliate Meeting Old Hickory Boardroom
6PM Cash Bar University Conference Room
7P M NABS Welcome Dinner Andrew Jackson Ballroom
8-10PM Highway 54 Bluegrass Band Andrew Jackson Ballroom

Friday, September 16
7-8AM Tour Breakfast Andrew Jackson Ballroom
8AM-4PM Tours Shiloh National Military Park or Graceland
5- 6PM NABS Board Meeting Old Hickory Boardroom
6PM Cash Bar Andrew Jackson Ballroom
7P M President’s Dinner Andrew Jackson Ballroom
8PM Stan Perkins Band Andrew Jackson Ballroom

Saturday September 17
7: 30-9:00AM Old Timers Breakfast Andrew Jackson Ballroom
10AM-12N NABS Membership Meeting University Conference Room
12N-1PM Lunch buffet Andrew Jackson Ballroom
Conference Speakers
1-2PM TBA University Conference Room
2-3PM TBA University Conference Room
3-3:30PM Break
3:30-4:30PM TBA University Conference Room
4:00PM Silent Auction Closes Old Hickory Boardroom
4:15-5:00PM Pick Up Silent Auction Items Old Hickory Boardroom
6PM Cash Bar Andrew Jackson Ballroom
7PM Re ception / Awards Dinner Andrew Jackson Ballroom
8PM Keynote Speaker Andrew Jackson Ballroom
8:30PM Wes Holland Band Andrew Jackson Ballroom

Sunday, September 18
7-9AM Post-conference Fellowship Andrew Jackson Ballroom
8AM-12N Walking Tour Riverside Cemetery

NABS 2011



~Thursday Dinner~
“Mardi Gras Buffet”
Mixed Field Greens

Hearts of Romaine Caesar Style with Cajun Croutons and Parmesan Cheese
Spicy New Orleans’ Shrimp Gumbo

Chicken Etouffee
Shrimp Jambalaya

Creole Mustard Short Ribs
Dirty Rice

Collard Greens
Black Eyed Peas

Apple Beignets w/ Vanilla Bean Ice Cream
Freshly Brewed Coffee & Iced Tea with Lemon

~Friday Dinner~
“House of Blues Buffet”

Southern Style Potato Salad
Mixed Field Greens with Fried Okra, Red Peppers, Crumbled Bleu Cheese

and Barbeque Dressing
Southern Style Baked Chicken with Spiced Pecan Dressing

Fried Catfish with Herb Remoulade Sauce
“Memphis Style” Barbeque Slab of Ribs

Red Beans and Rice
Braised Collard Greens

Smothered Green Beans
Cornbread

Assorted Hot Fruit Cobbler
Freshly Brewed Coffee
Iced Tea with Lemon

~Saturday Dinner~
Your Choice of:

Apple Walnut Raisin Stuffed Pork Chop with a Veal Demi Red Wine Glaze Reduction
OR

Oven Roasted Fillet of Salmon
With:

House Salad with two dressings
Smoked Corn Risotto

Broccolini
Hot Yeast Rolls & Butter Rosettes

Guest Selection of Dessert
Freshly Brewed Coffee & Tea

MenusNABS 2011



Doubletree Hotel Jackson
Highway 45 Bypass, Jackson, Tennessee 38305

Tel: (731) 664-6900 “Group Code BLU”
$89/night + occupancy tax + local tax (taxes subject to change)

Fax: (731) 668-0474
Call 1-800-222-TREE
www.Doubletree.com

Lo cation: On Highway 45 Bypass 0.5 mile south of I-40, Exit 80A. Convenient to Carl Perkins 
Civic Center and Oman Arena. McKellar Sipes Airport is 6 miles. Near Lambuth University, Lane 
College, Union University, and Jackson State Community College. Casey Jones Village is 1 mile. 
Old Hickory Mall is 2 miles.

Ro om Amenities: Complimentary wireless high-speed Internet access; Sweet Dreams® by 
Doubletree sleep experience with plush-top mattress, luxurious linens, down comforter and jumbo 
pillows; refrigerator and coffee maker with complimentary coffee; hair dryer, iron and ironing board; 
electronic door locks.

Fa cilities: Heated indoor/outdoor pool; fitness facility on site; business center with complimentary 
high-speed Internet access, computer, printer, copier; Ezra’s Grill features an award-winning 
Sunday brunch, a variety of American favorites, a full bar, and room service; over 6,200 square feet 
of event space for up to 500 guests.

Se rvices: Complimentary wireless high-speed Internet access throughout the hotel; express check-
out; complete conference services staff; professional meeting/event planners; valet cleaning and 
laundry.

About the Tours
~ Shiloh National Military Park ~

1055 Pittsburgh Landing Road (Highway 22 between Tennessee 57 and US 64); Shiloh, TN 38376; (731) 689-5696; 
www.nps.gov/shil

For two days in April 1862, Civil War troops clashed in the fields and woods near Pittsburg Landing in the first major battle 
in the war’s western theater. When the battle ended, General Grant had pushed Southern troops back to their base at 
Corinth, MS. The battlefield features 152 monuments, 229 cannons, and more than 450 historic tablets. The battlefield tour 
starts at the visitor center with exhibits and a brief film. The Park will host several special events this year that will offer 
visitors a unique look at civilian life in and around Pittsburg Landing in the 1860s; infantry, artillery, and cavalry tactical 
demonstrations; and a glimpse of the military camp life shared by thousands of Civil War soldiers. The Visitor Center/
museum/bookstore is open every day from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.

~ Graceland Platinum Tour ~
Ticket Office: 3765 Elvis Presley Blvd., Memphis, TN 38116; 800-238-2000 (toll-free in North America); 

www.elvis.com/graceland
Elvis Presley’s Graceland in Memphis offers the ultimate rock ‘n’ roll experience for any Elvis or music fan. Explore Elvis’ 
home and follow his amazing journey to superstardom through exciting videos, personal mementos, displays of authentic 
clothing, an amazing showcase of awards, and much more. The Platinum Tour offers a great way to enjoy the full Graceland 
experience.
Ex perience Life at Graceland Mansion. Enjoy an audio-guided tour featuring commentary by Elvis and his daughter, 

Lisa Marie, and experience what his life was like at his beloved home. The Graceland Mansion tour includes the Jungle 
Room, Music Room, Racquetball Building, Meditation Garden, the Hall of Gold with an amazing display of gold and 
platinum awards, and more.

Hotel / Tours NABS 2011
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Cr uise Through Elvis’ Car Museum. Discover Elvis’ love of cars as you stroll down a tree-lined street and see over 33 
vehicles owned by Elvis. Highlights include his famous Pink Cadillac, Harley-Davidson motorcycles, Stutz Blackhawks, 
a 1975 Dino Ferrari, the red MG from Blue Hawaii, two Rolls Royce sedans, a 6-door Mercedes Benz limousine, and his 
John Deere 4010 tractor.

Bo ard Elvis’ Custom Jets. Climb aboard Elvis’ customized Lisa Marie airplane which includes a living room, conference 
room, sitting room, and private bedroom, as well as gold-plated seatbelts, suede chairs, leather-covered tables, and 
24-karat gold-flecked sinks. After that, take a glimpse inside Elvis’ smaller Lockheed Jetstar, the Hound Dog II.

Ex plore Elvis Presley: Fashion King. At Graceland Crossing, take a step inside the King of Rock’n’Roll’s closet and 
explore the fashion trends set by Elvis with his own unique style and custom-made clothing. This new exhibit for 2010 
showcases everything from Elvis’ handmade shirts and suits to his flashy jewelry and shoes, giving visitors a first-hand 
look at how to dress like royalty.

~ Casey Jones Railroad Museum ~
56 Casey Jones Lane, Jackson, TN; (731) 668-1223, 800-748-9588; www.caseyjones.com

In April 1900, a brave railroad engineer named John Luther “Casey” Jones sacrificed his life for the lives of his passengers 
in the now-legendary train wreck just outside Vaughn, Mississippi. Today, Casey Jones Village—one of Tennessee’s top ten 
tourist attractions—celebrates the life and times of Jackson’s favorite son. Within the Village, visitors can relive the “Steam 
Age” of railroading by touring the Casey Jones Home and Railroad Museum, featuring the restored home of the engineer 
himself, as well as a life-size replica of Casey’s 382 locomotive. Open 7 days a week. Small admission fee for Casey Jones 
Home/Museum.

~ Cypress Grove Nature Park ~
Located four minutes from downtown Jackson on Highway 70 West; (731) 425-8316

Established in 1984 to preserve part of Jackson’s natural river bottom habitat, Cypress Grove consists of 165 acres 
of Cypress forest and features trails, more than two miles of elevated boardwalk, a pond and a lake, home to various 
mammals, frogs, fish, turtles, and more than 175 species of birds. The site also features the Aerie Trail Raptor Center, a 
haven for birds of prey that have been injured and cannot survive on their own in the wild. Restrooms and picnic facilities. 
Free admission. Open daily April-October 8 a.m.-7:30 p.m.

Optional Self-guided Tours

~ International Rock-a-Billy Hall of Fame & Museum ~
105 N. Church Street, Jackson, TN 38301; (731) 427-6262; E-mail: rock@rockabillyhall.org; www.rockabillyhall.org

Located in Rock-a-Billy Complex, the International Rock-a-Billy Hall of Fame and Museum is a resource center dedicated 
to preserving and promoting Rock-a-Billy Music. The Hall of Fame recognizes the pioneers of music while the Museum 
Complex includes the Hall of Fame & Museum, Rock-a-Billy Alley, and Rock-a-Billy Park where a Rock-a-Billy History mural 
showcases Jackson’s music history and outdoor concerts are held. International Rock-a-Billy Music Festival featuring the 
pioneers and the developing artists of Rock-a-Billy Music is held each year. Mon-Fri 10 a.m.-4 p.m.; Sat 10 a.m.-2 p.m.

~ Historic Riverside Cemetery ~
Corner of Riverside Drive and Sycamore Street, Jackson, TN 38301; (731) 424-1279

Self-guided tour of the resting place for 140 unknown and known Confederate soldiers. Founded in 1821. Thirty acres of 
statues, monuments, and graves. Parking available. Open year-round, 9 a.m.-5 p.m. Free admission.



REGISTRATION REQUIREMENTS
Advance Registration is required. Deadline for tour reservations is August 1, 2011; deadline for conference, meals and 
hotel reservations is August 25, 2011.
 	 Save $10 per person off the Conference fee by registering before May 25, 2011.
 	 Online registration will be available.

PAYMENT TERMS: Full payment is due at the time of reservation. Please make all checks payable to BAA (Bluebirds 
Across America) and mail with reservation form enclosed. Reservations by phone or online can be processed with a credit 
card (Visa, MasterCard only please). Please note there is a $20 charge for returned checks or denied credit cards. Please 
send registration and payment to: BAA/NABS 2011 Registration, P.O. Box 244, Jackson, TN 38302. Reservations will not be 
accepted without payment. We will send you a confirmation within 6 weeks.

REGISTRATION ON DAY OF EVENT(S): Walk-In registration is available for conference meetings/speakers only. Advance 
reservations are required for all meals and tours.

HOTEL ROOM RESERVATIONS: Can be made by calling:
Doubletree Hotel directly at 800-222-TREE (credit card required), Group Code: BLU

$89 night + occupancy tax + local tax (taxes subject to change)

CANCELLATION POLICY: All cancellations must be made in writing. Changes to tour reservations must be made no later 
than August 5, 2011.

RESPONSIBILITIES: Bluebirds Across American and North American Bluebird Society (hereafter referred to as NABS) 
and Beverly’s World Travel (hereafter referred to as BWT), act as agent in arranging your transportation and/or any tour 
selections. BAA, NABS and BWT nor any suppliers shall be held liable for personal injury, death, property damage or 
accident, delay or irregularity arising out of any act or omission of these suppliers. BAA, NABS or BWT, the agent or agency, 
is acting as a mere agent for suppliers in selling travel-related services or in accepting reservations or bookings for services 
that are not directly supplied by this travel agency (such as air and ground transportation, hotel accommodations, meals, 
tours, cruises, etc.) BAA, NABS or BWT, therefore, shall not be responsible for breach of contract or any intentional or 
careless actions or omissions on part of such suppliers, which result in any loss damage, delay, or injury to you or your 
travel companions or group members unless the term “guaranteed” is specifically stated in writing on your tickets, invoice, 
or reservation itinerary. We do not guarantee any of such suppliers’ rates, bookings, reservations, connections, scheduling, 
or handling of personal effects. BAA, NABS, or BWT shall not be responsible for any injuries, damages, or losses caused 
to any traveler in connection with terrorist activities, social or labor unrest, mechanical or construction failures or difficulties, 
diseases, local laws, climatic conditions, criminal acts or abnormal conditions or developments, or any other actions, 
omissions, or conditions outside BAA, NABS or BWT control. Traveler assumes complete and full responsibility, and 
hereby releases the agent from any duty of checking and verifying any and all passports, visa, vaccination, or any other 
entry requirements of each destination, and all safety and security condition at such destinations, during the length of the 
proposed travel. By embarking on his/her travel, the traveler voluntarily assumes all risks involved in such travel, whether 
expected or unexpected. Traveler is hereby warned of such risks and is advised to obtain appropriate insurance coverage 
against them. By making a deposit for the conference hotel, the tour, air, or cruise, traveler acknowledges and accepts these 
responsibilities and terms and conditions outlined herein. Not responsible for lost/stolen items.

CONTACT INFORMATION:
Bluebirds Across America President: Farrell Roe (731) 424-6161 Email: ROERockingR@aol.com
Registrar: Ann Dowdy (731) 423-3880
Travel Agent/Tour/Hotel/Air: Beverly’s World Travel (731) 423-0434

Registration NABS 2011



33rd Annual North American Bluebird Society Conference
September 15-18, 2011

REGISTRATION FORM

Advance registration is required. Deadline for tour reservations is August 1, 2011; deadline for conference, meals and hotel 
reservations is August 25, 2011.
 Save $10 per person off registration fee of $60 when you register before May 25, 2011.

Payment by check or money order ______ forward to Bluebirds Across America, P O Box 244, Jackson, TN 38302
- or -

Please have BAA charge the following credit card in the amount of $____________________

 Card type: VISA   MC Card Number__________________________Exp. Date ______ SEC Code _________

 Name of card holder (On card) _____________________________________________________
 Card holder billing address (if different from below)______________________________________

Indicate your name(s) as desired on your badge:

REGISTRANT#1 ___________________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS ______________________________ CITY___________________ STATE______ ZIP___________    
PHONE: DAY (____)______________ EVE (____)______________ EMAIL_____________________________

I would like to be recognized as:
__1st Timer   __ NABS Board Member __ Attendee of 10+ Conferences
__ Former Board Member __ Affiliate Board Member __ Affiliate Member  __ Other

                 Is it OK to release your name to: other attendees? Yes No        vendors?  Yes No 

REGISTRANT#2 ____________________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS ______________________________ CITY____________________ STATE______ ZIP___________    
PHONE: DAY (____)______________ EVE (____)______________ EMAIL_____________________________

I would like to be recognized as:
__1st Timer   __ NABS Board Member __ Attendee of 10+ Conferences
__ Former Board Member __ Affiliate Board Member __ Affiliate Member  __ Other

                 Is it OK to release your name to: other attendees? Yes No  vendors?  Yes No 

____Yes, I would like to volunteer for the conference:

Name____________________________ Interests_________________________ Date available_____________

Please complete both sides of this registration form

RegistrationNABS 2011



33rd Annual North American Bluebird Society Conference
September 15-18, 2011

TODAY’S DATE ____________________ (FOR BAA ONLY) DATE RECEIVED __________________
REGISTRANT#1 __________________________________REGISTRANT#2 ____________________________

I/We have received the terms of payment, cancellation and responsibility flyer regarding the 33rd Annual North American 
Bluebird Society Conference for September 15-18, 2011 in Jackson, Tennessee. Please confirm the following for registrants 
indicated above.

CONFERENCE ATTENDANCE     #PEOPLE  X RATE= SUB TOTAL
__ 1 Day Only @$40  Which Day ___________ _______   X $40 =  $______
__ 1-4 Days @$60*  Dates _______________ _______  X $60 =  $______
* $50 if registered by May 25, 2011

Special notes to conference registrar: ____________________________________________________
__ I do not need hotel reservations.
__ I made my reservations directly to the Doubletree Hotel in Jackson, Tennessee.
Arrival Date ___________# nights ______

NABS 2011 TOURS/MEALS
THURSDAY 9-15-11
__ Casey Jones Railroad Museum and Cypress Grove Nature Park 1PM-4PM@$30 _____# X $30 = $______
__ Buffet Dinner at the Hotel 7PM @ $30 per person     _____# X $30 = $______

FRIDAY 9-16-11
__ Tour Buffet Breakfast 7AM @ $15 per person      ____# X $15 = $______
__ Shiloh Battlefield tour 8:30AM-4PM @ $50 per person w/lunch __Turkey__Ham  ____# X $50 = $______
__ Platinum Graceland tour 8:00AM-4PM @ $72 per person w/lunch __ Meat __Salad ____# X $72 = $______
__ President’s Dinner 7:00PM @ $30 per person      ____# X $30 = $______

SATURDAY 9-17-11
__ Old Timers Bluebird Breakfast 7:30AM @ $15 per person    ____# X $15 = $______
__Buffet Lunch at Hotel 12Noon @ $22 per person     ____# X $22 = $______
__Banquet Dinner at Hotel 7:00PM @ $30 per person. Choice: Salmon__ Pork Chop__ ____# X $30 = $______

   TOTAL PAYMENT (US CURRENCY)     $______

If you would like to donate an auction item please indicate here:
DONOR’S NAME ________________________________ ITEM_____________________VALUE $__________
I WILL BRING OR MAIL ITEM (CIRCLE ONE) — Mail to BAA, P.O. Box 244, Jackson, TN 38302
NOTE: Items must be received at the conference no later than Saturday September 17, 2011

Please complete the both sides of this registration form

Registration NABS 2011
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Eastern Bluebird Nestbox Monitoring and Research
in Southern Alabama

John Trent, Scott Rush, and Eric Soehren
INTRODUCTION
Disturbance has played a major role in structuring 
and maintaining diversity within many ecological 
communities (Bond et al. 2005). Generally, disturbance 
can support diversity by creating a mosaic of 
habitats or successional stages within a landscape 
(Askins 2001, Brawn et al. 2001). In an effort to 
restore diversity and ecological function, many land 
stewardship plans now call for the increased use of 
prescribed fire in southeastern pine forests. However, 
the effects of restoring fire within these forest systems 
on wildlife are largely unknown. Thus, questions 
such as appropriate application of fire intensity and 
intervals between fires remain.

Many bird species may benefit from the return of 
fire to the southeastern pine forests. These species 
include Bachman’s Sparrow, Northern Bobwhite, Red-
cockaded Woodpecker, Prairie Warbler, and Golden-
winged Warbler (Hunter et al. 2001). However, for 
many species relationships with fire may not be 
clearly positive or negative (Lang et al. 2002, Tomcho 
et al. 2006). This ambiguity suggests that it might be 
difficult to detect relationships with all members of an 
avian community. Thus, the application of fire should 
be based on understanding current forest conditions, 
historical disturbance regimes, and desired ecological 
endpoints for individual species.

Within a species, variation in habitat use is often 
associated with differences in fitness components 
(Fretwell and Lucas 1970). The ability to maximize 
reproductive potential is a key life-history trait that 
can carry important fitness 
consequences (Sockman et 
al. 2006). Birds can adjust the 
magnitude and pattern of their 
breeding effort to environmental 
conditions by adjusting 
reproductive investments such 
as clutch and egg size. Further, 
experiments have shown that 
birds breeding in prey-poor 
habitat may spend more time off 
nests, allocating additional time 
to foraging (Ardia and Clotfelter 
2006). Consequently, changes in 
habitat can affect the reproductive 
investment and productivity of 
individuals within that habitat 
(Mänd et al. 2005).

The Eastern Bluebird is a ground-

feeding and cavity-nesting species that forages in 
open habitats with little or no ground cover (Gowaty 
et al. 1998). This species occurs in abundance across 
an array of habitats that were historically influenced 
by differing fire regimes. Thus, this species has likely 
evolved an array of reproductive strategies for dealing 
with the dramatic temporal and spatial heterogeneity 
found in its habitat after a fire. However, the success 
of efforts to restore and maintain high-quality habitat 
for Eastern Bluebirds requires an understanding 
of how vital rates respond to habitat management. 
Much of this information is currently unknown. Our 
research investigates how variations in fire regime 
can affect Eastern Bluebird reproductive traits in the 
pine forest of the southeastern United States. Specific 
objectives of the present study are to: 1) to examine 
variation in egg and clutch size of Eastern Bluebirds 
relative to a 2-year fire regime, and 2) evaluate 
differences in parental investment measured as 
incubation constancy, or the amount of time females 
spend incubating eggs. This project was initiated in 
2009. During the second year of this project (2010) we 
obtained a research grant from the North American 
Bluebird Society. While this project is ongoing, 
preliminary results are presented here.

METHODS
We monitored Eastern Bluebird nestboxes at the 
1,500-acre Wehle Forever Wild Tract in Bullock 
County, Alabama (N32.036°, W-85.475°), a property 
purchased for land conservation and public usage. 
It is located in the Southeastern Plains ecoregion of 
Alabama and is characterized by open short-leaf pine 

(Pinus echinata) forested uplands 
with pine/hardwood bottomlands. 
Nestboxes have been in place on 
the tract for many years prior to 
Forever Wild’s (Alabama’s land 
trust program) acquisition in the 
early 1990s.

During 2009 and 2010, we 
monitored nestboxes at least once 
every 10 days. All boxes were 
labeled with a unique number 
allowing for organized data 
recording. The basic information 
recorded during nest checks 
included the number of eggs and/
or chicks present and the ultimate 
fate of the nest (e.g. fledged, 
depredated, abandoned). A nest 
attempt was defined as a nest 
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having at least one egg or young or the presence of 
broken eggs or dead young. If a nest was successful, 
it would often contain dried fecal material in the 
nest and on the sides of the box as well as a powder 
residue from the feather sheaths of the nestlings. If a 
fate could not be determined, which often occurred 
when extended time passed between nest checks, 
it was given an “Unknown” fate. Nestboxes were 
cleaned at the end of each nest attempt.

We divided nestboxes into two treatments for 
analysis: unburned and burned. The upland pine 
forests have generally been burned on a two-year 
rotation in recent years. The variables measured 
to detect potential differences in reproductive 
investment between treatments were clutch size, 
egg volume, and time allotment to incubation. We 
recorded clutch size for a nest only when we were 
certain it had a full clutch. In order to calculate egg 
volume, we used digital calipers to measure the 
length and width of the eggs. Egg size was estimated 
in (cm3), based on the measurements of the length 
and width and applying Hoyt’s (1979) formula: egg 
size = 0.51 * length * width2. After the eggs were 
measured they were immediately returned to the nest 
within approximately one minute.

To measure time allotment to incubation, we placed 
temperature data-loggers (Thermocron iButtons: 
Maxim Direct, Healdsburg, CA) in the cup of the nest, 
underneath the eggs. We ensured the iButton was 
not obstructing the resting egg clutch by burying it 
slightly within the nest itself, so the top of the iButton 
was flush with the bottom lining of the cup. At the 
beginning of the season, iButtons were set to record 
at 30 second intervals, giving nearly three days of 
data before memory was at full capacity. Later in the 
season, time intervals were lengthened to 60 seconds 
providing nearly six days of data. We also video 
recorded a sub-sample of nests containing iButtons to 
verify the temperature readings corresponded with 
our interpretations of the changes in temperature in 

relation to actual adult activity. These data will be 
analyzed to determine the proportion of time females 
spent off the nest foraging compared to the time spent 
incubating, a possible indicator of habitat quality.

RESULTS
We monitored nestboxes for 19 days in 2009 (22 
March to 11 August) and 24 days in 2010 (9 April 
to 2 August). In both the burned and unburned 
treatments, a total of 126 boxes were monitored 
in 2009 and 109 in 2010. The number of young 
confirmed fledged was higher in the unburned than 
in the burned, with 169 and 110 fledged bluebirds, 
respectively (Table 1).

The mean clutch size for the burned treatment was 
4.18 (n=56) while the unburned was 4.23 (n=75). After 
accounting for annual and seasonal differences mean 
clutch size did not differ between burned sites and 
those sites that were unburned. The mean volume 
of bluebird eggs was however significantly larger 
in unburned sites (2.8 cm3) than in burned sites (2.7 
cm3). 

We collected a total of 84 temperature readings 
from iButtons in 2010---54 readings (64%) from the 
unburned treatment and 30 (36%) from the burned 
treatments. Analysis of the iButton data is pending, 
but Figure 1 provides an example of the temperature 
data collected from within the boxes (see Discussion 
below).

DISCUSSION
After adjusting for seasonal effects, we found that 
egg volume was significantly larger in the unburned 
treatment. The difference in egg volume between 
these burned and unburned treatments, independent 
of year, provides evidence that fire regime, and 
subsequent habitat characteristics may affect this 

iButton inserted into nest cup
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species’ reproductive potential. While additional 
research is needed to identify the specific drivers 
involved we believe that habitat differences may 
translate into reproductive constraints whereby 
females breeding in recently burned habitat may 
incubate for shorter periods of time, spending 
significant time off nests searching for food. This 
hypothesis and others are being explored through the 
ongoing analysis of the iButton data collected in 2010 
and additional research planned for the summer of 
2011. 

Our ongoing analysis of data collected by the 
iButtons deployed in 2010 has already begun to 
show some interesting patterns. For instance, Figure 

1 provides an example of the data collected with 
the iButton sensors. This result provides a glimpse 
into the Eastern Bluebird egg-laying process from 
start to finish. When the iButton was inserted, the 
completed nest was empty with anticipation that 
the female would be laying soon. Initially, only the 
ambient temperature inside the box was recorded. 
During the egg laying process, the relatively smooth 
curve of the ambient temperature is interrupted by 
spikes in temperature from short visits by the female 
to lay eggs. Eastern Bluebirds lay one egg per day 
often in the morning (Gowaty et al. 1998). By the 
onset of incubation (typically when the ultimate 
or penultimate egg is laid), the curve becomes less 
varied as she remains on the nest extensively. It is 
not completely clear if the female reflected in Figure 
1 fully started incubating on the 17th. There may 
have been a “settling in” period where she did not 
fully commit to incubation until the 18th. Also note 
the large dip in temperature on the morning of the 
18th. This is typical of a long foraging bout common 
in the early morning hours. This nesting attempt was 
ultimately successful, with four young fledged.

Figure 1.  Thermocron iButton reading from nestbox #118, 14–20 May 2010, Wehle 
Tract, Bullock Co., Alabama.

Table 1.  Eastern Bluebird nesting results from the Wehle 
Tract, Bullock Co., Alabama, 2009–2010.

Treatment
Burned Unburned

Nest attempts 79 103

Confirmed young fledged 110 169

Mean clutch size 4.18 (n=56) 4.23 (n=75)

Eggs measured 227 330

Egg measurements (mm)
   mean length 20.3 20.6
   range 18.0–22.5 17.9–23.0
   mean width 16.1 16.3
   range 15.0–17.3 15.1–17.6

Egg volume 2.7 cm3 2.8 cm3

iButtons (2010 only) 30 54

Bluebird nest with eggs, after iButton was inserted.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We would like to thank the 
North American Bluebird 
Society for awarding a grant to 
SR that supported the purchase 
of materials needed for this 
research. Additional funding 
and equipment was provided 
by the Alabama State Lands 
Division.



 Spring 2011          21      Bluebird

LITERATURE CITED
Ar dia, D.R., M.F. Wasson and D.W. Winkler. 2006. 

Individual quality and food availability determine 
yolk and egg mass and egg composition in Tree 
Swallows Tachycineta bicolor. Journal of Avian Biology 
37:252–259.

As kins, R.A. 2001. Sustaining biological biodiversity 
in early successional communities: the challenge 
of managing unpopular habitats. Wildlife Society 
Bulletin 29:407–412.

Bo nd, W.J. and J.F. Keeley 2005. Fire as a global 
‘herbivore’: the ecology and evolution of flammable 
ecosystems. Trends in Ecology and Evolution 20:387–
394.

Br awn, J.D., S.K. Robinson and F.R. Thompson, III. 
2001. The role of disturbance is the ecology and 
conservation of birds. Annual Review of Ecology 
Systematic 32:251–276.

Fr etwell, S.D. and H.L. Lucas, Jr. 1970. On territorial 
behavior and other factors influencing habitat 
selection. Acta Biotheoretica 19:16–36.

Go waty, P.A. and J.H. Plissner. 1998. Eastern Bluebird 
(Sialia sialis). The Birds of North America, No. 381 
(A. Poole and F. Gill, Eds.). The Academy of Natural 
Sciences, Philadelphia, PA, and the American 
Ornithologists’ Union, Washington, DC, USA.

Ho yt, D.F. 1979. Practical methods of estimating 
volume and fresh weight of bird eggs. Auk 96:73−77.

Hu nter, W.C., D.A. Buehler, R.A. Canterbury, J.L. 
Confer and P.B. Hamel. 2001. Conservation of 
disturbance-dependent birds in eastern North 
America. Wildlife Society Bulletin 29:440–455.

La ng, J.D., L.A. Powell, D.G. Krementz and M.J. 
Conroy. 2002. Wood Thrush movements, habitat use, 
and effects of forest management for Red-cockaded 
Woodpeckers. Auk 119:109–124.

Mä nd, R., V. Tilgar, A. Lỡhmus and A. Leivits. 2005. 
Providing nest boxes for hole-nesting birds: 
does habitat matter? Biodiversity and Conservation 
14:1823−1840.

So ckman, K.W., P.J. Sharp and H. Schwabl. 2006. 
Orchestration of avian reproductive effort: an 
integration of the ultimate and proximate bases for 
flexibility in clutch size, incubation behaviour, and 
yolk androgen deposition. Biological Reviews 81:629–
666.

To mcho, A.L., C.H. Greenberg, J.D. Lanham, T.A. 
Waldrop, J. Tomcho and D. Simon. 2006. Effects 
of fuel reduction treatments on breeding birds in 
a southern Appalachian upland hardwood forest. 
USDA Forest Service PSW-GTR-203.

For more information contact: John Trent, AL State 
Lands Division, 64 N. Union St., Montgomery, AL 
36104. e-mail: john.trent@dcnr.alabama.gov

John Trent has been a 
Biologist for the Alabama 
State Lands Division 
since 2007. He received 
his B.S. degree from the 
University of Tennessee 
at Knoxville in Wildlife & 
Fisheries Science.

Scott Rush is currently 
a post-doctoral fellow 
at the University of 
Windsor’s Great 
Lakes Institute for 
Environmental 
Research, Windsor, 
Ontario. Since 
completing his Ph.D. 
at the University 
of Georgia in 2009, 
Scott’s research 
has focused on 
the structure 
and organization 
of ecological 
communities across 
both terrestrial and 
aquatic landscapes.

Eric Soehren attended 
Jacksonville State 
University in 
northeast Alabama 
for both his Bachelor’s 
and Master’s degrees 
in Biology. He 
has been with the 
Alabama Department 
of Conservation and 
Natural Resource’s 
State Lands Division 
since 1997 as a 
Terrestrial Zoologist 
for the Natural 
Heritage Section. Some of his responsibilities include 
conducting field surveys for rare and poorly known faunal 
species, wildlife restoration initiatives, and numerous 
nongame monitoring and research projects, all on 
conservation lands acquired through Alabama’s Forever 
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House Sparrow Wars: Pairing Boxes
Paula Ziebarth

The practice of pairing boxes for native cavity 
nesting birds is not a new one. Traditionally, 
boxes are spaced 12–15 feet apart to 

accommodate Eastern Bluebirds (EABL) and Tree 
Swallows (TRES). When the birds cooperate, this is 
a beautiful thing. They work in tandem to defend 
both nestboxes. If EABL are off the nest feeding, the 
TRES will sound the alarm and attack any nestbox 
intruders. EABL will do the same. Unfortunately, 
these two species do not always cooperate. 

More aggressive, territorial EABL will oftentimes 
thwart a TRES attempt to inhabit the paired box and 
House Sparrows (HOSP) take it. Other times, TRES 
may inhabit a box and find themselves with HOSP 
neighbors. Nonnative, aggressive HOSP nesting this 
close to any desirable native cavity nester seems a 
risky proposition, but can be dealt with effectively.

When HOSP claim a paired box, one’s first instinct 
may be to decry the paired-box concept altogether, 
but you have to realize that HOSP will attempt to 
claim your nestboxes regardless of whether they are 
paired or not. If EABL or TRES occupy an isolated 
box without an empty one nearby, HOSP will attempt 
to usurp this box. In doing so, they often corner and 
kill the adult birds, their eggs, and/or young. With 
an empty paired box next door, they are much more 
likely to try to use this one rather than expend the 
energy necessary to fight their native neighbor. I view 
a paired box as an added line of defense in the HOSP 
wars, but how you proceed once they are there is 
tricky. Your action or inaction can result in success or 
disaster.

What works? The very best course of action, as 
soon as a HOSP is seen in or on a nestbox, is to trap 
him/her with an inbox trap. The Van Ert Universal 
Sparrow trap is a wonderful tool to have in your 
arsenal (www.vanerttraps.com). Trapped HOSP 
should be humanely 
dispatched and the trap 
reset if you have seen 
evidence of a mate near 
the nestbox. The male 
HOSP generally claims 
the nestbox, and you 
can sometimes trap 
him before he attracts 
a mate. As soon as the 
male is dispatched, trap 
is removed, nestbox is 
scraped clean and ready 
for a desirable native 
cavity-nesting bird or 
for the next HOSP that 

tries to use it. This is the way I manage all my paired 
nestboxes on my trails and I have never had any 
problems with “retaliation.” Once the HOSP is gone, 
the threat is gone.

If you cannot bring yourself to trap HOSP, another 
more risky method is to allow the HOSP to nest, 
but render their eggs nonviable. I did experiment 
with this method one season when I was new to 
bluebirding. My favorite way of rendering eggs 
nonviable is to take half the clutch, mark eggs with 
permanent marker (so you know which ones are 
nonviable), and refrigerate them for at least 24 hours. 
Now remove the remainder of HOSP clutch and 
replace it with the nonviable eggs. Make sure to 
allow eggs to warm back up to room temperature or 
a little above so female does not realize they are cold 
when she sits on them. You can warm them in your 
hands. Monitor the box weekly and remove any new, 
unmarked eggs, replacing them with your marked 
nonviable refrigerated ones as you like. I have had 
HOSP sit on a nest for a month before realizing the 
clutch is nonviable. Of course, once they realize this, 
they will abandon the box and nest elsewhere, raising 
a successful brood and they can cause you problems 
in the future.

There are other methods for rendering HOSP eggs 
nonviable. Although freezing eggs works, I do not 
recommend this because recently laid eggs with 
high water content will crack when frozen. Shaking 
the eggs is unreliable. Piercing eggs with a pin or 
finger lance is effective if you make sure the pin goes 
into center and you pierce the yolk with it, but this 
method often results in egg contents leaking into nest 
and HOSP abandoning for a more successful (box 
next door?) nesting site.

I have also heard of people having success replacing 
HOSP eggs with plastic craft eggs that look similar to 

theirs. Whether or not 
they will accept these 
or realize something is 
amiss, I cannot say for 
sure as I have never tried 
it myself. I have used 
plastic craft eggs as a 
trapping tool, however. 
HOSP will actually try 
to remove these from 
the nest if they have not 
started their clutch yet.

What doesn’t work? 
Pulling nests and/or eggs 
is a standard method of El
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discouraging HOSP, but I do not recommend it. The 
theory is that removing the nest and eggs will drive 
them away from your nestboxes. This does happen 
in some instances, but for the most part, HOSP are 
extremely tenacious and will not abandon the box 
for quite some time, rebuilding their nest again and 
again. At some point, they will finally abandon the 
site, but will successfully nest somewhere near. They 
may return, along with their breeding-age young, to 
your nestboxes next year.

My mentor, Darlene Sillick, and I conducted a limited 
experiment on a paired-box trail one spring where we 
pulled HOSP nests and discontinued inbox trapping 
of HOSP. Nestboxes were checked every seven days. 
For the first month or so, HOSP left their TRES or 
EABL neighbor alone. After about a month, HOSP 
stepped up their nesting timetable, building an entire 
nest and laying eggs in a week’s time. Once we began 
removing nests and eggs, they killed the adult TRES 
and young in the adjacent paired nestboxes. The term 
“retaliation” is often used to describe this behavior, 
but I believe as nesting season wore on, they saw their 
nestbox was unsuccessful and observed the adjacent 
bird’s box was successful. Testosterone levels were 
soaring and aggressive response was inevitable. I will 
say that during field observations of HOSP/TRES and 
HOSP/EABL interactions, EABL are much better at 
defending their lives and their nestboxes than TRES 
are. Their superior size and direct flight path makes 
them a formidable foe against a marauding HOSP.

Another common mistake is when people leave 
the HOSP alone in fear that they will “retaliate” or 
because they do not believe HOSP are a problem. 
This is the very worst course of action. It is very 
important that you never let them raise a family, as 
the HOSP and their young will return the following 
nesting season to use your nestboxes. Allowing HOSP 
to propagate is a recipe for disaster as native cavity 
nesters will abandon your nestboxes for safer nesting 
sites.

If native cavity nesters are successful raising young 
in your nestboxes, they will return to nest with you 
brood after brood, season after season. If they are 
unsuccessful, they will not. The same rule applies 
for HOSP with the exception that new pairs will be 
an ongoing problem, even with trapping. However, 
with active HOSP control, you will see an impressive 
decrease in their numbers in a very short time.

Paula Ziebarth is the Delaware 
County Area Contact for the Ohio 
Bluebird Society. She monitors a 
number of Eastern Bluebird and 
Tree Swallow trails in central Ohio. 
On summer weekends, you will find 
her on South Bass Island on Lake 
Erie enjoying the Purple Martins 
and Tree Swallows.
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Bluebirds Everywhere

The Vought VE-7 Bluebird biplane was built 
as a two-seat trainer for the U.S. Army 
in World War I; a single-seat version was 
adopted by the U.S. Navy as its first fighter 
plane. It was the first plane to successfully 
take off from a U.S. Navy aircraft carrier. 
This photo shows a Bluebird with 
Brigadier General Billy Mitchell, considered 
to be the “father” of the U.S. Air Force.

“Bluebirds Everywhere” is a feature that celebrates the widespread and creative uses of bluebird images 
and the word itself. We invite you to submit your own images and ideas — simply e-mail them to me at 
NABSeditor@gmail.com or mail them to me at 5405 Villa View Dr., Farmington, NM 87402. Let’s see what 
bluebirds you can find!

NABS member Jim Prenger of Jefferson City, MO sent this 
tasty photo. According to the Blue Bird bakery website, 
the brand dates back to 1923 and includes cookies, snack 
cakes, and Danish. The brand is available in the Southeast, 
Southwest, and mid-Atlantic states.

Tom Comfort of Bellaire, MI shows his support 
for bluebirds, and for Bet Zimmerman’s excellent 
website, with his license plate and white “backer” 
plate.

Don’t Forget International Migratory Bird Day

International Migratory Bird Day (IMBD) is an annual event in the 
Americas to celebrate birds—especially migratory birds and their 

seasonal movements between their breeding grounds and wintering 
grounds. IMBD is typically celebrated on the second Saturday in May (which 
is May 14th this year), but events are held throughout the spring to coincide with local peaks of 
migration. Look for events scheduled in your area, or ideas for hosting your own event, on the 
IMBD website (www.birdday.org/).
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A Mother’s Day Gift
Brenda J. Young

Hanging above the bed in my bluebird room is 
a needlepoint picture of four bluebirds sitting 
on a wire. Three of the birds are facing me, 

the other one is facing away from me, looking like it is 
ready to fly away. The birds’ feathers are a turquoise 
color, like a September sky and their breasts are the 
color of ripe peaches. The words on the needlepoint 
are these: “To love and be loved is the greatest joy on 
earth.” 

I started to work on that needlepoint in 1982 while 
I was sitting in a hospital room at the bedside of 
my five year old son. I needed something to do 
with my hands while I sat and watched the toxic 
chemotherapy drugs dripped into his veins. With 
every stitch I made, I prayed. My prayers were 
desperate, heart wrenching prayers. 

When I found that pattern, I stood with tears 
streaming down my face and looked at it for a long 
time. It reminded me of my four children. In my heart 
I knew the little bird in the picture getting ready to 
fly was like my son. Soon, he would take off and fly 
heavenward from me. The other three little birds on 
the wire were like my little girls who were eight, six, 
and eighteen months at the time. They would be left 
behind. 

I worked on the picture for several months, and then 
my son did fly away. The picture went into a drawer 
as I struggled with my grief and tried to put our 
family back together for our three little girls. But that 
wasn’t the end of bluebirds for me.

Several years later, I came across the picture again 
and decided to finish it and frame it. As I worked on 
it, I wondered if there really were birds with feathers 
that brightly colored. I had never been a bird watcher, 
so how would I know? Or were they fictional, like the 
ones I saw in my little girl’s story books? 

Working afresh on the picture also reminded me of 
those precious last days with my son. It reminded me 
that loving and being loved by him and my daughters 
has been my life’s greatest joy. I hung the tear-stained 
picture on my kitchen wall when it was finished. It 
stayed there for years. 

Fifteen years passed and then it was Mother’s Day 
1997. The day had been a good one. Two of my 
daughters were with me and the other one was 
1800 miles away, getting ready to bring my second 
grandchild, a little boy this time, into our lives. As I 
sat at my kitchen table that evening, I thought about 
how blessed I was to have three wonderful daughters. 
They had grown up smart, beautiful, sensitive, and 

kind. But here they were, all grown up, and my nest 
was about to be completely empty. 

My mind wandered back over the years and, as 
always, it floated back to my “other child.” Like so 
many times before, I wondered what he would have 
looked like, what he would be doing now, what kind 
of man he would have grown up to be. Fifteen years 
after his death, the tears still ran down my cheeks. I 
always miss him so much on Mother’s Day. 

As I wiped the tears away, I looked up, and sitting on 
my deck railing, not six feet from my kitchen window 
was the bird from my picture. At first I thought it 
was a robin and my tears were making it look more 
colorful, but the colors were real. I looked up at the 
picture on the wall and then at the bird on my deck 
railing. They were the same! I could not move as I 
watched it on the rail. My first thought was that on 
this Mother’s Day, God and my son had sent me a 
special gift of comfort. It was like he was saying, “It’s 
okay Mom. No matter where I am, I will always love 
you.”

The summer before, my husband had bought me 
a rough looking little bird house at an auction just 
because I liked birdhouses and he put it on a pole 
beside my deck. As I watched the bird, he hopped 
around a little, and then began to explore that bird 
house. I had no idea what was about to happen right 
in front of my eyes, but that little bird had lofty ideas 
for that house and he was about to teach me some 
lessons about loving and living. 

After a few minutes, he flew away and I went 
immediately to the computer and began to search 
for information about birds with brilliant blue 
feathers. I discovered that he was an Eastern Bluebird 
and they were rarely seen. In fact, for a time, their 
population had dwindled to a dangerously low level. 
An organization called the North American Bluebird 
Society was doing all it could to help preserve the 
Eastern Bluebird and they were coming back. The 
box I had was built of cypress wood, specifically for 
bluebirds, and we didn’t even know it. 

I wondered all night if that bird had just been a 
Mother’s Day gift to me or if he would return. 
The next morning, I was back at my kitchen table, 
drinking my coffee and I saw my bird fly to the house 
again. Once again, he went in and out of it. Then he 
settled on top of it this time and began to sing. My 
kitchen window was open and his song was like no 
other that I had ever heard. He didn’t chirp, his song 
was a warble.
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Then I saw her, drawn by the sound of his love song. 
Her colors were not as bright. Her feathers were a 
bluish gray in color but she had that same peach 
colored breast. Then it was her turn to go in and out 
of the box. He sat and watched her. Was she pleased 
with the home he had found for them? Then together 
they flew away.

Not knowing the habits of the bluebird I did not 
know what to expect, but in the days to follow I 
learned not only about bluebirds but a lesson about 
life and how God had created every living creature 
with similar habits and instincts. 

Momma and Daddy Bluebird must have decided that 
the cypress house was an appropriate spot to begin 
new life and with in a few days they began to bring 
in grass. They were diligent, focused, determined. 
I watched one day as a sparrow tried to claim the 
box. It was all-out war that day and in the end, 
my bluebirds won. Several days later, the nest was 
completed. 

The bluebird house has a lift-up lid on it. After 
reading about the bluebird, I discovered that they are 
not only willing to let you help them, they welcome it. 
One day I lifted the lid and peeked in. 

What I saw was a teacup-size nest of soft grass, with 
two little blue eggs in it. Daily, I watched, fascinated, 
until there were four eggs. Then the wait began. 

Momma bluebird sat on that nest with the patience 
that only a mother has. Daddy bluebird did what 
every good, expectant dad should do. He sat in a tree 
nearby, singing his love song to her and bringing her 
food. 

One day, they both flew away, so I peeked again. 
Inside, I saw four little orange beaks at the end of four 
very long necks. They were eagerly waiting for lunch. 
Day after day the parents came and went, working 
tirelessly to feed and care for their little ones. I had 
read that bluebirds are partial to mealworms so I 
sent my husband out to the pet store to buy some. I 
couldn’t go; I was babysitting for 
the bluebirds! I was just one mom 
helping another. 

About three weeks later, while 
sitting at my kitchen table drinking 
my coffee and watching the morning 
activity around the bluebird house, 
I saw a little head peek out of the 
hole. It was one of the babies. I 
wanted to tell the little bird to go 
back inside the house where it was 
safe and Momma and Daddy would 
feed and protect it. The world held 
all kinds of dangers for her and I 

wanted her to be safe. But even if I could have spoken 
her language, she would not have listened. She had a 
world to explore! Within a couple of days all of them 
were gone --- Mom, Dad, and babies. My nest was 
empty again! 

I watched the sky in the days that followed their 
departure. Occasionally I would get a glimpse of a 
blue wing, but that was all. It was okay, the bluebirds 
had left their nest and were flying as God had created 
them to do! 

After the bluebird family left, I wondered if I would 
ever see them again. Thirteen years have passed and 
every year right around Mother’s Day I see the flash 
of blue wings and know that my bluebirds have come 
home again. They are not the same birds as that first 
year, but the children, grandchildren, and by now the 
great-grandchildren! 

The birds aren’t the only ones who come home to 
me on Mother’s Day now! This year, I had eight 
grandbabies come home too. I love babies and 
bluebirds. When they are all around, I am at my 
happiest. When the bluebirds are here, they not only 
bring me joy but they teach me lessons about life. 
Lessons that I can pass on to my grandbabies.
One year a blackbird got into the nest and destroyed 
the eggs. I will never forget the sound of those 
parents as they fluttered around their nest, protesting 
the unfairness of life as the blackbird was inside 
destroying those eggs. That summer they produced a 
second nest of eggs, so life could go on. We made sure 
that the hole of the bluebird house was made smaller 
so the blackbird would never again destroy our baby 
birds. 

Some years the bluebirds remind me of the people 
who come into our lives for no other reason than to 
renew our spirits for a season. Or perhaps so we can 
help renew theirs! 

Every year, it seems like I need my bluebirds for a 
different reason too. On this Mother’s Day, as I sit 
and think about my mom and my son who are both 

gone, I need the bluebirds to come 
and remind me that people like 
bluebirds come into our lives, and 
sometimes leave before we are ready 
for them to. But when they leave, we 
have memories of the joy they gave 
us. 

Last summer, the bluebirds gave 
me the ultimate experience! On 
a clear sunny day, I opened the 
bluebird house. I picked up a tiny 
baby bluebird, and placed it into the 
open palm of one my grandchildren. 
Five other grandchildren looked on 



 Spring 2011          27      Bluebird

with awe and wonderment on their faces as we all 
experienced one of my life’s most precious treasures. 

Today, I sit at my kitchen table and watch three of my 
granddaughters and a little white haired grandson 
with blue eyes stand on chairs at the kitchen window. 
They are watching and giggling as Momma and 
Daddy bluebird fly in and out of the box. I am in 
my own little paradise of babies and bluebirds. God 
has blessed me more that I ever expected. In return 
for His blessings, I intend to make sure that my 
grandchildren know that God delights in us, just like 
we delight in our bluebirds.

Brenda Young and her husband 
Ed have been married for 39 years 
and have lived in the same house 
for 36 of those. They are parents to 
four children, a son Jason who died 
in 1983 and three daughters. They 
are grandparents to eight. Brenda 
has been a registered nurse for 
forty years and has worked the past 
seven as a hospice nurse—a careeer 
she describes as “wonderful.” In 
addition to watching her bluebirds, 
she loves to play with her grandkids, read, write, and go 
hiking. She is currently writing a monthly column for a 
local women’s magazine and working on a book of short 
stories.

God’s World is Blue Today
Roger Brock

Early Spring. 
Time for the pair to find a home
Both look at the box and all around 
Has to be perfect for the young ones
Looks good – need to claim this one
Back later to build the nest 
A few weeks pass
Both parents arrive 
So busy 
Beaks filled with pine straw
In an out of the box
Like a blur really
No time to stop for food
We can finish this today
Get this process started 
Nature’s ritual
What birds do
Flashes of blue everywhere
Both mom & dad sharing the load
An inspiration to us all
Hard work & family are important
Instinct, yes; programmed, yes;
a thing of beauty and wonder, yes
The bluebirds are here again
and this time to stay
God’s world is blue today.
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Research Review
A Summary of Recent Scientific Research on Bluebirds and Other Cavity Nesters

Scott W. Gillihan
The downside of living close to your parents
The Brown-headed Nuthatch is a cavity-nesting 
species found in pine forests of the American 
Southeast. Populations of the species have been in 
decline for some time. It needs large, old, long-leaf 
pines for its foraging and nesting (only large trees 
can provide an adequate nest cavity), but large, old, 
long-leaf pines are a valuable timber resource, so 
they are cut for lumber. Additionally, fire suppression 
by landowners and land managers has allowed 
the growth of dense stands of small pines and 
hardwoods, which do not meet the habitat needs of 
the nuthatch. Both logging and fire suppression have 
reduced the availability of large snags, which are an 
important source of nest cavities.

But there’s a second factor in play, which could 
compound the problems of habitat loss. The nuthatch 
is a cooperative breeder, which means that a young, 
unmated male “helper” often assists a mated pair by 
helping build the nest and keep it clean, and provide 
food to nestlings and fledglings. Species that are tied 
to a specific habitat type and employ cooperative 
breeding usually do not move far from home. After 
young male nuthatches grow up, they establish a 
territory within 300 meters (about 330 yards) of their 
parents’ territory; females move a bit farther, but still 
only about 1500 meters (about 1600 yards).

This lack of long-distance dispersal could be 
contributing to the species’ decline. As stands of large 
pines are cut, Brown-headed Nuthatch populations 
may become more isolated from each other. Isolated 
populations are at a higher risk of being wiped out 
by extreme weather events or by a lack of genetic 
diversity. And, once a local population dies off, it’s 
unlikely that nuthatches will disperse far enough 
from healthy populations to recolonize vacant areas.

The best hope for the species is for land managers 
to maintain large tracts of healthy old pine forest, 
with the tracts close enough together that dispersing 
nuthatches will find suitable habitat and mates from 
other, genetically distinct populations. The alternative 
is the costly capture and relocation of nuthatches into 
suitable unoccupied habitat, a process that would 
need to be repeated on a regular basis to ensure a 
thorough mixing of genes.

Sarah E. Haas, James A. Cox, Jordan V. Smith, and Rebecca 
T. Kimball. 2010. Fine-scale Spatial Genetic Structure in 
the Cooperatively Breeding Brown-headed Nuthatch (Sitta 
pusilla). Southeastern Naturalist 9:743–756.

Do birds alter their alarm calls according to the 
threat they face?
Most of us have seen hungry birds at our feeders, 
grabbing a seed or two while remaining vigilant for 
threats. Among the most common visitors to feeders 
are cavity-nesting chickadees, titmice, and nuthatches, 
which often come to a feeder together. These species, 
like many others, sound an alarm call when they see 
a predator nearby. See a predator, sound the alarm. 
Simple, right? But like so many other things in nature, 
the details about that alarm call are more complex 
than one might think.

A typical songbird 
alarm call is high-
pitched and short, 
often just a single 
“chip”, which sends 
a clear signal to 
other songbirds 
about the presence 
of a threat but 
is difficult for a 
predator to locate. 
(Any birder who 
has ever tried to 
locate a chipping 
bird in thick vegetation can commiserate.) On the 
other hand, a typical mobbing call is low-pitched and 
longer—these types of calls are easier for other birds 
to locate, which is what they want since this is a call 
for help, a plea to other songbirds to come together to 
drive off a predator.

The authors of this study recorded calls made by 
Carolina Chickadees, Tufted Titmice, and White-
breasted Nuthatches in the presence of either a 
Cooper’s Hawk model or a Mourning Dove model. 
The chickadees and titmice both called more 
frequently and at a higher pitch when the “hawk” 
was near the feeder than when the “dove” was, and 
some of the acoustic qualities of their calls changed 
again when the “hawk” was placed closer to the 
feeder. Surprisingly, the nuthatches never changed the 
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tone or frequency of their calls. The authors proposed 
three explanations:
•  Chickadees and titmice are “core” species in 

winter flocks—nuthatches and other songbird 
species follow them around while foraging, 
presumably to take advantage of their distinctive 
alarm calls, which provide more information 
about the type of threat and its proximity.

•  Chickadees spend much of the year interacting 
with each other in complex social groups. Such 
interaction would require a complex vocal 
“language,” which is also useful for sending 
different alarms for different threats. Nuthatches, 
on the other hand, spend most of the year in 
pairs and do not engage in the complex social 
interactions of chickadees. As a result, they never 
developed a complex “language.”

•  Nuthatches don’t bother to change their calls 
when chickadees and titmice are nearby, because 
those species do a better job of communicating the 
threat anyway.

Julia Bartmess-LaVasseur, Carrie L. Branch, Sheri A. 
Browning, Jessica L. Owens, and Todd M. Freeberg. 
2010. Predator Stimuli and Calling Behavior of Carolina 
Chickadees (Poecile carolinensis), Tufted Titmice (Baeolophus 
bicolor), and White-breasted Nuthatches (Sitta carolinensis). 
Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology 64:1187–1198.

What’s happening to populations of birds that feed on 
flying insects?
Something strange happened in the mid 1980s, which 
triggered declines in populations of aerial insectivores 
that continued through at least 2006. Whatever it 
was, it has had a devastating effect on populations 
of nighthawks, swifts, swallows, and flycatchers, 
including cavity-nesting species such as Purple 
Martin, Tree Swallow, and Violet-green Swallow. 
This group of birds, as a whole, has experienced 
significantly steeper declines than other songbirds 
during the same period. The declines are more 
prevalent in northeastern North America, and among 
species that migrate to South America.

The authors propose three possible explanations:
Acid rain. The Northeast is a region of heavy 
industrial activity and the pollution that accompanies 
it. Atmospheric pollutants fall to earth as acid rain, 
which reduces soil calcium. Lower calcium in the 
environment results in fewer aquatic insects, an 
important food source for these birds.
Climate change. Variation in large-scale climate 
factors, such as the Pacific’s El Niño Southern 
Oscillation and the North Atlantic Oscillation, has 

been shown to affect bird populations, but these 
effects are complex and not well understood. One 
demonstrated outcome is a shift in the life cycles 
of flying insects such that they may no longer be 
abundant when birds need them for feeding young.
South American pesticide use. Organochlorine 
pesticides are extremely toxic to birds. Such pesticides 
are widely used in South America, and could be 
causing bird deaths through direct exposure or by 
limiting insect prey populations.

However, none of these factors changed markedly in 
the mid 1980s, when the bird populations started to 
nosedive. Whatever it is that’s causing the declines 
remains a mystery.

Silke Nebel, Alex Mills, Jon D. McCracken, and Philip 
D. Taylor. 2010. Declines of Aerial Insectivores in North 
America Follow a Geographic Gradient. Avian Conservation 
and Ecology - Ecologie et Conservation des Oiseaux 5(2):1. 
[online at www.ace-eco.org/vol5/iss2/art1/]

What happens to bluebirds that survive West Nile 
Virus infection?
When West Nile Virus (WNV) first appeared in North 
America in 1999, all the news about its effects on birds 
was grim. Populations of the hardest-hit species, like 
American Crows and Blue Jays, started dropping 
right away. Even bluebirds were affected—Eastern 
Bluebird populations very clearly declined across 
their range after WNV appeared.

Over time, we learned that WNV exposure is not 
automatically a death sentence for birds. Some birds 
exposed to WNV may become ill but not die. The 
authors of this study examined the “sublethal” effects 
of WNV on bluebirds by comparing nesting success 
and long-term survival of bluebirds that had survived 
WNV infection with those that had never had it.

As it turns out, being exposed to WNV has no 
negative effect on either nesting success or long-
term survival. In the words of the authors, “If an 
Eastern Bluebird is not killed by exposure to WNV, 
it appears to make a full recovery.” This is very good 
news, and a marked contrast to the dire forecasts that 
accompanied the initial news about WNV.

Geoffrey E. Hill, Lynn Siefferman, Mark Liu, Hassan 
Hassan, and Thomas R. Unnasch. 2010. The Effects of West 
Nile Virus on the Reproductive Success and Overwinter 
Survival of Eastern Bluebirds in Alabama. Vector-borne and 
Zoonotic Diseases 10:159–163.
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The North American Bluebird Society serves as 
a clearinghouse for ideas, research, management 
and education on behalf of all bluebirds and 
other native cavity-nesting species. NABS invites 
all state, provincial, and regional bluebird 
organizations to become NABS affiliates in a 
confederation of equals all working together 
toward a common goal, a further partnership 
in international bluebird conservation. No cost 
is associated with affiliating with NABS. Your 
affiliated organization will be recognized and 
listed on the NABS website and in Bluebird. 
If your organization has a newsletter, please 
forward a copy to our headquarters. To find out 
more about becoming a NABS affiliate, read our 
Affiliate Letter. Notice: If you are listed below, 
please check listing to see if it is current.  If 
not, please contact web@nabluebirdsociety.
org and NABSeditor@gmail.com with correct 
information.

Affiliates of the North American Bluebird Society

Alberta
Calgary Area Nestbox Monitors
Ron Reist
5720 59 Ave.
Olds, Alberta T4H 1K3 - CANADA
403.556.8043
rreist1@shaw.ca
www.canadiannaturenetwork.ca

Ellis Bird Farm, Ltd.
Myrna Pearman
PO Box 5090
Lacombe, AB T4L-1W7 - CANADA
403.885.4477
403.887.5779
mpearman@telus.net
www.ellisbirdfarm.ab.ca

Mou ntain Bluebird Trails 
Conservation Society

Gwen Tietz
PO Box 401 Stn Main
Lethbridge, AB T1K-3Z1 - CANADA
403.553.2780
mtnblue@telus.net

Arkansas
Bella Vista Bluebird Society
Jim Janssen
83 Forfar Drive
Bella Vista, AR 72715
479.855.4451
jans33@sbcglobal.net

Bermuda
Bermuda Bluebird Society
Stuart Smith
145 Middle Road
Southampton SN01, Bermuda
441.734.9856
smitty@ibl.bm
www.bermudabluebirdsociety.com

British Columbia
Sou thern Interior Bluebird Trail Society
Sherry Linn
18588 Old Richter Pass Rd
Osoyoos, BC V0H-1V5 -CANADA
250.495.7891
goldstrm@vip.net
www.bcbluebirds.org

California
California Bluebird Recovery Program
Dick Blaine
22284 N. De Anza Circle
Cupertino, CA  95014
408.257.6410
dick@theblaines.net
www.cbrp.org

Pal os Verdes South Bay Audubon Society
Nancy Feagans
2010½ Pullman Lane
Redondo Beach, CA 90278
310.483.8192
nancy@pvsb-audubon.org
www.pvsb-audubon.org

Southern California Bluebird Club
Tom Croom
P.O. Box 27744
Anaheim, CA 92809-0124
714.692.9683
tccroom@pacbell.net
www.socalbluebirds.org

Colorado
Colorado Bluebird Project
Audubon Soc of Greater Denver
Kevin Corwin - 720.482.8454
9308 S Wadsworth Blvd
Littleton, CO 80128
303.973.9530
303.973.1038 f
bluebirdproject@denveraudubon.org
www.denveraudubon.org/bluebird.htm

Florida
Florida Bluebird Society
Bill Pennewill
P.O. Box 1086
Penney Farms, FL 32079
floridabluebirdsociety@yahoo.com
www.floridabluebirdsociety.com

Idaho
Our Bluebird Ranch
Leola Roberts
152 N 200 E
Blackfoot, ID 83221
208.782.9676
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Rocky Mountain Blues
David Richmond
HC 67  Box 680
Clayton, ID 83227
208.838.2431
fowest@custertel.net

Illinois
Jo Daviess County BBRP
Dick Bach
9262 Fitzsimmons Rd.
Stockton, IL 61085
815.947.2661
kiritemoa@mwci.net
www.jdcf.org/guardians

East Central Illinois Bluebird Society
Loren Hughes
1234 Tucker Beach Rd
Paris, IL 61944
217.463.7175
lghughes@joink.com

Southern Illinois Audubon Society
Laraine Wright
P.O. Box 222
Carbondale, IL 62903-0222
618.457.8769
imabirder@earthlink.net

Indiana
Indiana Bluebird Society
Ken Murray
PO Box 134
Rensselaer, IN  47978-0134
219.866.3081
ibs07@rhsi.tv
www.indianabluebirdsociety.org

Brown County Bluebird Club
Dan Sparks
PO Box 660
Nashville, IN 47448
812.988.1876
360.361.3704 f
b4bluebirds@yahoo.com

Iowa
Johnson County Songbird Project
Jim Walters
1033 E Washington
Iowa City, IA 52240-5248
319.466.1134
james-walters@uiowa.edu

Iowa Bluebird Conservationists
Jerad Getter
PO Box 302
Griswold, IA 51535
712.624.9433 h
712.527.9685w
jgetter@hotmail.com

Bluebirds of Iowa Restoration
Jaclyn Hill
2946 Ubben Ave
Ellsworth IA 50075-7554
515.836.4579
jaclynhill@netins.net

Kentucky
Kentucky Bluebird Society
Philip Tamplin, Jr.
PO Box 3425
Paducah, KY 42002
502.895.4737
ptamplin@aol.com
www.biology.eku.edu/kbs

Louisiana
Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society
Evelyn Cooper
1222 Cook Rd
Delhi, LA 71232
318.878.3210
emcooper@hughes.net
www.labayoubluebirdsociety.org

Maine
Mid-Coast Audubon Society
Joseph F. Gray
35 Schooner Street #103
Damariscotta, ME 04543
207.563.3578 
cgray025@gmail.com
www.midcoastaudubon.org

Manitoba 
Friends of the Bluebirds
Barry Danard
PO Box 569
Killarney, MB R0K 1G0 - CANADA
204.523.8258
jbdanard@mts.net
www.mts.net/~jbdanard/index.html

Maryland
Maryland Bluebird Society
Kathy Kremnitzer
19305 Deer Path
Knoxville, MD 21758
301.662.7818
Griffin459@myactv.net
www.mdbluebirdsociety.org

Massachusetts
Massachusetts Bluebird Association
Henry R. Denton
726 Montgomery Road
Westfield, MA 01085-1090
413.562.0926
daltd9@msn.com
www.massbluebird.org

Michigan
Michigan Bluebird Society
Kurt Hagemeister
PO Box 2028
Ann Arbor, MI 48106-2028
734.663.9746
810.736.8713 f
khagemeister@michiganbluebirds.org
www.michiganbluebirds.org

Minnesota
Bluebird Recovery Program
Audubon Chapter of Minneapolis
Keith Radel & JENean Mortenson
P.O. Box 984
Faribault, MN 55021
507.332.7003
clmjmm@ll.net
www.bbrp.org

Missouri 
Missouri Bluebird Society
Steve Garr
P.O. Box 105830
Jefferson City, MO 65110
573.638.2473
stevegarr@missouribluebird.org
www.birds-i-view.biz/Missouri_Bluebirds.html

Montana
Mountain Bluebird Trails, Inc.
Johnny Hanna
P.O. Box 14
Wapiti, WY 82450
307.587.7064
president@mountainbluebirdtrails.com
www.mountainbluebirdtrails.com

Nebraska
Bluebirds Across Nebraska
Derry Wolford
705 9th Ave
Shenandoah, IA 51601
info@bbne.org
derrywolford@prodigy.net 
www.bbne.org

New Hampshire
NH Bluebird Conspiracy
Bruce Burdett
5 Upper Bay Rd
Sunapee, NH 03782-2330
603.763.5705
blueburd@myfairpoint.net

New York
NY State Bluebird Society
John Ruska
3149 Witaker Road
Fredonia, NY 14063
716.679.9676
ruskhill@adelphia.net
www.nysbs.org
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Orleans Bluebird Society
Gary Kent
3806 Allen’s Bridge Rd.
Albion, NY 14411
585.589.5130
gkworking4u@hotmail.com

Schoharie County Bluebird Society
Kevin Berner
499 West Richmondville Rd
Richmondville NY 12149
518.294.7196
bernerkl@cobleskill.edu

Mic hael Kudish Natural History Preserve
David Turan
2515 Tower Mountain Rd
Stamford, NY 12167
607.652.9137
princessprism@yahoo.com

North Carolina
NC Bluebird Society
Ray Welch
401 Farmbrooke Lane
Winston-Salem, NC 27127-9218
336.764.0226
president@ncbluebird.org
www.ncbluebird.org

Ohio
Ohio Bluebird Society
PMB 111, 343 W. Milltown Rd.
Wooster, OH 44691
330.466.6926
info@ohiobluebirdsociety.org
www.ohiobluebirdsociety.org

Oklahoma
Oklahoma Bluebird Society
Herb Streator
6400 E. Commercial St
Broken Arrow, OK 74014
918.806.2489

Ontario 
Ontario Eastern Bluebird Society
Bill Read
24 Brant Place
Cambridge , ON, N1S 2V8 - CANADA
519.620.0744
info@billreadsbooks.com
www.oebs.ca

Oregon
Prescott Bluebird Recovery Project
Charlie Stalzer
PO Box 1469
Sherwood, OR 97140
email@prescottbluebird.com
www.prescottbluebird.com

Pennsylvania
Bluebird Society of Pennsylvania
Harry Schmeider
448 Portman Road
Butler, PA 16002
724.285.1209
harryschmeider@gmail.com
www.thebsp.org

Purple Martin Conservation Assoc. 
John Tautin
Tom Ridge Environmental Center
301 Peninsula Dr., Suite 6
Erie, PA 16505
814.833.2090
jtautin@purplemartin.org
www.purplemartin.org

South Carolina
Central Savannah River Bluebird Society
Jim Burke
271 Highland Reserve Ct.
Aiken, SC 29803
803.644.0235
jimburke271@gmail.com

Tennessee
Tennessee Bluebird Trails
Louis Redmon
381 Liberty Rd
Wartburg, TN 37887
423.346.3911
amyredmon@hotmail.com

Bluebirds Across America
Farrell Roe
95 Hayes Branch Trail
Jackson, TN 38301
731.424.6161
roerockingr@aol.com

Texas
Texas Bluebird Society
Pauline Tom
PO Box 40868
Austin, TX 78704
512.268.5678
ptom5678@gmail.com
www.texasbluebirdsociety.org

Virginia
Virginia Bluebird Society
Anne Little
726 William St
Fredericksburg, VA 22401
540.373.4594
vbs@virginiabluebirds.org
www.virginiabluebirds.org

Audubon Society of Northern Virginia
Jill Miller
11100 Wildlife Center Drive, Suite 100
Reston, VA 20190
703.438.6008
info@audubonva.org
www.audubonva.org

Washington
Cas cadia Bluebird & Purple Martin 

Society
Michael Pietro
3015 Squalicum Pkwy #250
Bellingham, WA 98225
360.738.2153
mmpietro@hinet.org

West Virginia
Potomac Valley Audubon Society
Peter Smith
PO Box 578
Shepherdstown, WV 25443
304.876.1139
pvsmith@frontiernet.net
www.potomacaudubon.org

Wisconsin
Aldo Leopold Audubon Society
Larry Graham
918 Arts Lane
Stevens Point, WI 54481
715.344.0968
lgraham@uwsp.edu
www.aldoleopoldaudubon.org

Blu ebird Restoration Assoc of Wisconsin
Patrick Ready
1210 Oakwood Ct
Stoughton, WI 53589
608.873.1703
pready@tds.net
www.braw.org

Lafayette County Bluebird Society
Carol McDaniel
14953 State Rd. 23
Darlington, WI 53530-9324 
lafayettecountybluebirdsociety@yahoo.com



A great big THANK YOU to these NABS Sponsors!
Our sponsors support the work of NABS through an annual contribution

True Blue Level (at least $250; available only to NABS Affiliates)

Bronze Level (at least $500)

Silver Level (at least $1,000)

Terry & Vicky Larkin Wanda Hutter

Nestbox Neighbors (at least $100; available only to NABS Affiliates)
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We do not share or sell NABS’s membership list.
$10.00 of each annual membership is designated for 
subscription to Bluebird, the quarterly journal. The 
remaining portion of payment is a contribution.
Payment must be in U.S. funds.
   Mail to:  NABS Treasurer, P.O. Box 7844, 

Bloomington IN 47407
An online membership form with payment through 
PayPal is available online at www.nabluebirdsociety.org

Renew Today!  Give a friend the gift of bluebirds!
Date _________________
o New Membership    o Renewal    o A gift subscription from: ____________________________________________   for:

o 1 Year   o 2 Years   o 3 Years   o 4 Years   Name: __________________________________________
   Household Single Person
Subscribing  o $30  o $20   Address: ________________________________________
Supporting  o $50  o $40
Contributing  o $85  o $75   City: ____________________________________________
Guardian  o $110  o $100
Life   o $500  o $500   State / Province: ______    ZIP: ______________________

Organization  o $50     Phone: __________________________________________
Small Business  o $50
Corporation  o $125     Email: __________________________________________
A+ (for Affiliate members only)  o $15
       Name of Affiliate organization: _______________________
       NOTE: Multiple years are not available for “A+” — this membership type must be renewed annually.

Additional Donation
o $30 o $50 o Other __________

o Check enclosed (in U.S. funds)
o Visa o MasterCard

Card #__________________________________

Last 3 digits on reverse side: ______________

Expiry: ________   Signature: ______________________________


