
BlueBird
Journal of the north american BlueBird Society

Summer 2015
Vol. 37 No. 3

$5.00



Cover photo:  A study of Western Bluebirds by the artist Panaiotidi (www.shutterstock.com).
Table of Contents photo:  The Chestnut-backed Chickadee of western North America is arguably the most 

beautiful chickadee. This image is from British Columbia (www.flickr.com/pirhan)

Summer Message to Our Affiliate Organizations - Phil Berry  ...........................................................................................  1

From the President - Bernie Daniel  .........................................................................................................................................  2

NABS Bluebird Winter Kill Report Form  ............................................................................................................................  4

From the Managing Editor - Scott W. Gillihan  ........................................................................................................................  5

Remembering Van C. Travis Jr.  .................................................................................................................................................  5

NABS Research Grants Awarded  ..........................................................................................................................................  6

Remembering Dr. Lawrence Zeleny  ......................................................................................................................................  6

Photo Gallery  .............................................................................................................................................................................  7

Oh No! Where Did the Eggs Go? - Bet Zimmerman Smith  ..............................................................................................  8

An Eastern Bluebird Laid an Egg in a House Sparrow Nest - Virginie Rolland and Jessica Fowler Neal ...................  10

Duplex Housing for Bluebirds and Wood Ducks - Jim Burke  .........................................................................................  11

Bluebird Predator Guard with Pole Assembly - Ralph Stemp  ........................................................................................  12

NABS Conference 2015  ................................................................................................................................................... Insert

Bluebird Trail Monitoring: Day One - Heather Zindash  ....................................................................................................  15

Bluebirding with Mom - Bella Zindash  .................................................................................................................................  16

A Portfolio for Bluebird Sustainability - Gillian Martin  .....................................................................................................  19

BluesNews and Bluebirds Everywhere  ...............................................................................................................................  23

Research Review - Scott W. Gillihan  .......................................................................................................................................  24

Affiliates of the North American Bluebird Society  ..........................................................................................................  26

Contents
pirhan / flickr.com



1www.nabluebirdsociety.org  Summer 2015 | Bluebird

Bluebird/Sialia (ISSN 0890-7021) is 
published quarterly by North American 

Bluebird Society, Inc., P.O. Box 7844, 
Bloomington, IN 47407

Printed by Sutherland Companies
Montezuma, IA

Managing Editor: Scott Gillihan
nabseditor@gmail.com

Subscription is included with membership 
in NABS. Write for information about bulk 
quantities. Make checks and money orders 

payable to NABS in U.S. funds.

Issues are dated Spring, Summer, Fall, 
and Winter and appear approximately 
on the 15th day of January, April, July, 
and October. Submissions are accepted 

continuously and published as space and 
editorial constraints allow.

Letters to the editor and articles in this 
publication express the opinions and/or 

positions of the authors. Submissions may 
be edited for length and content. Published 

articles do not necessarily represent the 
opinions and positions of the Officers, 

Directors, or other representatives of NABS.

General questions may be addressed to: 
info@nabluebirdsociety.org 

or call 812-200-5700 during office hours
(12–3 pm Eastern time Mon–Fri); messages 

can be left at any time.

The North American Bluebird Society, Inc. is a 
non-profit education, conservation and research 

organization that promotes the recovery of 
bluebirds and other native cavity-nesting bird 

species in North America.

www.nabluebirdsociety.org

BlueBird

I am sure everyone is busy with bluebirds right now. I know 
I have been. We are in our third nesting here in NW Florida. 

That is for the Mothers who have decided to go for three.

I want to encourage everyone reading this to look over the 
center pages and sign up for the annual board meeting and 
convention. If you miss this one you will regret it later. We are 
being hosted by André and France Dion, who hosted NABS 
27 years ago. Some of you may remember it. It is in Quebec, 
handy to all our Northeastern members, and accessible to 
everyone. Four days of good fun, and a little bit of meetings. 
Speakers will be there too and they are outlined in our 
registration package. Please remember that the figures are in 
Canadian dollars, so they are really a bargain for members 
who live in the U.S. Don’t forget—September 17–20 in Magog, 
Quebec.

On another note, please notify me of any changes in your 
organization contact information or any other major changes. 
We update the 
NABS website as 
soon as you turn 
in the changes.

Everyone have 
a great summer, 
and I expect to 
see you in Quebec 
in September. It 
is going to be a 
blast.

Sincerely,
Phil Berry
NABS Vice 
President-Affiliate 
Relations

north american bluebird society saved the following resources by using 720 pounds of Reincarnation Matte,

made with 60% post-consumer waste and manufactured with electricity that is offset with Green-e® certified

renewable energy certificates.
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Summer Message to Our 
Affiliate Organizations
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Well this is the summer issue! So it must be 
summer! Time moves quickly and as I write 

this we are now solidly into bluebird breeding 
season across all of North America. While all seasons 
of the year are important for bluebirds, arguably 
none are more important than the breeding season. 
With successful reproduction we have a chance 
at least of growing the bluebird population. True, 
a couple weeks of hard winter with extreme and 
prolonged cold or ice cover, especially if widespread 
geographically, can negate or diminish our summer 
nestbox successes. But, before we can even worry 
about the other seasons we first need a successful 
summer of fledging chicks—lots of chicks. Providing 
safe nesting cavities for bluebirds is our “business”—
it is what we do, and this is our time. Best of luck to 
all of you on your bluebird trails this year.

Speaking of cold winters and their impact on bluebird 
populations, I wonder how many of our members 
opened up their trail this spring and experienced 
the heartbreak of seeing dead bluebirds in some 
of the boxes? In late February and early March the 
NABS hotline and Facebook pages started getting 
calls and reports of bluebird winter kills. The 
photograph below is of a grim scene, with two dead 
Eastern Bluebirds, that I found when I opened one 
of my nestboxes in late March of this year. In total, I 
discovered five dead bluebirds in my 40 winterized 
nestboxes. I expect to some extent this happens 
every nesting season, but was the problem more 
prevalent and widespread this year? I can state that 
this was certainly the worst case of winter kill ever 

found on my trail, near the village of Indian Hill 
in southwestern Ohio, since I opened it in 1980. Of 
course it is impossible to get a real handle on the 
extent of the winter kill at statewide or a species-
range level when all you have is the information from 
your own trail(s) and the stories of others. So how this 
spring (or really last winter) compares in this regard 
to other years is difficult to assess.

But we do know very well that bluebirds are 
susceptible to the killing effects of exposure and 
starvation during hard winters. Three successive 
winters, 1976–1978, were among the coldest of the last 
150 years across much of central North America. In 
fact, the November 1978 to March 1979 winter season 
was the coldest recorded since official government 
record keeping was started in 1895. Because this cold 
winter weather was manifested across a significant 
percentage of the Eastern Bluebird’s normal wintering 
range, the results were severe and it is estimated that 
up to 70% of the population perished. One direct 
measure on these three winters (on a statewide level) 
can clearly be seen in the graph on the next page. 
In this graph I have plotted the average number 
of Eastern Bluebirds seen on the North American 
Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) routes counted each year 
in Ohio. In the spring of 1979 only about one bluebird 
(on average) was seen on the Ohio BBS routes. 
Contrast that with the average of four per route in the 
spring of 1976. Correspondingly, Ohio bluebirders 
reported heavy winter kills in the springs of 1977–79.

Since then there have been several other cold winters 
of note. Specifically, the winters of 2002–2003, 2009–
2010, and the winter before last, 2013–2014. In fact, 
the November 2013–March 2014 winter was officially 
recognized as the coldest, over a large share of the 
Midwestern USA, since the record 1978–1979 season.

We have a number of national-scale databases for 
bluebird populations, including the aforementioned 
BSS (spring breeding numbers) and of course the 
Audubon Christmas Bird Count (CBC), which records 
winter populations, and finally many of the NABS 
affiliate organizations collect nest/eggs/fledgling data 
from their members.

All of those data sources help us track bluebird 
population status and trends. But there is no 
comparable national or even state-level data on 
bluebird winter kills. However, the thought occurred 

From the President
Bernie Daniel

Eastern Bluebirds removed from a nestbox following 
the November 2014–March 2015 winter season in 

southwestern Ohio near Cincinnati.
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to me that perhaps we have enough members 
in NABS that we could possibly assemble some 
information on that question? So with that thought 
in mind I prepared a one-page data collection form 
to go along with this message (see page 4). If you have 
information on nestbox kills for your trails and want 
to send it to me I will attempt to organize it in a way 
that might let us determine how widespread and 
prevalent the winter kill problem was this spring. If 

we get enough information to merit it I could enter it 
into a geographic information system and perhaps we 
could gain further insight into the phenomenon and 
where it occurred this season (and maybe for future 
winters).

If this data collection shows promise we could expand 
the effort in the future, perhaps eventually engaging 
some of our affiliate organizations at the state and 
local levels to participate as well? In my mind, this 
would be a contribution that NABS could make to 
enhance our overall mission of preserving healthy 
populations of bluebirds in North America

– Bernie

P.S.  For the curious, let me provide a short primer 
on the BBS. It is a bird survey has been conducted 
all across North America every spring (breeding 
season) since 1966. The BBS is a scientific survey with 
specified protocols for data collection. Each BBS route 
is a specific 25-mile stretch of rural roadway with 50 
designated survey stops (i.e., very ½ mile). The BBS 
surveyor proceeds to each stop point and records all 
birds seen or heard within 3 minutes. There are ~4000 
BBS routes (i.e., ~200,000 stops) across North America, 
making the BBS the largest survey on vertebrate 
wildlife in the world! You can read more about the 
BBS at www.mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs/genintro.html

Total number of Eastern Bluebirds seen on the 
spring (June) North American Breeding Bird Survey 
for all Ohio survey routes. On average about 40–50 

BBS routes are successfully counted across Ohio 
each year.
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NABS Bluebird Winter Kill Report Form – 2015

Contact information (name and home address etc. is optional and won’t be used but your trail location is 
important): 
Name:______________________________________
Address_____________________________________________________________
Telephone_____________________   Email________________________________

Narrative of problem found (e.g., number of dead birds, number of boxes, description, any photos?) ________
___________________________________________________ ______________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________

Location of your trail/nestboxes (narrative description e.g., State, county, nearest town, or road intersections, 
or the GPS coordinates)
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________

Comments about the weather conditions experienced around your nestbox or trail last winter (e.g., prolonged 
cold below 20° F, prolonged snow or ice cover, extreme or record low temperatures and/or wind chill etc.)?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________

Additional information about the trail, past experiences with winter kills on the trail etc. (optional) 
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________

Send your information to:

Bernie Daniel
P.O. Box 42218
Cincinnati, OH 45242-0218 

or email: president@nabluebirdsociety.org
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From the Managing Editor
Scott W. Gillihan

In every issue of Bluebird, we strive to present a mix of scientific, technical/how-to, and general-interest 
articles, plus bring you important news about NABS. This Summer issue that you hold in your hands is a 

prime example. For scientific articles, we have Virginie Rolland and Jessica Fowler Neal reporting on a strange 
case of egg dumping, Gillian Martin makes a strong case for protecting dead trees as the ultimate source of 
homes for cavity-nesters, and I present summaries of two interesting scientific publications. For technical 
articles, veteran bluebirder Bet Zimmerman Smith provides information to help you determine what happened 
to those beautiful eggs you had one day but were gone the next; Jim Burke offers a suggestion for providing 
twice as much housing for cavity-nesters; and Ralph Stemp presents a clever new design for a predator 
guard and a pole mounting system. For general interest, Heather and Bella Zindash provide unique mother–
daughter perspectives on bluebird monitoring.

Of course, there are the usual columns by Phil Berry and Bernie Daniel, along with some interesting items 
about NABS including a four-page insert to get you excited about this year’s conference in Magog, Quebec.

My thanks to Pauline Tom (president of the Texas Bluebird Society) for pointing me toward the Cavity 
Conservation Initiative, Dave Cook for pointing me toward Bella Zindash’s article and for reviewing the 
draft of this issue, Judy Derry (editor of the New York State Bluebird Society’s newsletter) for permission to 
reprint Van Travis’s memorial, Bernie Daniel for reviewing the draft issue, and all the authors, photographers, 
contributors, and collaborators who made this issue possible.

As always, please send any photos, articles, or ideas to me at NABSeditor@gmail.com or 5405 Villa View Dr., 
Farmington, NM 87402. In particular, we are interested in learning about your new or 
time-tested techniques to enhance nesting success of bluebirds and other cavity-nesters. 
Share your knowledge and wisdom with your fellow NABS members!

Remembering Van C. Travis Jr.
David Smith

Longtime New York State Bluebird Society (NYSBS) member Van Travis succumbed 21 January 2015 to a 
seven-year battle with cancer.

Bluebirds interested Van enough to erect nestboxes at Dryden, NY, in 1978. Later at McLean, his nestboxes 
attracted bluebirds from the nearby cemetery. In 2007, soon after moving to Pittsford, new nestboxes attracted 
nesting bluebirds to the Travis suburban home. Experimenting with changing nestbox designs fascinated 
him. Persistent House Sparrow control resulted in establishing nesting pairs in the neighborhood; his Troyer 
sparrow trap was helpful.

Van was elected NYSBS Treasurer in 2001 and served until 2009. During his tenure, the records of the Society 
were installed on QuickBooks software. As membership secretary, he was assiduous in urging members to 
renew expiring memberships.

He served as financial manager for the 2004 NABS conference, which was hosted by NYSBS in Ithaca. As 
financial resources of NYSBS grew, he proposed appropriate investment strategies. His professional experience 
in financial management served the Society very well.

His agricultural career in Cornell Cooperative Extension started as a county agent and later as a regional farm 
management specialist. In 1977, he became an agricultural extension program leader at Cornell, where he 
worked effectively with faculty to develop and support county and regional programs.

On behalf of members and officers of NYSBS, grateful appreciation is expressed for his dedication to bluebirds 
and the Society.

David Smith is a past president of NYSBS. This notice originally appeared in Bluebird News, the newsletter of the New 
York State Bluebird Society. It is reprinted here with permision.
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NABS Grants are funded by an endowment named for our founder, Dr. Lawrence Zeleny. The 
Zeleny Fund was established to award educational, conservation, or scientific grants to 

further the purpose and mission of the society. NABS contributes a portion of Life Memberships directly into 
the endowment and encourages further donations to the Zeleny Fund in order to help finance worthy research.

The NABS Grant Committee, under the leadership of Anne Sturm, reviewed 13 grant applications and 
presented their recommendations to the Board in January. In addition to approving the grants, the Board 
approved a change in the deadline for grant submissions from December 1 to November 1.

The following proposals were funded for 2015:

• Alexandria N. Albers, Appalachian State University, Boone, North Carolina: “Proximate Endocrine 
Determinants of Behaviors that Facilitate Rapid Range Expansion of Aggressive Tree Swallows”

• René Beamonte-Barrientos, Alejandro Salinas-Melgoza and Margarita Martínez-Gómez, University 
of Tlaxcala, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, and La Malinche Scientific Station, Tlaxcala, 
México: “Reproductive Ecology and Nesting Success of Western Bluebirds Sialia mexicana Breeding in the 
La Malinche México National Park”

• Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team, Victoria, British Columbia, Canada: “Bring Back the Bluebirds 
Species Recovery Project”

• Tracy Mulholland, California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo, California: “Effects of 
Anthropogenic Noise on the Fitness of Nesting Western Bluebirds”

• Jennifer Nelson, University of Montana, Missoula, Montana: “Nest Boxes: A Potential Ecological Trap 
for Mountain Bluebirds (Sialia currucoides)”

• Anna Tigano and Drew Sauve, Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada: “The Genetic Basis for 
Individual Migratory and Aggressive Behaviours in Mountain and Western Bluebirds”

• Christine M. Stracey and Melanie Lee-Brown, Guilford College, Greensboro, North Carolina: “Microbial 
Diversity of Eastern Bluebird Fecal Sacs and the Possible Influence on Adult Parenting Behaviors: The 
Development of a Module for Middle School Students Entitled ‘What’s in Baby Bird Poop?’”

• David Arsenault, Plumas Audubon Society, Quincy, California: “Lake Davis Flammulated Owl Project”
• Medhavi Ambardar, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, Oklahoma: “Mechanistic Costs of Aggression 

and Parental Care in Eastern Bluebirds: The Relationship between Testosterone and Telomeres”
• Aubrey Sirman, North Dakota State University, Fargo, North Dakota: “Understanding the Effects of 

Nutrition During Early Development on Insulin-Like Growth Factor 1 (IGF-1) in a Wild Bird”

NABS Research Grants Awarded

Remembering Dr. Lawrence Zeleny

This year marks the 20-year anniversary of the passing of Dr. Lawrence Zeleny, founder of NABS. In honor 
of his memory, we present this excerpt from his memorial, written by then-NABS Executive Director Mary 

Janetatos, and published in the Summer 1995 issue of the NABS journal, Sialis:

[Dr. Zeleny retired] from a long career as a biochemist in the USDA. He had devoted that retirement 
time to promoting bluebird conservation throughout first the State of Maryland, and then continent-
wide by writing articles for the then Purple Martin News. His book, The Bluebird: How You Can Help Its 
Fight For Survival, published by Indiana University Press, appeared in 1976. In 1977’s June issue of 
National Geographic Magazine his article, “Song of Hope for the Bluebirds” stimulated such widespread 
interest that a group of colleagues gathered around Larry as Founder and the North American 
Bluebird Society was formed. Larry maintained a voluminous correspondence and telephone advisory 
system with bluebird enthusiasts everywhere. His gentle unassuming way endeared him to his 
many audiences when through his “bluebird talks” he could inspire his listeners, be they Lions Club 
members, garden club members, a youth group, or bird club members.... He leaves behind him a legacy 
of love for nature and for caring for one of God’s most beautiful creatures—the bluebird. His friends 
and followers in the bluebird conservation movement will miss a leader they loved.
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The patriotic Eastern Bluebird at left was 
photographed from the kitchen window by 
Patrick M.L. Smith in northeastern Connecticut. 
Our thanks to Bet Zimmerman Smith for 
submitting this image.

If you’re wondering how Ken Ray gets nice action 
photos, such as the one above, here is his secret. While 
we don’t recommend following his example, if perching 
on the edge of a bathtub will help you get that perfect 
photo, then more power to you. This photo was taken 
by Ken’s wife Judy, and submitted by Pauline Tom.

Photo Gallery

Dave Weth photographed these handsome Eastern Bluebirds at Evergreen Lake near Hudson,Illinois.

Ken Ray, Texas Bluebird Society Treasurer, noticed 
some sort of streak as he took photos of his backyard 
bluebirds in Ovilla, Texas. When he reviewed the photos, 
the saw the cardinal “buzz attack” pictured at right. He 
does not feed mealworms. There was no subsequent 
interference. By the way, the white “heatshields” you see 
are spaced about 1/2-inch from the nestbox on all sides 
and the back, and allow “flow-through ventilation” to 
cool the nestbox in the heat of summer. Our thanks to 
Pauline Tom for forwarding this photo and description.
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There is nothing like the thrill of opening up 
a birdhouse to find blue pearls nestled in a 
neat little cup. Unfortunately, not all of those 

eggs will hatch. In fact, sometimes eggs disappear 
completely, leaving us to wonder exactly what 
happened. 

Unless you have a 24-hour nest camera trained on 
your box, you may never know where the eggs went. 
And even if you ARE watching, you may be in for a 
surprise. For example:

• USGS scientists monitoring ground nests in 
North Dakota with video cameras were startled 
by footage of white-tailed deer chowing down on 
eggs (and nestlings).

• A friend of mine was looking out the window 
when he was supposed to be working, and 
noticed a Red-bellied Woodpecker hanging on 
a nestbox. The woodpecker thrust his barbed 
tongue inside and withdrew a House Wren egg.

• Melissa Roman of Georgia had bluebird eggs 
in a box outfitted with a nest cam. The box was 
85 feet from a wooded area. One afternoon, 
the unattended nest was visited by a Carolina 
Chickadee. Over a period of about eight minutes, 
the ’dee pecked the eggs, ate the shell fragments, 
and then removed all three eggs. If you don’t 
believe a “gentle” chickadee is capable of this, 
watch the footage at tinyurl.com/khuw9cm.

If eggs do disappear from your nestbox, the three 
most common scenarios are: 

#1)  the eggs were eaten (as a good source of 
protein, fat, vitamins, and minerals)

#2) a competitor removed or destroyed the eggs 
#3) miscreant humans vandalized the nest. 

The goal is to figure out what happened in order to 
prevent recurrence. To identify the culprit, look for 
clues. Are there broken eggs on the ground under 
the box? (Note that eggs thrown on the ground may 
be eaten by other predators before you get a chance 
to find them.) Is the nest disturbed? Did the visitor 
leave anything behind? (Fur? Feces? Foreign nesting 
material?) 

Also consider your location and set up. What kinds 
of critters are common in your area? Is the affected 
box near or mounted on a tree? Is it equipped with a 
predator guard or baffle (see www.sialis.org/baffle.
htm)? Is the entrance hole bigger than it is supposed 
to be?

THE USUAL SUSPECTS AND CULPRIT CLUES
• HOUSE WRENS: House wrens are terribly 

territorial, sneaky and quick. CLUES: Eggs 
disappear but the nest is undisturbed, or there are 
two tiny or one large jagged hole in eggs which 
are in the box or on the ground nearby. Soon 
afterwards, sticks appear in the box, or a House 
Wren is burbling away on the roof. SOLUTION: 
Install a “wren guard” after first bluebird egg is 

Oh No! Where Did the Eggs Go?
Bet Zimmerman Smith

A Carolina Chickadee pecks and removes eggs 
from a bluebird nestbox. Nest cam video by 

Melissa Roman of Georgia.

An entrance hole that is too big makes it easier 
for predators to access nestbox contents. Boxes 
mounted on trees invite mammalian and reptile 
predators. A metal hole guard (above, right) is a 
great way to prevent rodents or woodpeckers 

from enlarging the hole.
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laid, relocate boxes at least a football field away 
from brush, and avoid crowding single boxes 
together. Instructions for a wren guard and more 
tips at www.sialis.org/wrens.htm.

• HOUSE SPARROWS: House sparrows are super 
aggressive competitors. CLUES: Eggs suddenly 
disappear, or are broken in the nest or on the 
ground near the box. A male House Sparrow 
is chirping nearby or atop the box, noodle-like 
feces are on the roof or in the box. SOLUTIONS: 
Install a “sparrow spooker” on the box as soon as 
the first bluebird egg is laid (see www.sialis.org/
sparrowspooker.htm). Take other measures as 
necessary to control house sparrows (see www.
sialis.org/hosp.htm).

• MAMMALS: Mice, raccoons, rats, squirrels 
(flying, red, gray, and fox), chipmunks, weasels, 
and opossums all relish eggs. CLUES: Raccoons 
typically pull nesting material out the hole. You 
may find claw scratches or fur on the box, and 
bits of eggs on the ground, or out-of-reach eggs 
broken in the box. Rodents may eat all or part of 
eggs, gnaw the entrance hole, or fill the box with 
their own nesting material. SOLUTIONS: Mount 
boxes on a metal pipe outfitted with a Kingston 
wobbling stovepipe guard or PVC baffle, use a 
metal hole guard to prevent enlargement of the 
hole, put a large overhanging roof on the box, and 
install boxes away from trees and brush that can 
be used as climbing or jumping-off points. 

• SNAKES: A variety of species such as Black Rat 
Snakes will prey on eggs. CLUES: The nest is 

intact, but all (or possibly some) eggs disappear 
suddenly. Sometimes the snake is found still 
digesting its meal inside the box, or you may see 
snake feces. SOLUTIONS: Mount nestboxes on a 
metal pole with a Kingston stovepipe baffle.

• LESS LIKELY AVIAN PREDATORS: Magpies, 
jays, crows, ravens, and starlings all dine on 
eggs. (A cowbird will remove one host egg and 
replaced it with their own brown speckled egg.) 
CLUES: Eggs are missing (one by one, or all), or 
found broken on the ground. SOLUTIONS: Make 
sure the hole is not larger than it is supposed 
to be (e.g., by using a metal hole guard), have 
an ample roof overhanging the entrance hole, 
eliminate perches including latches, use a deeper 
nestbox (8.5" from bottom of hole to floor, with 
saw “kerfs” on the interior to enable fledging). 
Remove used nests after fledging, to prevent the 
next user from piling a new nest on top, leaving 
the contents too close to the entrance. 

UNUSUAL SUSPECTS
Occasionally, humans vandalize boxes in public 
places. SOLUTIONS include using square or star-
shaped screws as a closure mechanism, placing boxes 
out of reach, and signage (e.g., “Nests are protected 
by federal law”).

Bluebirds do it too. Don’t underestimate the 
competitive nature of bluebirds, especially when 
nest sites are limited. A number of landlords have 
witnessed both bluebirds and swallows removing 
eggs from boxes. SOLUTION: Put up more nestboxes, 
pairing them if desired, 15–20 feet apart. Put hole 
reducers on boxes occupied by smaller birds like 
chickadees to prevent larger cavity-nesters from 
entering. 

You can find more detailed clues and solutions 
for these predators and more at www.sialis.org/
predatorid.htm. Do keep in mind that you can NOT 
prevent all losses. However, if you are going to invite 
birds to nest in your boxes, do your best to increase 
the odds that young will successfully fly out of the 
hole, safe and sound.

Bet Zimmerman Smith is a life member 
and NABS Board member, and also 
belongs to a number of State and local 
bluebird organizations. She and her 
husband Patrick maintain a 100-nestbox 
bluebird trail in northeastern 
Connecticut. Her website is Sialis.org.

A young raccoon squeezing into a Wood Duck 
house mounted on a tree. Fortunately the 

marauder was unable to reach the eggs in this 
deep box. Mounting nestboxes on baffled poles 

dramatically reduces predation. Patrick Smith got 
this photo using a Moultrie W-900iXT 10.0MP 

No Glow game camera.
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An Eastern Bluebird Laid an Egg in a
House Sparrow Nest

Virginie Rolland and Jessica Fowler Neal

I monitor a trail of 178 nest boxes every year, 
from mid-March to late August, 8 miles north of 
Jonesboro, Arkansas. In 2013, Jessica and I were 

fighting House Sparrows, which were then occupying 
8% of the nestboxes, by throwing away their nests 
every time we would find one. Because as part of 
my bluebird population monitoring, I trap adult 
bluebirds for banding, we decided to try the traps 
(designed by Robinson, Siefferman, and Risch in 2004) 
on boxes occupied by House Sparrows. To make sure 
we could catch the males, we would wait for eggs to 
be laid. That was our plan for Box 86.

Box 86 is located along the gravel county road 757, 
in the mowed yard of a house that is about 50 m 
away. Box 86 and the neighboring two other boxes 
(84 and 85) had been consistently occupied by House 
Sparrows since 2009, with no observed successful 
Eastern Bluebird nesting attempt. House Sparrows 
compete aggressively against Eastern Bluebirds for 
cavities, which not infrequently results in fatalities. 
We actually found a House Sparrow still standing 
next to its dead bluebird victim, in Box 86, one 
morning in February 2012.

Here is the timeline of our interesting find:

13 April 2013 – After removing House Sparrow nest 
material from box 86, for the ninth time in 27 days, we 
decide to let them build their nest and trap them later. 

15 April 2013 – We find two House Sparrow eggs 
(Figure 1A). We try 
to trap the parents 
but in vain. The 
nest is so dense 
and tall that our 
trap never falls 
down completely, 
allowing the 
parents to escape.

19 April 2013 – 
We discover that 
the nest now 
contains five 
House Sparrow 
eggs along with an 
Eastern Bluebird 

egg (Figure 1B). A pair of unbanded Eastern Bluebirds 
is perched on the power line 20 m away from the box, 
maybe the parents of this egg… Unfortunately, we 
did not observe adult bluebirds near the box again 
until late May when an unbanded pair (the same?) 
initiated a nest in Box 86.

21 April 2013 – All the eggs, including the bluebird 
egg, are warm (Figure 1C). From then on, we check 
the nest every two days to monitor the incubation of 
this parasitized clutch.

29 April 2013 – One House Sparrow egg has just 
hatched (Figure 1D).

10 May 2013 – The nest has five well-developed 
House Sparrow nestlings but the bluebird egg is still 
there, unhatched. Interestingly, the bluebird egg 
was still intact (no puncture marks, no scratches) in 
the cup—not even buried. The House Sparrow nest 
owner had not rejected the egg. Upon dissection, the 
egg did not reveal any sign of fetal development.
 
This is not the first report of Eastern Bluebird 
eggs in the nest of another species, including Tree 
Swallows (see article by Walt Sivertsen in the Winter 
2012–2013 issue of Bluebird), but all previous cases 
were described as nest usurpation, i.e., the bluebird 
was nesting but another bird forced it out of its nest. 
In other words, in nest usurpation, the bluebird 
eggs are in the nest first, then non-bluebird eggs are 
laid, and all get incubated together. In our case, the 

bluebird egg 
was found 
in a House 
Sparrow 
nest (with 
no bluebird 
nest material) 
after the 
first House 
Sparrow eggs 
were laid. 

So what 
happened 

here? We 
talked to 
the people 

Figure 1. Nesting stages of the HOSP nest parasitized by an EABL in 2013. (A) 
15 April: 2 HOSP eggs; (B) 19 April and (C) 21 April: 5 HOSP eggs and 1 EABL 

egg; (D) 29 April: first HOSP egg to hatch. (Source: SE Nat. 14)
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living in the house nearby and they did not see 
anyone around the box but us. So, it probably was not 
someone finding an egg on the ground and putting 
it in the nest. We think that the bluebird female that 
parasitized the House Sparrow nest had her own 
nest somewhere else (probably a natural cavity in 
the forest ~100 m away from Box 86). Her nest was 
probably depredated during the egg-laying period 
and she had to find another nest in which to deposit 
her last egg. 

It is not uncommon for Eastern Bluebirds to lay eggs 
in another Eastern Bluebird’s nest, but here, all 3 
neighboring boxes (84, 85, and 86) were occupied 
by House Sparrows and the next closest occupied 
box was 810 m away, with an already incubating 
bluebirds. So, we believe that our bluebird had no 
choice but parasitizing a House Sparrow nest… by 
default.

We wish our observation was more detailed so we 
could unravel these mysterious cases of bluebird 
parasitism. Thus, we encourage all bluebirders and 
citizen scientists to report their observations to NABS 
or through the NestWatch (nestwatch.org) program. 

Note that this observation has been published in a 
scientific journal and should be cited as:

Fowler Neal, J., and V. Rolland. 2015. A Potential 
Case of Brood Parasitism by Eastern Bluebirds on 
House Sparrows. Southeastern Naturalist (in press).

Dr. Virginie Rolland is a quantitative wildlife ecologist in 
the Department of Biological Sciences at Arkansas State 
University. Jessica Fowler Neal was a graduate student 
in the Rolland Lab, and successfully completed her work 
toward a Master’s degree by studying the winter roosting 
habits of Eastern Bluebirds.

Duplex Housing for Bluebirds and Wood Ducks
Jim Burke

We have all heard the old saying, “If you build it, they will 
come.” Last fall I read a short article in the November 

2014 Wood Duck Newsgram by Roger Strand about his 
experiences with pairing bluebird boxes with Wood Duck 
boxes in Minnesota. Roger stated that he got that tip in 2006 
from Steve Simmons of Merced, California. Steve is a well-
known member of NABS. So, I decided, what the heck, why not 
give it a shot? 

The South Carolina Bluebird Society monitors 740 nestboxes, of 
which 11 are Wood Duck and 13 are Eastern Screech-Owl. One 
of the duck boxes is on a lake in a golf course near my home. 
The last three years I have had great success with Wood Ducks 
in that box. Recently I placed a bluebird box on the back of the 
Wood Duck box when it had 13 eggs being incubated. A week 
later there was a nest and two bluebird eggs in the bluebird 
box. The following week there were five bluebird eggs being 
incubated. All eggs in both boxes hatched and all young have 
since fledged.

If you try this technique of making double use of a pole and 
predator baffle, be sure that the bluebird box faces away from 
the water. In the setup I have, the duck box faces directly 
toward the lake about 10 feet from the water’s edge. The 
bluebird box faces 180 degrees away from the lake into a group 
of lightly spaced trees and bushes. Note in the photo the edge 
of the baffle where the paint has been scratched off. This was 
most likely done by a raccoon trying to gain access to the boxes. 

Jim Burke is the president of the South Carolina Bluebird Society and 2nd VP of NABS. He monitors three bluebird trails, 
one Wood Duck box, and one Eastern Screech-Owl box.
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Bluebird Predator Guard with Pole Assembly
Ralph Stemp

Interested birders have long supported the 
bluebird by providing cavities for them in 
the form of artificial nesting boxes. There are 

a number of commercial nestboxes available for 
purchase and many building plans are available 
for the person who wants to build their own. 
Unfortunately some of these nestboxes end up 
nailed to trees or mounted to fence posts, and 
result in an opportunity for hungry predators. In 
addition to using a good nestbox, it must also be 
properly mounted to defeat or discourage bluebird 
predators like rat snakes. This article does not deal 
with building a proper nestbox but with assuring a 
proper installation of the box. A new predator guard, 
including a metal pole and a new baffling approach, 
is herein described in detail.

SUMMARY. The predator guard works by luring a 
predator (e.g., a snake) inside a tube or tile where 
it ascends the pole toward the nestbox. The tile 
allows light, odor, sound, and water to enter at the 
top but a plastic colander over the tile end prevents 
the predator from advancing up the pole to the 
nestbox and it retreats. Finally, a new underground 
mounting system allows the entire assembly to be 
relocated throughout the yard with ease. The steps for 
construction of this system follow.

1. Prepare the predator guard tile. 
A piece of sewer tile (32 inches 
long and 8 inches in diameter) is 
used for the baffle (Figure 1). Drill 
two 5/16-inch holes in the tile 
opposite each other and 1/2 inch 
from the tile end. Use a warm 
soldering iron to make a mark for 
drilling a small pilot hole. Drill 
slowly and take care in locating 
the holes such that if a line were 
drawn between the two holes, the 
line would intersect the center of 
the tile. The alignment of the two 
holes is important for keeping the 
pole in the middle of the tile.

To locate those two holes 
properly, on a piece of cardboard 
trace the circumference of the tile. 
Draw two chords (technically 
called a secant) anywhere across 

the circle. At the halfway point on each chord, draw a 
perpendicular line toward the center. Where the two 
perpendicular lines meet is the center of the circle. 
Then draw a line through the center on the template 
to act as a guideline. Place the template over the end 
of the tile. Mark a first hole on the tile, then mark 
the opposite hole by following the guideline to the 
opposite side. The holes will then be opposite each 
other, and they will also be aligned such that a line 
between them runs through the center of the tile.

2. Create the guard on top of the sewer tile. Drill 
three holes in a small plastic colander; the colander 
serves as the choke or obstruction inside the tile and 
prevents the advance of a predator (Figure 2). Holes 
in the colander should be started by briefly touching 
the warm soldering iron to the desired location in 
order to form a small indentation for use as the 
location for a pilot hole. Then carefully drill a small 
pilot before drilling the final diameter hole.

A 1-inch hole saw is used to make a hole for the pole 
to run through the center of the colander bottom. 
Turn the colander upside down and determine the 
middle—it will be a small indentation left from the 
manufacturing mold. Place a small piece of wood 
under the colander center to support the plastic 
as you drill it. After making a pilot hole, carefully 

enlarge it with the 1-inch hole 
saw.

The final two holes are on the 
sides of the colander and are 
opposite each other. Place the 
colander on top of the tile and 
use a marking pen to mark 
through the two tile holes to 
the colander. These two holes 
in the colander are 5/16 inch in 
diameter. After making pilot 
holes, enlarge them carefully 
while supporting the plastic with 
a piece of wood.

3. Prepare the metal pole. Obtain 
an 8-foot length of 3/4-inch 
diameter metal EMT conduit. 
This will be the pole for the 
nestbox. Measure 21 inches from 

the end of the conduit and drill a 
Figure 1. The finished predator guard and 

pole system in place.
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3/8-inch hole in the pipe. 
Drill another 3/8-inch hole 
7 inches from the top of 
the pipe—this will be used 
to help secure the nestbox 
to the pole (or to install 
an optional hummingbird 
feeder after nesting 
season—see paragraph 9).

Degrease the pole by 
scrubbing with TSP 
(trisodium phosphate), 
rinsing thoroughly, and 
then letting it dry. The pole 
can then be sprayed with 
primer paint. Final painting 
can occur, if desired, after 
installation.

4. Prepare the underground mounting system. Obtain 
a 2-foot long piece of 1-inch diameter, thick-walled, 
schedule 40 PVC pipe, which will serve as a buried 
sleeve, accepting the metal EMT pole inside it.

Dig a 2-foot hole with a posthole digger. Put the PVC 
“sleeve” into the hole. Put three small rocks inside the 
PVC pipe; these rocks should slide to the bottom of 
the PVC. Their purpose is to jam the pole so it does 
not go lower into the soil. At the same time the rocks 
will allow for drainage to occur.

Put the metal pole into the PVC pipe and let it slide 
24 inches to the bottom. Use a carpenter level against 
the pole to achieve a vertical orientation of the pole in 
two dimensions (front–back, left–right) as you replace 
the soil. Pour some water into the hole to help settle 
the soil as you are refilling the hole. The pole, at this 
point, is serving to make the sleeve vertical in the 
ground. After replacing the soil remove the metal pole 
from the sleeve. Put the white PVC cap over the end 
of the buried sleeve. Do NOT lose track of the location 
of the buried sleeve!

5. Assemble. With the tile standing upright on end, 
place the colander over the tile end. Slide the pole 
through the middle hole in the colander and out 
the other end of the tile as the tile is laid on its side. 
When the 3/8-inch hole in the pole (the hole that is 21 
inches from the top of the pole) is just even with the 
colander top, stop the pole. At this point insert a piece 
of 1/4-inch all-thread rod through the wall of the tile, 
through the colander wall, through the metal pole, 
through the colander’s other side, and then finally 

through the tile wall on the 
opposite side (Figure 2).

6. Adjusting. Adjust the 
all-thread rod by moving it 
back and forth so that two 
nuts can be placed on the 
rod and worked inward 
so they become adjacent 
to the pole but are on 
opposite sides of the pole. 
With the all-thread rod 
almost adjusted, push it 
through the colander sides 
and outside the tile. With 
the rod in place, tighten it 

with a nut and lock washer 
on the outside of the tile. 

Finally, finish adjusting the nuts in the middle so 
that the pole is centered in the middle of the tile. The 
all-thread rod needed for this is not less than 9 inches 
long. See Figure 2.

7. Attach the nestbox. The nestbox is attached to the 
metal pole at the pole end nearest the colander. The 
3/8-inch hole, seven inches from the pole top, can be 
used to help secure the nestbox to the pole.

The tile, colander, and pole with attached nestbox are 
now connected. There is some “play” in the assembly 
because it needs to move in the wind. If there were no 
play, the plastic colander would crack because it has 
some brittleness to it.

Remove the white PVC cap from the top of the buried 
sleeve and put the pole (with predator guard and 
attached nestbox) into the buried PVC pipe and let it 
slide 24 inches to the bottom.

The tile and the colander are now painted using spray 
paint intended to cover plastic.

8. Relocate as necessary. The pole can easily be 
hoisted upward and completely removed from the 
sleeve for lawn mowing, repair, storage, etc. Keep the 
sleeve in the ground as you raise the pole by stepping 
on its side while raising the pole. If the sleeve is 
removed from the ground the three rocks inside it 
will be lost. Once the pole is removed, quickly mark 
the location of the buried sleeve—it can easily be lost 
in surrounding leaves and debris.

A 1-inch PVC cap can be enlarged to loosely fit over 
the sleeve. (A regular 1-inch cap fits too tightly. It 

Figure 2. The colander attached to the pole with 
an all-thread rod.
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needs to be enlarged by use of a rotary rasp so that 
it fits loosely over the sleeve.) So marked, the buried 
sleeve will be easy to find when you want to re-install 
the pole.

Several PVC sleeves can be buried throughout the 
yard and capped, so that alternate locations for the 
pole are readily available should you choose to move 
the nestbox to a different location. The caps will be 
flush with the ground surface but still visible. The 
caps should not interfere with lawn mowing or 
people traversing the area.

9. Hummingbird feeder option. After the bluebird 
nesting season is concluded, remove the pole from the 
sleeve by hoisting it upward 24 inches. If the sleeve 
also rises from the ground as you raise the pole, then 
step on the sleeve side to prevent it from pulling out 
of the ground. Clean the nestbox and place the entire 
unit in storage.

Prepare another 3/4-inch EMT pole as described 
earlier. Obtain a 3/8-inch clothesline hook, 7 inches 
long, and spray it with primer paint. Place the 
clothesline hook through the 3/8-inch drilled hole 
seven inches from the top of the pole. Place this new 
pole inside the sleeve. Hang a hummingbird feeder 
from the hook. The feeder will be sufficient distance 

from the pole that the feeder will swing freely 
without spilling syrup on the pole.

Remove this pole by hoisting it upward 24 inches 
when the hummers are gone. Cap the buried sleeve 
so its location is not lost. In the Spring, re-install the 
stored assembly that is intended for the bluebirds.

You are done!

As the inventor I would like to thank the bluebirders 
from the East Shore Birders of Lower Alabama: Ann 
Crosby, Lynne Fitzgerald, Diana Gardiner, and Ann 
McLaurin generously field tested this guard and pole 
set-up on their trails.

Ralph Stemp is a retired 
Alaska District Court 
judge who now lives 
in Lower Alabama. He 
enjoys saltwater fly 
fishing, falconry, building 
bluebird nesting boxes, 
and birding with the 
Eastern Shore Birders. 
He is a member of NABS

Materials
All-thread rod 9 inches, 1/4-inch diameter
4 nuts for above rod
2 lock washers, for above nuts
Clothesline hook (optional)
Paint formulated for plastic
Drainage rocks (3)
EMT steel conduit, 8 feet, 3/4-inch diameter
Plastic colander 8-inch diameter
Primer paint
PVC cap 1 inch
PVC  pipe 1-inch diameter, thick wall,  Schedule 

40, 2 feet long
Sewer tile 32 inches, 8-inch diameter
TSP degreaser

Tools
Carpenter level
Elec tric drill and bits (1/8-inch for pilot holes, 

3/8 inch, 5/16 inch, rotary rasp)
Hole saw, 1 inch
Marking pen
Post hole digger
Soldering iron/gun
Small adjustable wrench
Tape measure

Membership Renewal
Is this your last Journal?  Please check your mailing label for membership expiration date.
If renewing through PayPal, remember you can use either your credit card or your PayPal account.
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3 – 5 p.m. Check In – pick up registration package Étoile-sur-le-Lac Hotel

5 – 6 p.m.
Opening Cocktail – Welcoming words from 
France & André Dion Foundation

Étoile-sur-le-Lac Hotel

6 p.m. Evening meal – at particpants’ expense Hotel Restaurant
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p 

18

7 – 9 a.m. Breakfast – included in hotel package Hotel Restaurant
9 a.m. Bleu Lavande site departure
10 a.m. – Noon NABS Board Meeting Bleu Lavande
10 a.m. – Noon Stanstead – Toy train (for the rest of the group) Stanstead
Noon – 1:45 p.m. Lunch – at participants’ expense Bleu Lavande
2 – 4 p.m. Speaker: Albert Mondor Bleu Lavande

4 – 6 p.m.
Exploration – Guided tour, surprise bag, scientific 
experiment bluebird/lavender; cocktail (wine 
included); on the Blue Bird’s trail

Vicinity of Bleu Lavande

6 – 6:30 p.m. Return to Hotel
6:30 – 8 p.m. Evening meal – at participants’ expense See restaurant choices
8 – 8:45 p.m. Speaker: Jean-Pierre Savard Hotel room TBC

Se
p 
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Transportation included all day
6:30 – 8 a.m. Breakfast – included in hotel package Hotel Restaurant

8 – 11:30 a.m.
Mont Orford Tour – spectacular view from the 
mountain; access to Hybrid chairlifts – see Options Magog area

11:30 a.m. – 2 p.m. Visit to Magog’s Marshes Interpretation Center; 
access to permanent exhibits: “The Marshes” and 
“Of Wood and Feathers”

Vicinity of Magog

12:30 p.m. Lunch – at participants’ expense; see options

2:30 – 4 p.m. VIP tour of Saint Benedict’s Abbey; access to 
Monk’s Library – see Options St-Benoit-du-Lac

4:30 – 6 p.m. Free time Hotel
6 p.m. Closing banquet – Cep d’Argent

Dinner and award ceremony
Speaker: André Dion: “Blue Dessert”
A Tribute to Lawrence Zeleny

Vicinity of the Hotel

Se
p 

20 9 a.m. Check Out (space available to store luggage) Small Salon
9:30 a.m. Departure
9:45 – Noon France & André Dion’s Bird Garden Vicinity of the hotel

NORTH AMERICAN BLUEBIRD SOCIETY
38th Annual Conference

Hosted by Fondation France & André Dion
Pour la sauvegarde des nicheurs en cavité – To save birds nesting in cavities

September 17–20, 2015 — Magog, Quebec, Canada



LODGING

Hotel Étoile-sur-le-lac, 1200 Principale West, Magog, Quebec, Canada J1X 2B8
Reservations: Tel:  1 (819) 843-6521  FAX:  1 (819) 843-5007 Toll-free:  1-800-567-2727
  email: info@etoile-sur-le-lac.com

Please mention the code word “Bluebird” to get the special participant rate (September 17–19, 2015)

Double occupancy: $170 CAD per day + tax, breakfast included

For more information, visit:
www.etoile-sur-le-lac.com
 -or-
www.easterntownships.org/lodging/503/hotel-et-spa-etoile-sur-le-lac

NORTH AMERICAN BLUEBIRD SOCIETY
38th Annual Conference

Jean-Pierre L. Savard is a Scientist Emeritus with Environment Canada, Quebec, Canada. 
Jean-Pierre earned a PhD at the University of British Columbia where he conducted research 
on the territorial behavior, nesting success, and brood survival of Barrow’s Goldeneye, Common 
Goldeneye, and Bufflehead ducks. He has published numerous scientific papers focused on the 
biology and population dynamics of sea ducks including Common Eider, Harlequin Duck, Surf 
Scoter, Black Scoter, Long-tailed Duck, Bufflehead, Barrow’s Goldeneye, Common Goldeneye, 
Hooded Merganser, and Red-breasted Merganser.

André Dion credits his love of all nature, and especially birds, to his early education with 
the priests in his home town of Magog. Throughout his professional life he has worked with 
his wife France, writing books on birds (25 books written so far). André still hopes to link 
the bluebird conservation efforts of Eastern Canada through the United States and finally 
join the efforts in Western Canada. More than 10,000 nesting boxes all over the Province of 
Québec have been installed to help the bluebirds. And they came back. A new experiment 
last summer: André believes that the bluebird will nest in lavender.

SPEAKERS

Albert Mondor has a diploma in ornamental horticulture and a degree in biology. He has worked 
as a horticulturist/garden designer for 30 years. He gives lectures throughout Canada. His gardening 
chronicle has been published every Saturday in the Journal de Montréal and the Journal de Québec 
since 1999. In April 2013, he published his ninth book. He is the co-host of a gardening television 
show called Le Tour du Jardin, presented on Historia channel. He also has a blog on Extreme 
Horticulture: www.albertmondor.com. Known for being rigorous and professional, Albert is called 
to serve on various committees, including the trial committees for the Mérites Horticoles of 
the Montreal Botanical Garden and the Exceptionnelles of the Daniel A. Séguin Garden in Saint-
Hyacinthe. He is also the coordinator of the Nature Reserve Selection program.



NORTH AMERICAN BLUEBIRD SOCIETY
38th Annual Conference

A message from our host, André Dion, about getting started in 
bluebirding:

In 1921, I was born in Canada, in Quebec where we speak French.

Bluebirds, at that time nested everywhere in the part of the farms 
where short grass allowed them their favourite hunting ground. 
They nested in nearly every spot where the fence posts, made of 
hollow cedar poles, allowed them their cavity-nesting spot.

Then I grew up and made a living producing and distributing the 
books I wrote together with my unique collaborator, my wife for 
45 years, my alter ego, France Dumas Dion.

At nearly 60 years old, we retired in the country: the lower 
Laurentides. We had read about the existence of NABS and 
we started our own Bluebird Trail with the 450 members of 
our Society, “Société des amis (es) du Merlebleu de l’Est de 
l’Amérique” (SAMBEA).

During the whole next summer, I traveled in vain all around, 
looking for the nesting bluebird of my youth. Autumm was nearing 
and, late one afternoon, in a nesting box on my trail, I thought I saw 
a piece of the blue sky quitting its refuge. I came running home, 
grabbed a sandwich and returned to my “promise.”

As I approached my dream spot the most beautiful bluebird I ever 
saw was warbling on its “residence.” I came home to my wife 
France, unable to speak, and asked her to put on the music player 
my favourite song: “Bluebird of Happiness” by Yan Pierce. Since 
then, I belong to my birds.

We created a Bluebird Trail all over the province of Quebec. We 
installed almost 10,000 nesting boxes. The bluebird came back.

Since then, God forgot me on this earth and I became a bird 
addict. My reason for living.

This is how we decided to hire Jane Brierley to translate The 
Return of the Bluebird. And we were so honoured to have Larry 
Zeleny write the foreword.

See you soon,
André Dion

Saint-Benedict’s Abbey, an optional tour
on Saturday afternoon. 

www.st-benoit-du-lac.com/chooser2/chooser2.html

Cep d’Argent, site of the closing-night banquet
www.cepdargent.com/en/

The Dion’s bird 
garden, which 

will be open to 
visitors on Sunday 

morning

View autumn leaves on the optional trip
to Parc National du Mont-Orford

www.sepaq.com/pq/mor/index.dot?language_id=1

M
or

ga
n 

/ fl
ic

kr
.c

om



NORTH AMERICAN BLUEBIRD SOCIETY
38th Annual Conference

REGISTRATION FORM (also available online at www.fondationdesdion.com)

Hosted by André & France Dion Foundation

Hotel Étoile-sur-le-lac, 1200 Principale West, Magog, Quebec, Canada  J1X 2B8

Full Name: _____________________________________  First Name (for badge): _________________
Mailing Address: _____________________________________________________________________
City: _______________________ State/Province: ________________  ZIP/Postal Code: _____________
Country: ____________________ Telephone: (_____)_____________  Fax: (_____)________________
Email: __________________________________________________

FEES (Please note that fees are listed in both U.S. Dollars and Canadian Dollars — please pay the amount shown for 
your currency. Fees do not include lodging.)
1. Registration Fees
 Includes Conference, Field Trip, Exploration on the Bluebird’s Trail, Closing Banquet, and Transportation.

         Postmarked & Paid
 Pass per Person     on/before July 8 after July 8
 U.S. NABS member (fees listed in U.S. Dollars)   __ $195 __ $220
 U.S. non-NABS member (fees listed in U.S. Dollars)  __ $215 __ $240
 Canadian participant (fees listed in Canadian Dollars)  __ $249 __ $265

            Total $ _________

2. Options (not included in the registration fee above)
 The following options can enrich the participant’s experience on Saturday, September 19:

 Mont Orford Tour – Access to Hybrid Chairlifts   $24 US / $30 CAD =  $ _________
 Lunch box to go (cold meal)      $14 US / $18 CAD =  $ _________
 VIP tour of breathtaking Saint Benedict’s Abbey, including
  access to the unique Monk’s Library    $ 8 US / $10 CAD  =  $ _________

           Total enclosed  $ ________

PAYMENT METHOD  Check or money order must be in either U.S. or Canadian funds payable to Fondation 
France et André Dion. There will be a fee of US$25 or CAD$30 charged on checks returned by the bank due to insufficient funds.

 Please check appropriate box:

 Check
Please fill out this form and send it with payment to:

Fondation France et André Dion
C/O France Dion
25-19 Du Domaine
Magog, QC, Canada  J1X 5Z3

 PayPal
Please fill out this form and send it to the address below 
or email it to diofranc@cgocable.ca — a PayPal bill will 
then be sent back to you, payable on reception.

Fondation France et André Dion
C/O France Dion
25-19 Du Domaine
Magog, QC, Canada  J1X 5Z3
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I have always been happiest outside, even as a little 
girl. I love the melody of the birds, the breeze on 
my skin, and the smell of the air. When I am in 

and surrounded by nature, I feel like I am home.

That feeling is what prompted me to take the 
Maryland Master Naturalist Training Course through 
the University of Maryland Extension last fall. After 
52 hours of classroom instruction and 8 hours of 
hands-on training, students are asked to perform 
40 hours of volunteer service. So when a call for 
volunteers went out for Bluebird Trail Monitors 
in our area, I jumped at the chance. What could be 
better than earning volunteer hours doing an activity 
I loved? Especially since my family and I have been 
enjoying nest-watching for many years right in our 
own backyard Certified Wildlife Habitat.

Providing nestboxes for native cavity-nesting birds 
dramatically increases their ability to survive and 
thrive in an environment where their natural habitat 
has been greatly reduced due to habitat loss and 
fragmentation. Additionally, these birds are often out-
competed for nesting sites by non-native species such 
as House Sparrows and European Starlings, whose 
aggressive nature can result in nest takeover and 
death of adults, nestlings, and/or eggs. To help avoid 
the competition of starlings, 
these nestboxes have a 1½-inch 
diameter opening, which is too 
small for starlings to enter. Part 
of our monitoring will include 
identifying and eliminating 
nests made by House Sparrows 
who are able to enter a hole this 
size.
 
The information collected while 
monitoring the bluebird trail 
will be sent to the Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology. We will be 
taking detailed records of this 
year’s nestbox inhabitants and 
the success of their broods. In 
addition to the bluebirds we 
hope to attract, other residents 
may include native cavity-
nesting birds such as Tree 
Swallows, titmice, chickadees, 
nuthatches, and Carolina or 

House Wrens. We will be happy to host any of these 
families along our bluebird trail.
 
On the first morning of training, I met with Bonnie 
Bell from the Maryland Bluebird Society. Bonnie and 
a small team of volunteers, including myself, were 
lined up to check and record nestbox activity along 
a newly installed bluebird trail (series of nestboxes) 
at the Button Farm Living History Center, which is 
located on 40 acres within Seneca Creek State Park.
 
It was a beautiful sunny day, and the birds were out 
in full, serenading us while we worked. Together, 
we checked a trail that included 15 nestboxes that 
had been assembled and installed earlier this year. 
Walking to each one was not only educational, it was 
pure joy. The first thing we noticed as we walked up 
to the first set of boxes was a pair of Tree Swallows. 
They were regally perched atop two boxes near one 
another. The birds looked at us across the field with 
calm and confidence, as if wondering why we were 
entering their space. As we approached them, one 
swiftly flew away and the other flew right toward 
us, warning us to stay away from his newly acquired 
residence. In each case those boxes were empty, but 
it seems safe to assume that we will be finding some 
hint of their grassy nest in the weeks to come.

 
As we continued down 
the trail, we were happy to 
discover a nestbox filled with 
moss and topped with hair. A 
clear sign that this house had 
been occupied by a pair of 
chickadees.
 
The next set of boxes was 
empty, so we slowly made our 
way through a meadow that led 
to the final set of boxes. Making 
our way through the open 
field, we spotted a flash of blue 
flying away from a nestbox in 
the distance. This sighting put 
a hop in our step as we neared 
the last four boxes. Opening 
a nestbox is like opening a 
birthday gift. You never know 
what you are going to get and 
you can’t help yourself but to be 

Bluebird Trail Monitoring: Day One
Heather Zindash
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hopeful when you see such 
promising activity. The first 
box was empty. Bummer. In 
the second box, we happily 
discovered a full bluebird 
nest made of what looked 
like stems instead of the 
usual grass, including a full 
nest cup. Bonnie had a great 
inspection mirror that made 
it possible for her to get a 
terrific photo.
 
The last two boxes, 
including the one that we 
saw the bluebird fly out of 
earlier, were empty. Once 
we reached the end of the trail, we turned around 
to make our way back. We were greeted with the 
image of a female bluebird atop her nest (mentioned 
earlier), with nesting materials in her bill. She waited 
patiently, watching us while simultaneously wanting 
to finish her job. But, in the end, she chose to fly way. 
She is a responsible parent, making sure no predators, 
including humans, were paying too much attention to 
where she was establishing her nursery.
 
We finished our trail monitoring task and began our 
hike back to our cars when we looked up to find a 
beautiful pair of majestic Bald Eagles slowly circling 
the sky. I worked hard to quickly focus my camera on 
these beautiful birds, but only got one or two good 
shots. They flew easily through the sky in great big 
circles, following one another. They seemed peaceful, 
not aggressive at all. And then they slowly but surely 
floated toward the horizon and out of eyesight. Of 

all the birds and wildlife I 
have observed in my many 
years, I have never seen a 
Bald Eagle in person. What 
a thrilling bonus on an 
already wonderful avian-
filled day.
 
I am so excited for my 
duties this year as a 
bluebird trail monitor. And, 
I am grateful for Bonnie’s 
leadership and training. 
As the Soulful Gardener, 
I know that every time we 
enter into nature, it greets 
us with some wonderful 

surprises. Today was no exception.

Mother Nature never lets us down.

Happy trails!

Heather Zindash 
is a writer on 
gardening and 
nature topics, a 
photographer, 
speaker, and 
Maryland Master 
Gardener and 
Master Naturalist. 
Her mission mission is to bring people, plants, and nature 
together for health and well-being You can read more of her 
writing on her website, www.thesoulfulgardener.com.

Monitoring with Mom
Bella Zindash

When we got to the Button Farm, we couldn’t 
park in front because work trucks may 
have needed the space to go in and out. 

So instead, mom parked at least a mile down the 
road, where there was a supposed path to take us 
up to Button Farm. The path was full of twists and 
turns and it collided with a BMX bike path. As we 
were wondering why there were so many sharp 
turns and steep hills, we realized we had wandered 
onto the wrong path. Fortunately, it met with the 
walking path again and we were back on route. It 
took approximately 20 minutes to reach the farm. 

When we did, we were greeted by a long black wire 
fence that surrounded the farm. Inside was where we 
wanted to be. So we walked all the way around the 
fence, stopping for the occasional photo opportunity 
or to listen to the birds’ melodious music. 

When we reached the small red barn where the 
bluebird stuff was, we heard a variety of sounds. 
We heard chirps, honks, snorts, and crowing. I was 
fascinated with each animal we saw on the farm—
there were geese, chickens, pigs, and a variety of 
birds. 



17www.nabluebirdsociety.org  Summer 2015 | Bluebird

There were twelve birdhouses we had to check. For 
each one, we wrote down whether it was MT (empty), 
or occupied (and what kind of bird it was). We saw 
quite a few nests, and a lot of different eggs! I learned 
that speckled eggs are chickadee eggs, and bluebird 
eggs are actually blue! 

One nest that I won’t forget would be nest number 3! 
Before we checked a house, we knocked gently on the 
side to let the bird know that we were visiting. Well, 
at this house we knocked, but we heard no answer. So 
we thought that there must not be a bird at home. We 
proceeded to open the box. As we opened it, we saw 
some green moss. Before we could think anything of 
it, a chickadee flew out at us and up into the nearest 
tree. I was shocked! There she sat, chirping viciously 
at us. Mom and I made our visit to that nest very 
quickly, because obviously the Mama bird wasn’t 
very happy with us for disturbing her. 

Another nest I remember was nest 6, because in that 
nest we found ourselves in a very “feather-ruffling” 
situation. When we opened the box, we saw a Mama 
chickadee inside, but she refused to move. My mom 
almost reached her hand inside, but she jerked it back. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked? “Look,” Mom replied. She 
pointed above the bird, where a wasp nest sat, with a 
guard wasp on it, watching our every move. Maybe 
that’s why the bird wouldn’t move, she couldn’t 
get out. Mom looked around for a piece of wood to 
smash the nest with, and I helped. When we found 
one and returned to the box, Mama Bird had flown 

away. My mom reached in with the long piece of flat 
wood. With a swift movement, she bravely smashed 
the nest and wasp, and dragged it out. I watched the 
demolished nest fall to the floor. It made me so proud 
of Mom, she’s really brave! 

Mom looked inside the box and we counted six 
speckled eggs! They were so tiny, it was hard to 
imagine a whole bird coming out of them. One of 
nature’s miracles. 

My mom explained to me that if you rub bar soap 
on the underside of the roof (inside the nesting box), 
wasps will not make nests in there. Unfortunately, she 
forgot to bring the bar she had saved just for today.

We finally got to see bluebirds and their nest when we 
got to boxes 9 and 10. A male bluebird was perched 
on top of box 9, except when we opened it, it was 
“MT.” But, when we got close to box 10, a female 
bluebird flew out. Inside, we got to see the most 
wonderful sight. The one we had been hunting for all 
day. A perfect nest made of long straw-like pieces and 
when we used the mirror to look inside, “Voila!” Five 
of the most beautifully blue eggs you have ever seen. 
I held the door open while Mom tried hard to get a 
good photo. But, in the end, she had to use her cell 
phone camera to get into the small space and focus on 
the eggs. It was like finding a treasure chest, because 
we knew what wonders wait inside. 
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Delighted with our last find, we approached the last 
two boxes with eager anticipation. We could see a 
Tree Swallow perched atop each one. One had nesting 
material in its beak. When we went to open the last 
box, we could hear something fluttering inside. A 
piece of grass was poking through a small slot in 

the corner and it was moving up and down with 
whatever was inside. Even though we knocked gently 
on the box and introduced ourselves loudly, the bird 
stayed inside, flapping its wings lightly against the 
wood. I opened the door very slowly while my mom 
focused her camera. She wanted to get a picture of 
whatever was going to fly out of there. We laughed 
nervously as I slowly opened the door. Swish! A 
Tree Swallow shot out of there as soon as the door 
was opened. There were only a few pieces of grass 
in there, but we also found another wasp and nest 
inside. We removed both of them.

It wasn’t the drama or danger that made this 
adventure fun, it was just getting to witness these 
little miracles. I believe that it brought me closer with 
nature, and my mom. I would 
definitely go bluebird watching 
with my mom again!

Bella Zindash is the 15 year-old 
daughter of Heather Zindash, 
whose article begins on page 19. 
Bella is a talented singer, dancer, 
actress, and writer. “I use writing 
to express myself. Writing gives 
me the chance to put my thoughts 
out to the world.“

Vehicle/Property Donation Program
If you have a car, truck, motorcycle, RV, boat, or even an airplane that you no longer need, NABS would 
like to receive it as a tax-deductible charitable donation.

To donate, simply call this toll-free number: 866-244-8464. Our agents will have your vehicle, boat, 
RV, etc. picked up and taken to a facility where it will be evaluated by experts. A determination will 
be made regarding what should be done to maximize its selling price, thereby resulting in significantly 
higher value than it might otherwise generate so you will receive the maximum tax benefit allowable by 
U.S. law. For tax purposes you, the donor, will receive a formal Certificate of Donation complying with 
all State and Federal requirements for authenticating your donation to NABS, an IRS 501(c)(3) tax-
exempt charity.

Thank you for supporting the conservation of bluebirds and other native cavity nesters!
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A Portfolio for Bluebird Sustainability
Gillian Martin

Just prior to making a public presentation about 
the value of dead trees, the host who will 
introduce me often asks, “Gillian, what first made 

you so passionate about dead trees?” My answer is 
always the same. “A siren in my ear. It grew louder 
each year I heard a certain story repeated.” But I need 
to explain. And so I tell my host that at meetings of 
the Southern California Bluebird Club (or SCBC, of 
which I am a member) some of my fellow nestbox 
monitors have reported that bluebirds flew alongside 
them while they carried a new nestbox from their 
car to their monitoring trail. My host is usually 
charmed by the 
story. However, 
my suggestion of 
“a siren” quickly 
knits a new 
question on their 
brow. “Why is 
that a problem?” 
They see my 
smile. “I will make 
you a promise. 
At the end of my 
presentation you 
will no longer have 
the question.” 

Dear bluebird 
advocates, here’s 
my best answer.

A dying tree has a commendable destiny. Whether 
it still stands, is reduced to a hollowed stump, or 
exists as downed wood, most of its “life” occurs in a 
complex, intriguing, unseen world. Imagine a time-
share that is used by different species, for vastly 
different purposes, in every stage of its demise. A 
dying tree is an awesome thing! I don’t know of 
a man-made structure that matches its ecological 
usefulness! Few living things are as overlooked and 
unappreciated, except of course by wildlife and the 
vast industry of inhabitants that work on its remains 
in the soil below.

Let’s start the story with natural cavities found in 
upright trees and in fallen logs. They serve as dens 
for the bear, fox, and raccoon. Bats roost in them too. 
I bet you already know they are nest sites for bees 
as well as birds. And did you also know they make 
a useful pantry? Yes indeed! A storage site for nuts, 

berries, and insects can tip the scale as to who makes 
it through a bitter winter.

A tree with loose bark invites other occupants as well. 
Look nose-close and you may discover a lizard tucked 
behind. It’s likely regulating its body temperature, 
escaping a predator, or dining on an insect breeding 
there. That is, if the probing woodpecker didn’t beat 
him to it! And where mature, large coniferous or 
deciduous trees reside, the Brown Creeper makes its 
nest in those same shaded rooms that loosened bark 
provide. Even more assets are discovered there. Insect 
cocoons and spider-egg cases help the nesting creeper 
bind her twigs, moss, leaves, and lichen together.

Apart from providing a nesting site, shelter, and food 
for wildlife, a dead tree supplies perches for hunting, 
territorial defense, and courtship. There’s nothing 
like an unobstructed view to see and be seen! What 
better place for the Red-tailed Hawk or Great Horned 
Owl to survey for prey and dine with his kingdom 
laid out before him. While all types of industry and 
territorial issues are being attended to by its visitors, 
the tree submits willingly to its dismantlers. Fungi. 
Over many years they will ultimately convert the 
tree to duff and return its nutrients to the soil. The 
shuffling and wing-flapping gyrations of a Dark-eyed 
Junco suggest just how much it enjoys a dust bath 
thanks to a rotting log! Fungi, too, are good hosts 
and job-sharers. They house insects which raise their 
families within their close, moist, fleshy corridors 
or under their leathery canopies. And furthermore, 
fungi become meals for deer, raccoons, and countless 
other foragers. These diners thank the fungus. 
They transport its spores to other locations that 
serve as new job sites. In the society of a dying tree, 
reciprocation abounds!
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One of the most critical relationships between dead 
trees and wildlife involves the woodpecker. What a 
prolific, year-round excavator! With a few exceptions, 
this family of birds needs rotting wood in which to 
excavate nest sites. Is it accidental “wisdom” that 
the woodpecker reciprocates by contributing to the 
decay process? While excavating and probing for 
grubs and insects on decaying trees, it picks up and 
transports fungal spores on its bill and feathers. More 
fungal colonies mean more rotting wood and in time 
more nesting and roosting opportunities. You see, 
the carpenter of the bird world generally prefers to 
make a new cavity than to reuse one. (The Northern 
Flicker, the poorest excavator, is sometimes one 
exception.) So as if to “give back” to its neighborhood, 
the woodpecker leaves its abandoned cavities to 
scores of secondary cavity-nesting species. Could the 
bluebird, nuthatch, or chickadee conceive of a better 
neighbor? Bluebird fans! We are overdue to hail the 
woodpecker!

At the 2014 
International 
Conference of 
Woodpeckers 
in Spain, 
habitat loss 
was identified 
as the greatest 
threat to 
woodpeckers 
world wide. 
No surprise! 

Much of a woodpecker’s anatomy and biology is 
designed for excavation and for a life spent upright on 
trees. Do we need better reason to be mindful of the 
possible consequences to woodpeckers of unchecked 
removal of dead trees? And allow me please this 

elasticity in thinking. From an evolutionary point of 
view, consider how humans might eventually impact 
woodpecker biology if we were to entice the family 
to accept nestboxes in lieu of dead trees? Some of us 
are already trying, and I hear the siren again. It says, 
beware of the unintended consequences of good 
intentions. But back to reality.

As much as we know the benefits and joys of 
nestboxes, the SCBC recognizes that artificial cavities 
alone are not a sustainable or ecologically embracing 
strategy. They are a sad substitute for a dead tree. 
To build a portfolio for the long-term, the Cavity 
Conservation Initiative (CCI) was seeded in 2012, the 
year the Southern California Bluebird Club hosted the 
NABS annual conference. With information backed 
by science, the CCI addressed the problem from all 
conceivable angles.

Educational materials 
and a slide show were 
developed for land 
managers. Surveys 
of dying trees in 
our county parks 
and golf courses 
were performed, 
resulting in a change 
of policy regarding 
their management. 
Guidelines were 
established for the 
selection and safe 
management of the 
best candidates. A 
speaking campaign 
was put in place 
to change public 
perception of dying trees. (Our phone now rings 
with 911 calls to save a dead tree!) Partnerships with 
Audubon Chapters and environmental educators 
were formed. A science-based program for youth, 
“The Wonderful Life of a Dying Tree,” coursed its 
way into schools and outdoor education programs 
in the hope of preparing the next generation to be 
wiser stewards. Articles were written for publication. 
The CCI’s newest undertaking, though still in its 
formative stage, is a partnership between arborists, 
land managers, bird advocates, and the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service to set best management practices 
when managing trees during the nesting season. This 
includes snags. Collectively, these efforts have earned 
the CCI an official designation by the American 
Birding Association as a Conservation Milestone.
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The SCBC is committed to nestboxes for the 
foreseeable future. Without them our local bluebird 
population would plummet. But we debate the 
question whether more boxes are still warranted. If 
box numbers are uncontrolled, so is the dependency 
on artificial cavities. The Purple Martin is a long-
standing example. Bluebirds are a growing one. 
Due to our efforts, bluebirds now exist in our region 
in higher numbers and in more locations than 
previously known. Is our love of bluebirds justifiable 
reason to artificially increase a species’ historic 
population size and range? What possible impacts 
might this have? Could we increase competition with 
other birds for territories and other resources? I heard 
the siren again when I learned that this was occurring 
in Montana and reportedly in parts of Northern 
California. 

Scientist Renée Duckworth, PhD, from the University 
of Arizona, discovered a serious turf war in western 
Montana between Mountain and Western Bluebirds. 
Her seven-year research revealed that Mountain 
Bluebirds are losing ground in the lower valleys to 

their Western cousins, 
in part because the 
population size of 
the latter has risen 
substantially due 
to the provision of 
8,000 nestboxes by 
bluebird hobbyists. 
This created an 
artificially stable 
habitat which enabled 
the more aggressive 
Western Bluebird to 
squeeze the Mountain 
Bluebird to higher 
elevations. What 
appears to have 

exacerbated the problem is that boxes were placed 
100–300 yards apart. Research revealed that Mountain 
Bluebirds will not remain in areas when their Western 
cousins are too close. Apparently over 300 yards apart 
is more to their liking.

What else, I wonder, do we not know? For that reason 
alone the siren in my ear will never fully disappear. 
And for that reason the SCBC now invests a much 
larger percentage of its budget and grant-writing 
efforts on a more diverse portfolio to sustain not just 
bluebirds, but snags and woodpeckers.

For more information about the CCI 
go to: www.cavityconservation.com 

For a comprehensive list serve 
of scientific resources on cavity-
nesting birds, go to CAVNET at 
www.cavitynester.org

Gillian Martin is a retired family counselor turned 
birdwatcher, amateur 
naturalist, and 
environmental activist. She 
credits her understanding 
of woodpecker biology 
to woodpecker specialist 
Stephen Shunk of Paradise 
Birding, who became her 
early mentor. Traveling 
with Stephen provided 
opportunities to study 
woodpeckers and burned 
forests. Together they 
conceptualized the creation 
of the CCI. Gillian lives in 
Southern California.Pe
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BluesNews

Northern Spotted Owl Continues to Decline — American Bird Conservancy
The Northern Spotted Owl will have its status reviewed under the U.S. Endangered Species Act. Scientific 
studies indicate Endangered status is likely warranted because the owl population is in rapid decline due to 
ongoing habitat loss and the Barred Owl’s incursion into Northwest forests. Long-term demography studies 
show that in 2013 populations in all eight study areas were in decline and well below historic averages for both 
total numbers and breeding success. Newly released 2014 studies show a continued overall population decline. 
Editor’s note: This species will nest in a large tree cavity when one is available, but also uses broken tops of trees and even 
stick nests built by other species.

According to their website 
(www.bluebirdcomposting.com), 
this mid-Missouri company 
helps “local farmers, food 
vendors, schools, hospitals, and 
individuals manage their organic 
waste” by turning it into high-
quality compost. The compost 
then goes back to farmers, 
gardeners, and landscapers to 
enrich the soil in a sustainable, 
eco-friendly way.

Bluebirds Everywhere

We’ve seen pictures of buses built 
by the Blue Bird Corporation of 
Fort Valley, Georgia, but this is our 
first photo of a blue Blue Bird bus. 
Suzi Conklin submitted this photo; 
the bus is on a friend’s property in 
Mosier, Oregon.

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

Bird Feathers Inspire Research on Colors
Birds with red or yellow feathers get their color from pigments 
in the feather. But bluebirds get their color from tiny packets of 
melanin inside their feathers—when the white light of daylight 
strikes a bluebird’s feathers, those tiny layers of melanin allow 
the long wavelengths of light (think of a rainbow: green, yellow, 
orange, and red) to pass through, but reflect the short wavelengths 
(violet and blue) back to our eyes—the result is a bird that looks 
blue. It is the structure of the feather, rather than any pigment, 
that produces the color. This phenomenon of structural color has 
inspired researchers at the University of Akron, who foresee mimicking the process to develop colors 
without pigments or dyes for commercial and industrial purposes. The result could be clothes that 
never fade and cars that retain their factory-new color forever. Synthetic structural colors could also 
be less expensive and less environmentally damaging. Chalk one up for bluebirds!

Athletic-shoe company Onitsuka Tiger 
recently teamed up with END Clothing 
to create a shoe called “Bluebird,” which 
was inspired by the hues of the Mountain 
Bluebird. If you decide you absolutely must 
have a pair for checking nestboxes, you 
may want to think twice before heading 
off into the mud and muck—a pair of 
Bluebirds will set you back about $120.
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Nesting in Vertical Pipes
The perils of open pipes have previously been 
presented in the pages of Bluebird (Summer 2012 p. 
23 and Winter 2014–2015 p. 12). Cavity-nesting birds 
such as bluebirds sometimes mistake open, vertical 
pipes as suitable sites for roosting or nesting, but once 
inside, at the bottom of the pipe, the bird is unable to 
extend its wings to fly out, nor can it climb out on the 
smooth surface. Trapped birds die a slow death from 
starvation, dehydration, or exposure.

So imagine my surprise when I stumbled across a 
paper published in a European scientific journal 
about birds nesting successfully in open, vertical 
pipes. And apparently doing it quite frequently—one 
species in the surburban study area placed 80% of its 
nests in vertical pipes!

The pipes were metal fence posts with inside 
diameters of just 7–11 cm (about 2¾–4¼ inches). The 
nests were surprisingly deep, too—up to 1.7 m (5 feet 
7 inches). Even the largest-diameter pipes would be 
too narrow for a bird to open its wings and fly, so 
presumably the birds climbed up and out of the pipes 
each time.

Five species were found to use pipes for nesting. 
The most common were Great Tit and Blue Tit, close 
relatives of North America’s chickadees. The third-
most common species was Tree Sparrow, a cavity-
nesting cousin of the House Sparrow.

The average number of Great Tit nestlings was lower 
in pipe nests (5.6 nestlings) than in nestbox nests (7.9 
nestlings) in the same area. The authors attribute this 
to the lack of space in a pipe nest, but it may also be 
that these are young, inexperienced parents who were 
unable to win more-desirable nest sites in tree cavities 
or nestboxes—young birds typically lay smaller 
clutches than older birds.

Unfortunately, the authors did not provide any 
details about the inside surface of the pipes. Given 
how many birds in the American West have died 
after becoming trapped inside smooth metal or PVC 
pipes, it would seem that these European pipes had a 
rougher inside surface, which would make climbing 
possible.

Lesiński, Grzegorz. 2000. Location of Bird Nests in Vertical 
Metal Pipes in Suburban Built-Up Area of Warsaw. Acta 
Ornithologica 35:211–214.

Backyard Predators
Attracting birds to our yards is a popular activity. 
We enjoy their singing, their lively presence, and 
their nesting activities. Conservation organizations 
and government agencies promote backyard bird 
conservation by publishing information on how to 
provide the basic needs of birds: food, water, cover, 
and places to nest.

But what if our efforts to attract birds also attract 
predators of birds? A recent study in suburban 
neighborhoods of Ohio compared yards and 
neighborhoods with extensive amounts of trees 
with similar areas that had few trees. The areas with 
lots of trees did not have more activity by daytime 
predators (the five most common being eastern gray 
squirrel, domestic cat, Common Grackle, Brown-
headed Cowbird, and Blue Jay). Those five predators 
accounted for 40% of all bird deaths by predators 
in the suburban study area. The two most common 
night-time predators, raccoon and Virginia opossum, 
accounted for just 13% of the bird deaths.

The take-home message: Planting trees and shrubs 
to attract birds to your yard will probably not attract 
extra predators to eat those birds.

However, an activity that can increase the number of 
(night-time) predators in your yard is leaving food 
out. A study in Arizona found that bird seed that 
has spilled onto the ground beneath a feeder is very 
attractive to skunks. Leaving cat food outside (for 
your own cat or to feed strays) can double the number 
of visits to your yard by skunks, raccoons, and cats. 
Not only that, but the presence of cat food results in 
more fights between these predators—something to 
keep in mind if you have an outdoor cat, or if you’re 
at all concerned about the spread of rabies.

You can reduce the number of these night-time 
predators in your yard by cleaning up spilled bird 
seed (or catching it in a container positioned under 
the feeder) and by bringing pet food indoors at night.

Malpass, Jennifer S., Amanda D. Rodewald, and Stephen N. 
Matthews. 2015. Woody Cover Does Not Promote Activity 
of Nest Predators in Residential Yards. Landscape and 
Urban Planning 135:32–39.

Theimer, Tad C., Anthony C. Clayton, Alexa Martinez, 
Damond L. Peterson, and David L. Bergman. 2015. 
Visitation Rate and Behavior of Urban Mesocarnivores 
Differs in the Presence of Two Common Anthropogenic 
Food Sources. Urban Ecosystems doi: 10.1007/s11252-015-
0436-x.

Research Review
A Summary of Recent Scientific Research on Bluebirds and Other Cavity Nesters

Scott W. Gillihan
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Large mealworms now available!
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The North American Bluebird Society serves as 
a clearinghouse for ideas, research, management, 
and education on behalf of 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 working together in a partnership in 
international bluebird conservation. No cost is 
associated with affiliating with NABS. Your 
affiliated organization will be 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 send correct 
information to Phil Berry at pbsialia@gmail.com and 
info@nabluebirdsociety.org.


































































































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
P.O. Box 5090
Lacombe, AB T4L-1W7 - CANADA
403-885-4477
403-887-5779
mpearman@telus.net
www.ellisbirdfarm.ab.ca

M ountain Bluebird Trails 
Conservation Society

Gwen Tietz
P.O. Box 401
Lethbridge, AB T1J-3Z1 - CANADA
403-317-1252
gwen.tietz@gmail.com

Arizona
Tucson Audubon Society
Rick Fletcher
300 E. University Blvd. #120
Tucson, AZ 85705
520-629-0510
www.tucsonaudubon.org

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
#2 Up and Down Lane
Paget DV 03, Bermuda
441-777-9856
smitty@ibl.bm
www.bermudabluebirdsociety.com

British Columbia
Garry Oak Ecosystem Recovery Team
Rebecca Mersereau
841 Ralph Street
Victoria, BC  V8X 3E1 - CANADA
250-383-3224
rebecca.mersereau@goert.ca
www.goert.ca

Sou thern Interior Bluebird Trail Society
Ray Town
P.O. Box 277
Logan Lake, BC V0K 1W0 - CANADA
250-523-9474
info@bcbluebirds.org
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
Jo-Ann Coller
18132 Larkstone Dr.
Santa Ana, CA 92705
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/conservation/
bluebird-project/

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

Tampa Audubon Society
P.O. Box 320025
Tampa, FL 33079
www.tampaaudubon.org

Idaho
Golden Eagle Audubon Society
Leah Dunn & Michele Christ
P.O. Box 8261
Boise, ID 83707
ldboise@gmail.com
www.goldeneagleaudubon.org
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Our Bluebird Ranch
Leola Roberts
152 N 200 E
Blackfoot, ID 83221
208-782-9676

Rocky Mountain Blues
David Richmond
HC 67  Box 680
Clayton, ID 83227
208-838-2431
fowest@custertel.net

Illinois
East Central Illinois Bluebird Society
Paul or Janice Thode
2420 County Road 0 North
Broadlands, IL 61816
217-834-3050
janice_thode@yahoo.com

Jo Daviess County BBRP
Dick Bach
9262 Fitzsimmons Rd.
Stockton, IL 61085
815-947-2661
kiritemoa@mwci.net
www.jdcf.org/guardians

Southern Illinois Audubon Society
Laraine Wright
P.O. Box 222
Carbondale, IL 62903-0222
618-457-8769
LARAINEWRIGHT66@gmail.com
www.siaudubon.org

Indiana
Brown County Bluebird Club
Dan Sparks
P.O. Box 660
Nashville, IN 47448
812-988-1876
360-361-3704 f
b4bluebirds@yahoo.com

Hendricks County Bluebird Society
Karen Smith
7369 Caldwell Lane
Avon, IN 46123
317-513-6403
Karen12208@aol.com
www.hendricksbluebirdsociety.info

Indiana Bluebird Society
Ken Murray
P.O. Box 134
Rensselaer, IN  47978-0134
219-866-3081
ibs07@rhsi.tv
www.indianabluebirdsociety.org

Iowa
Bluebirds of Iowa Restoration
Jaclyn Hill
2946 Ubben Ave
Ellsworth IA 50075-7554
515-836-4579
jaclynhill@netins.net

Iowa Bluebird Conservationists
Jerad Getter
P.O. Box 302
Griswold, IA 51535
712-624-9433 h, 712-527-9685 w
jgetter@hotmail.com

Johnson County Songbird Project
Jim Walters
1033 E Washington
Iowa City, IA 52240-5248
319-466-1134
jcmwalt@infionline.net

Kentucky
Kentucky Bluebird Society
Philip Tamplin, Jr.
26 Poplar Hill Rd.
Louisville, KY 40207
502-426-7500
philip.tamplin@gmail.com
www.biology.eku.edu/kbs

Louisiana
Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society
Emily Winners
126 Winegart Lane
Lecompte, LA 71346
318-776-5356
emilywinners@msn.com
www.labayoubluebirdsociety.org

Maine
Mid-Coast Audubon Society
John Weinrich
P.O. Box 548
Damariscotta, ME 04543
jweinrich@roadrunner.com
www.midcoastaudubon.org

Manitoba 
Friends of the Bluebirds
Herb Goulden
3407 Rosser Ave.
Brandon, MB  R7B 2P9 - CANADA
204-728-8370
ggoulden@mts.net
www.mbbluebirds.org/

Maryland
Maryland Bluebird Society
Kathy Kremnitzer
19305 Deer Path
Knoxville, MD 21758
301-662-7818
Griffin459@myactv.net
www.mdbluebirdsociety.org

Michigan
Michigan Audubon Society
Jonathan E. Lutz, Executive Director
P.O. Box 15249
Lansing, MI 48901
www.michiganaudubon.org

Michigan Bluebird Society
Kurt Hagemeister
P.O. Box 2028
Ann Arbor, MI 48106-2028
734-663-9746
khagemeister@michiganbluebirds.org
www.michiganbluebirds.org

Minnesota
Bluebird Recovery Program
Audubon Chapter of Minneapolis
P.O. Box 984
Faribault, MN 55021
JENean Mortenson
507-332-7003
jeanieandcarl@hotmail.com
Carrol Johnson
507-649-0126
mnbluebirder@hotmail.com
www.bbrp.org

Missouri 
Missouri Bluebird Society
Steve Garr
P.O. Box 105830
Jefferson City, MO 65110
573-638-2473
steve@birds-i-view.biz
www.missouribluebird.org

Montana
Mountain Bluebird Trails, Inc.
Tom Anderson
5532 Sandhill Road
Lewistown, MT 59457
406-535-2132
sandhill@midrivers.com
www.mountainbluebirdtrails.com

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

New Jersey
New Jersey Bluebird Society
Allen C. Jackson
514 Buck Street
Millville, NJ 08332
856-327-4861
609-805-4073 (cell)
aljaxn@aol.com
www.njbluebirdsociety.org
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New York
Bro nx River - Sound Shore Audubon 

Society
Sandy Morrissey
Scarsdale, NY
914-949-2531
www.brssaudubon.org

Mic hael Kudish Natural History Preserve
David Turan
2515 Tower Mountain Rd
Stamford, NY 12167
607-652-9137
princessprism@yahoo.com

NY State Bluebird Society
Kevin Berner
499 W. Richmondville Rd
Richmondville, NY 12149
518-294-7196
bernerkl@gmail.com
www.nysbs.org

Orleans Bluebird Society
Gary Kent
3806 Allen’s Bridge Rd.
Albion, NY 14411
585-589-5130
gkworking4u@hotmail.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
P.O. Box 1469
Sherwood, OR 97140
email@prescottbluebird.com
www.prescottbluebird.com

Pennsylvania
Bluebird Society of Pennsylvania
Dean Rust
253 Brook Farms Road
Lancaster, PA 17601
JULY7DS@aol.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
South Carolina Bluebird Society
Jim Burke
P.O. Box 5151
Aiken, SC 29804-5151
803-644-0235
jimburke271@gmail.com
www.southcarolinabluebirds.org

Tennessee
Bluebirds Across America
Farrell Roe
95 Hayes Branch Trail
Jackson, TN 38301
731-424-6161
roerockingr@aol.com

Tennessee Bluebird Society
Chuck James
119 Talah Way
Loudon, TN  37774
865-458-6904
tnsialia@gmail.com
www.tnbluebirdsociety.org

Tennessee Bluebird Trails
Louis Redmon
381 Liberty Rd
Wartburg, TN 37887
423-346-3911
amyredmon@hotmail.com

Texas
Texas Bluebird Society
Pauline Tom
P.O. Box 40868
Austin, TX 78704
210-201-5678
ptom5678@gmail.com
www.texasbluebirdsociety.org

Virginia
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

Virginia Bluebird Society
Anne Little
726 William St
Fredericksburg, VA 22401
540-373-4594
vbs@virginiabluebirds.org
www.virginiabluebirds.org

Washington
Puget Sound Bluebird Recovery Project
Susan Ford
P.O. Box 1351
Poulsbo, WA 98370
707-287-5749
susan@pugetsoundbluebird.org
www.pugetsoundbluebird.org

West Virginia
Potomac Valley Audubon Society
Peter Smith
P.O. 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)

Nestbox Neighbors (at least $100; available only to NABS Affiliates)

Silver Level (at least $1,000)

Terry & Vicky Larkin
Lordi Marker

Family Foundation

Hendricks 
County 
Bluebird 
Society

Christopher A. 
Silva (bequest)
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Renew Today!  Give a friend the gift of bluebirds!
Please be sure to include your NABS membership ID number on all renewals (your ID number is on your address label)

Date _________________
 New Membership     Renewal     A gift subscription from: ____________________________________________   for:

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

Organization   $50     Phone: __________________________________________
Small Business   $50
Corporation   $125     Email: __________________________________________
A+ (for Affiliate members only)   $15

Name of Affiliate organization: _______________________ Membership number: _____________________________
NOTE: Multiple years are not available for “A+” — 

this membership type must be renewed annually.

Additional Donation
 $30  $50  Other __________

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

Card #__________________________________

Last 3 digits on reverse side: ______________

Expiry: ________   Signature: ______________________________

Total amount paid/charged to credit card: __________________

Where did you learn about NABS? __________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

We do not share or sell NABS’s membership list.

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


