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Cover photo: Nan Moore photographed these Western Bluebirds in Corvallis, Oregon in 2005. Banding records revealed 
that the female was from a box about 20 miles away and the male was from a box about a mile away. They successfully 
raised five young. The same pair used this box again in 2006, and one of their 2005 offspring took over the box in 2007. 
Nan has been a courtroom clerk for nearly 25 years. She is active in the monitoring and banding program in Corvallis and 
is an avid birder, hiker, and camper. You can see her beautiful photos at www.flickr.com/photos/birdie1925/
Table of Contents photo: Photographer and novelist Martha Marks captured this male Acorn Woodpecker 
hanging upside down from a tree limb in Arizona. You can learn more about Martha’s fiction and photography at 
www.marthamarks.com
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Bluebird

Summer Message To Our 
Affiliate Organizations

Phil Berry
As I write this, it is about mid season for bluebird 
monitors. I hope you have had better luck than I have this 
year. House Sparrows on our golf course trail are causing 
me to wish I had never started this hobby. But then, there 
is always next year, right? We never give up.

We are in the process of updating records and would 
appreciate notification if any changes have occurred 
in your group since last year. Contact names, email 
addresses, and phone numbers are very important to us, 
and we try our best to keep this information current.

If you have not made arrangements to attend the NABS 
annual meeting/convention in Newport Beach, California 
this October, you still have time to do so. We are expecting 
record numbers attending, and there have been some 
recent additions to accomodate people, including 
children’s activities. Set aside the dates of October 
4 through 7 for the meeting, hosted by the Southern 
California Bluebird Club. Check the notice on page 4 for 
information about newly added programs and about how 
and where to register. Looking forward to seeing you all 
there. And don’t forget, it is our annual meeting, the only 
time we have to get together and talk bluebirds.

Phil Berry
VP for 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.

north american bluebird society:  2,000 units

trees water energy solid waste

greenhouse

gases

5

fully grown

2132

gallons

2

Million BTUs

135

pounds

473

pounds

South Carolina Bluebird Society 
Wins Award

Congratulations to the South Carolina Bluebird Society, which 
was recently recognized as "Non-Profit Organization of the 
Year" by the Environmental Education Association of South 
Carolina. Find out more about this NABS Affiliate by visiting 
their website: www.southcarolinabluebirds.org/
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What a change from the last time I wrote to 
you—light snow is a distant memory and 
I am now enjoying unseasonably early hot 

weather. Bluebird eggs are hatching, Tree Swallows 
that returned 10 days later than usual have nests 
ready for eggs, and many other birds have completed 
their migration and are back on the nesting grounds. I 
am hopeful that you are all busy with positive events 
happening in your yards and on your nestbox trails 
too.

Your Board of Directors has been busy on several 
fronts over these past months as outlined in the 
last Journal. During the March Board call two new 
Directors were appointed: Gwen Tietz from Alberta, 
Canada and Jim Burke from South Carolina. Both will 
be standing for election this fall. Please check for short 
biographies on all nominees when the slate is put 
on the NABS website in July. The Bylaw Committee 
has presented the proposed revision of the Bylaws to 
the Board and as soon as the review is complete, the 
document will be posted on the website. To properly 
comply with current Bylaws, you will also receive a 
copy of the text with an explanation by mail later this 
summer.  That mailing will also include the slate of 
candidates for election and a ballot.

It’s taken us over two years, but the revised Fact 
Sheets are almost ready for posting and will also 
be made available in print form as handouts 
for Affiliates, the Speakers Bureau, and general 
distribution. I believe you will all be pleased with 
the end result. Scott has done a marvelous job and 
the pictures chosen for each topic are excellent. 
Many thanks to all the folks who have graciously 
given permission for us to use their exceptional 
photographs. The Nestbox Committee is currently 
reviewing and refining the Fact Sheet on nestboxes. 
Plans will also be reviewed, updated, and posted on 
a new section of the website. So be sure to check our 
website often for these and other upcoming changes!

If you are a Facebook aficionado and keep up with 
family news and events through that type of forum—
check out our NABS family too! We are growing by 
leaps and bounds thanks to the energy and great 
administrative work of Linda Schamberger from 
NY State. Her photography and love of bluebirds 
show on every post! So follow along and “Like” us at 
www.facebook.com/northamericanbluebirdsociety

On a personal note, I would like to tell you about 
work with another native “cavity nester.” Last year I 
was given an opportunity to participate in our local 
reintroduction of Burrowing Owls. I helped take 
down temporary soft release flight cages (one is seen 
in the background of my photo) and in return was 
allowed to attend the banding of chicks at a site very 
close to my home. This April I was invited back to 
help dig new burrows at a second location. Now it 
may not sound like much, but the site was way off 
the beaten track and there was no road to drive in. It 
required that we carry in all the equipment—picks, 
shovels, artificial burrows, 12' lengths of flexible 
pipe for the burrow accesses, and gear to put up 
flight cages. Two eight-hour days were spent digging 
and the reward for the work was being allowed to 
release a pair of breeding owls into a burrow (see 
photo). Putting a pair of small birds into a “hole in 
the ground” may not be as high profile or exciting as 
a photo opportunity of the release of a bird of prey 
high into the air, but believe me it is very satisfying 
to help a species that needs breeding facilities and 
manmade burrows to ensure its continued place in 
our environment. 

We have about 85 species of native cavity nesting 
birds in North America. I encourage each and every 
one of you to expand your knowledge of the species 
in your area. If you make presentations to local 
groups about bluebirds, challenge yourself to add in 
some other local cavity species that may be in decline.  
Above all, have a great year in the field and let us 
know how well the nesting season is going in your 
neck of the woods.

Sherry
250-495-7891
goldstrm@vip.net

From the President
Sherry Linn
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Officials of North American Bluebird Society, Inc.

Wanted:  Volunteer to take over the membership duties currently being handled by Tena Taylor. Involves 
computer database management and interface with our members. For information please contact Tena at 
ccbluebirder@tds.net or Sherry at goldstrm@vip.net

A reminder now that you have your journal in hand:
Please check the NABS website (www.nabluebirdsociety.org) for proposed changes to the Bylaws and the 
Election Slate for Directors. Both these items are to be voted on at the NABS Annual Business Meeting on 
October 5th.

To comply with current Bylaws, a paper copy of the proposed Bylaw changes, along with an explanation, will 
be in the mail to you in the next few weeks. Please take a moment to exercise your rights and vote on both 
the Bylaw revisions and the Directors when you receive your ballot. This is especially important if you cannot 
attend the meeting in California.
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NABS Notices

It's Great!  Great friends, great photos, great 
videos, and great information are all waiting for you 
on the NABS Facebook page. Stay connected with 
NABS members and other bluebird enthusiasts at 
www.facebook.com/NorthAmericanBluebirdSociety
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From the Managing Editor
Scott W. Gillihan

Greetings from hot, dry, smoky New Mexico! I hope this Summer issue finds you doing well. My apologies for 
the out-of-order pages in the Spring issue; this was a printer error. The eight conference pages were supposed 
to all be in the center of the issue, but they ended up getting scattered and interspersed into the middle of other 
articles. By the way, we’ve moved on to another printer (Sutherland Companies of Montezuma, Iowa).

Lots of people to thank this time: 
•	The generous folks who sent in articles and photos, and items for Bluebirds Everywhere. 
•	Nan Moore, who provided this issue's very nice cover photo.
•	Elsie Eltzroth, for connecting me with Nan Moore. 
•	The newsletter editors and others who shared articles and ideas: Cheryl and Steve Eno (Bluebirds Across 

Nebraska), Marty Foss (South Carolina Bluebird Society), Kurt Hagemeister (Michigan Bluebird Society), 
Doug Rogers (Virginia Bluebird Society), Pauline Tom (Texas Bluebird Society), and Joan Watroba 
(Bluebird Society of Pennsylvania).

•	Loren Kane, for ongoing access to the BioOne collection of scientific journals.
•	Lynne Ridgeway and Sherry Linn, for careful copyediting and finding all my mistakes.
•	The members of NABS and its Affiliates, for supporting bird conservation.

THANK YOU ALL!

As always, please send photos, articles, or ideas to me at NABSeditor@gmail.com or 
5405 Villa View Dr., Farmington, NM 87402.

Be sure to attend this year’s annual NABS conference, hosted by the Southern California 
Bluebird Club. Below are some additions to the already-packed conference program. 

More information is available online at the Southern California Bluebird Club’s website 
(www.socalbluebirds.org) and the NABS website (www.nabluebirdsociety.org). Hurry! 
Register before the programs fill up!

Friday, October 5th
10:00am–11:30am SKETCH AND PAINT A BLUEBIRD WITH SAMA WAREH
Possibly the best souvenir you take home could be your own painted bluebird. Yes, even if you have never sketched or 
painted before! Let Sama Wareh sharpen your observation, drawing, and painting skills. You will find her style relaxing, 
her philosophy inspiring, and you will walk away with new lenses on the natural world. All supplies will be provided. Just 
give yourself this treat! The pleasure of it will last and last. Kids ages 6 to 106 are welcome.
Radisson Hotel Pacific Room 3 — adults $10, children under 15 FREE

1:00pm–3:30pm KIDS FOR CONSERVATION: YOU WANT TO BUY WHAT?!
Naturalist Sama Wareh will help kids discover the life cycle of everyday products that are made from renewable and non-
renewable resources.  In a shopping extravaganza game, kids participate in an investigation to find out what the objects 
they are “buying” are made from. They develop an awareness of how finite our resources on earth actually are.  Kids will 
have an opportunity to do an art project out of recyclable materials.  Their finished work may be submitted for the kids’ 
art competition.  Winners will be announced at the conclusion of Saturday afternoon’s  Live Birds of Prey program. Kids 
must be present to win. First, second and third prizes for ages 7–10 and 11–14 will be $50, $35, and $25.
Radisson Hotel Pacific Room 3 — children $10 (one adult may accompany the child at no charge; each additional adult 
is $10) — children who are registered for the full conference may attend FREE — maximum of 30 kids

Saturday, October 6th
2:00pm–3:30pm KIDS FOR CONSERVATION: LIVE BIRDS OF PREY PROGRAM
Raptor rehabilitator Peggy Chase will bring live non-releasable birds, talk about their challenges and their life history and 
demonstrate how their captivity and training makes them ambassadors for their free-flying kin.
Radisson Hotel Pacific Rooms 1 & 2 — $10 (children who are registered for the full conference may attend FREE) — 
maximum of 100 guests

NABS 2012 Conference: Latest News
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On April 14th I had the pleasure to attend 
the 31st Annual Bluebird Expo hosted 
by our Affiliate the Bluebird Recovery 

Program of Minnesota (BBRP) - Audubon Chapter 
of Minneapolis, in Byron along with over 225 other 
bluebird enthusiasts. What gracious hosts they were! 
The warmth of meeting new fellow bluebirders and 
renewing old friendships was exceptional. I highly 
recommend that if you have the opportunity over the 
next year to attend a State, Province, or local bluebird 
meeting—do it. Make the time as it is something you 
will never regret!

I arrived on Friday afternoon just in time to attend a 
dinner with the speakers, committee members, and 
other attendees. Saturday saw a full day from 9 am 
to 4:30 pm ending with a short field trip to a new 
nestbox site nearby. The speaker program was well 
organized with a variety of topics and all was kept 
on schedule by a very capable moderator in Mary 
Bailey. NABS Director Tom Comfort kicked off the 
morning with a program 
about selecting bluebird 
nestbox locations; Roger 
Strand taught us about 
managing Wood Duck 
nestboxes (oh how I wish I 
could attract and support 
these beautiful cavity 
nesters on my pond…); 
County Coordinator and 
Affiliate liaison Keith Radel 
presented two topics: 
Increasing Fledging Rates and 
the Keeping Bluebirds Safe 
Campaign. I garnered some 
new ideas from his approach 
and will undoubtedly be 
able to apply some this 
nesting season as well 
as help other bluebird 
landlords in coming years. 
Following an incredible 
hot lunch, the program 
continued with BBRP 
Annual Awards; Judy Moran 
from the Raptor Center 
delighted us with several 
large birds of prey that 
included a Bald Eagle and 

Peregrine Falcon; Mike Jeresek spoke about a fairly 
new threat to nestlings that several members have 
written to us about—Buffalo Gnats (rest assured that 
more information will be forthcoming on this topic). 
Many Minnesotans are getting involved as Purple 
Martin landlords and Kelly Applegate spoke about 
the community outreach that is happening across the 
state and is directed at youth participation.

The day was interspersed with wonderful social 
breaks to meet other bluebird enthusiasts and swap 
stories. The display areas had many bluebird-adorned 
items for sale and, as always at these events, the 
discussions surrounding the vendor tables with 
nestboxes, sparrow traps, and the like were as 
interesting as the products themselves. 

And the last presenter of the day was the inimitable 
Al Batt! I had not seen him for several years and he 
was as warm and congenial as ever. He is a storyteller 
beyond compare and will keep you in stitches with 

tales that folks of a certain 
generation truly can relate to. 
If he is a guest at a birding 
event near you, make the 
trip just for the belly laughs 
you will enjoy from this 
raconteur. Heaven knows we 
all need them!

I met several folks that I 
know I will continue to enjoy 
a special friendship with in 
the coming years. To Michael 
Sandberg, special thanks 
for making and mailing the 
customized inscribed nestbox 
cleaning tool—it is the best 
and most useful one I own. 
I learned a lot and did not 
have any trouble on the flight 
home with a metal bluebird 
sign and a Gilbertson PVC 
nestbox stowed in my 
luggage … among other 
bluebird paraphernalia. So 
thank you Minnesota for an 
excellent Expo and creating 
lasting memories!

Bluebird Educational Opportunities:
Attend a Bluebird Event Close to You this Year!

Sherry Linn

Mary Bailey kept the program moving along smoothly.

Keith Radel shared his knowledge about bluebirds.
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 Treat yourself. Start your day by going out for 
breakfast, or at least a latte and pastry at your favorite 
coffee shop. There is a good chance you will find me 
there!

 Tell others. Don’t miss an opportunity to tell 
people why you are out on a cold and wet day. There 
are a couple of baristas out there who no longer think 
of me as the “grande, non-fat, sugarfree, vanilla latte, 
please” guy, but rather the bluebird guy. From time to 
time they even ask how my bluebirds are doing.

 Invite a friend. Invite a friend to accompany 
you on your route, or perhaps a grandchild, niece or 
nephew, or the neighbor’s child. Refrain from being a 
tour guide, pointing out everything YOU see. Instead 
ask what your guest is seeing. Take time to see your 
route through the eyes of someone else, particularly 
through the eyes of a child.

 Pack a picnic. Pack a picnic lunch to eat on your 
route. I love this birding expression: “The best birds 
are sandwich birds.” Isn’t it amazing how many birds 
we see once we lay our binoculars down and pick up 
a sandwich? Perhaps we can learn to relax and open 
our eyes to nature through sitting down and eating 
more sandwiches.

 Practice listening. After eating those sandwiches, 
find a comfortable sitting spot under a tree or against 
a fence post, close your eyes and just listen for 10 or 
15 minutes—not any longer as we don’t want you 
falling asleep!

 Don’t concentrate all your attention on 
bluebirds. Most of us have “life” bird lists, some 
of us even maintain state and county bird lists. 
Why not a bluebird route list? How many different 
species of birds can we find on our route? How many 
mammals? Butterflies? Insects? Wildflowers?

 Talk to your homeowners. At times we seem to 
be in such a hurry to check the next box that we fail to 
say hello to our homeowners. Homeowners are very 
important to the recovery of bluebirds; they are the 
silent volunteers of our organizations.

 Unwind your route. Have you ever monitored 
your route backwards? Why not? We tend to become 
comfortable by starting with box number 01 and 
ending with 99. Why not get a completely new 
perspective of your route? You will be surprised by all 
the new things you see as you unwind your route.

 Use Alternative Transportation. Try walking 
your route, or riding your bicycle (you are allowed 
to drive to your route). I have a friend who, when 
her car broke down, rode her horse (she lives on 
her route). She reported that it took her 5 hours to 
monitor her route and the next day her bottom was 
sore!

 Have Fun! By all means, have fun on your route!

Dave Flaming is in his 15th year as 
a volunteer for Prescott Bluebird 
Recovery Project, currently serving 
as the project president. The 
program is located in the northern 
Willamette Valley of Oregon, 
where 60 volunteers monitor over 
1,000 nestboxes. In addition to 
monitoring Western Bluebirds, 
they are also licensed to band them. 
Since 1995, they have banded 
28,186 Western Bluebirds and 
recaptured 7,298 previously banded birds.

This article originally appeared in the Spring 2012 
issue of Oregon's Prescott Bluebird Recovery Project 
Newsletter; it is reprinted here with permission.

Ten Ways to Improve Your Monitoring Day
Dave Flaming

Li
am

 K
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Large mealworms now available!
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Spring! Is it finally time to start monitoring 
nestboxes again?! My Eastern Bluebirds 
overwintered with me in my backyard as they 

always do here in central Ohio. They get an early 
start on nest building in my yard and I usually have 
a first clutch of eggs by the first or second week of 
April. I always hope eggs hatch before the end of 
April because a small brown avian threat is headed 
my way: the House Wren. If I have eggs or young 
nestlings less than a week old when he migrates back, 
I put a House Wren Guard on the nestbox before he 
arrives, if possible. For those unfamiliar with House 
Wrens, you may ask, “What is a House Wren and 
why on earth should I guard against it?” 

The House Wren is a “little brown bird” that is a 
native cavity nester. The voluminous, bubbly song 
that emanates from this little brown vessel is an 
amazing thing and beautiful to hear… once… or 
twice. From a gardener’s perspective, this little bird 
has many redeeming qualities. My father had the 
practice of placing houses for House Wrens right next 
to his vegetable gardens. Their voracious appetite for 
garden insect pests worked well for him. From the 
perspective of someone wishing to house other native 
cavity nesting birds, however, the House Wren is a 
pariah.

When the male House Wren migrates back to Ohio 
in April (generally the third week of April in the 
WingNut backyard), he has the nasty habit of entering 
cavities he finds in “his” territory and discards nest 
material, eggs, and/or small nestlings he finds there. 

He pierces eggs with his sharp beak and tosses them 
out. You can usually tell the difference between 
House Wren egg depredation and House Sparrow 
egg depredation by the small neat round hole pierced 
in the egg by the pointy House Wren beak. After 
the male House Wren removes the eggs, and often 
nesting material, from “his” prospective nesting 
cavities, he proceeds to add sticks to the bottom of 
the box. He will do this in multiple boxes and is one 
busy hombre. He is readying his territory for his 
anticipated mate and she will choose which nestbox 
or cavity she wishes to start their family in. Because 
the couple can only use one nestbox, the stick start 
nests are often called “dummy” nests as they are not 
active nests. The female chooses the site she finds 
most desirable and finishes the nest, adding more 
sticks, usually up to the ceiling. She then finishes the 
nest with a grass cup placed in back of the box and 
begins laying her clutch of 3–10 eggs. In Ohio, they 
usually have two broods per season.

Managing individual nextboxes and nestbox trails 
to diminish or eliminate House Wren depredation 
of other cavity nesters is tricky. The wrens are 
native birds so it is illegal to trap or harm them. It is 
also illegal to remove eggs or active nests. You can 
dissuade them, however, and there are a number of 
things that work, some better than others. Why not 
just let them have a box, hoping they will leave other 
birds alone? Many who have tried this approach 
have reported that it encourages more House Wren 
nestings in the future, probably due to site fidelity of 
parent birds and their young. As we know with our 
Eastern Bluebirds, if birds are successful, they will 

House Wren Management
Paula Ziebarth

This house was for WRENt in 2010.

Two days old.
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nest with us again and again. 

The best strategies I know to dissuade House Wrens 
using boxes and depredating other native cavity 
nesters are:
•	 Site nestboxes outside of House Wren habitat.
•	 Install House Wren Guards on boxes that have 

Eastern Bluebird (or other native bird) eggs or 
young nestlings.

•	 Pair boxes for Tree Swallows and Eastern 
Bluebirds.

•	 Remove “dummy” nests.
•	 Block off nestboxes that House Wrens continue to 

attempt nest starts in.

Site Nestboxes Outside of House Wren Habitat
This is my preferred management scheme. Almost all 
of my trail boxes are sited this way so House Wrens 
are not an issue there. For most backyard bluebirders, 
this is impossible because most residential landscapes 
contain bushes, brushy areas, and stands of trees 
that place them in House Wren habitat. These little 
birds like to approach their nesting site using cover 
and stealth. To be outside of their nesting habitat, the 
nestbox must be placed at least 40 yards (that is 120 
feet folks!) from the edge of any such areas. If you 
find your trail or yard in House Wren habitat, you 
can mitigate the desirability of a box by placing it in 
the most open area of your yard or as far from wood 
edge as possible. Such placement also helps parent 
birds of more desirable species defend their box from 
marauding House Wrens as they travel through open 
air in marginal habitat. 

Install House Wren Guards 
I have received quite a few letters asking about 
House Wren Guards, which were developed by Bob 
Orthweinn. My mentor, Darlene Sillick, was a student 

of Bob’s and has used them extensively over the 
years. She introduced me to the concept. The House 
Wren Guards I use are not available commercially, 
but fabricated from scrap wood or even cardboard 
cracker boxes. Because you make these yourself, you 
can fabricate a guard that will work on virtually any 
style of nestbox. 

House Wren Guards are temporarily installed 
on a nestbox to extend from the front roof edge 
and down to just cover the House Wren’s view of 
the entry hole. It is very important that you leave 
enough room between the front of the box face and 
the House Wren Guard to make sure the bird using 
the nestbox can easily gain access to their nest. A 
distance of 2.5 to 3 inches works nicely. More recent 
designs have included “sides” on the guards and I 
like these better. The original theory is that the House 
Wren Guard blocks the view of the hole from the 
bird so he searches elsewhere for a nest site. I think 
that may be true, but it is also very possible that the 
difficulty of putting sticks in the box with the guard 
on is the deterrent; this difficulty is compounded 
when you add sides. Either way, it is an effective 
deterrent and often works to keep House Wrens 
out of an active Eastern Bluebird or other native 
nester box. A nice discussion and pictures of House 
Wren Guards can be found on the Sialis website: 
www.sialis.org/wrens.htm 

An interesting and very effective House Wren Guard 
can be made from a Cheez-It box. Other similar type 
boxes work fine also. The Cheez-It design, along 
with pictures and other design ideas, are described 

Six days old.

Seven days old.
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very well on the online Bluebird Nut Café forum 
(http://bluebirdnutcafe.yuku.com). You may have 
to join the forum to view it. I have fashioned quick 
guards for neighbors using cereal boxes similar to 
this and thumbtacking the guard to the box. The nice 
thing about this design is it does have sides, which I 
prefer.

The timing of House Wren Guard installation and 
removal is important. It should be installed after 
the Eastern Bluebird (or other native cavity nester) 
lays its first egg. When installing a guard during 
egg laying, I always check the box a day or two after 
installation to make sure the female was able to 
circumvent the guard and continue laying her clutch. 
If you wait until the clutch is completed to install the 
guard, it is very important that you take the time to 
sit back and observe, making sure the female is able to 
get around the guard to incubate her clutch. After she 
braves past it the first time, everything is fine. 

Removing the House Wren Guard is a good idea 
when nestlings are a little over a week old. Nestlings 
are too big for House Wrens to chuck out at this stage 
and the guard removal facilitates parental care of 
young and easier fledging when the time comes. 

Pair Boxes for Tree Swallows and Eastern Bluebirds
Pairing boxes 12 to 15 feet apart is a familiar 
management practice to accommodate nesting pairs 
of Eastern Bluebirds and Tree Swallows. From my 
field observations, I believe Tree Swallows are the 
better of the two species when it comes to chasing 
House Wrens away from nestbox stations. Their more 
agile flight closely matches the stealthy approach 

of the House Wren and they seem better able to 
intercept and stop marauding House Wrens than 
Eastern Bluebirds are. This is especially apparent in 
Tree Swallow grids where we space nestboxes 22 to 25 
yards apart to house a lot of Tree Swallows in an area. 
On the edges of the grids, we sometimes have boxes 
installed in marginal House Wren habitat. While Tree 
Swallows are nesting, House Wrens seldom attempt 
to use boxes in marginal habitat. After Tree Swallows 
fledge their young and leave the grid, House Wrens 
do attempt to nest in those nestboxes.

Remove “Dummy” Nests
Removing “dummy nests” from nestboxes is a good 
strategy. Since House Wrens will put stick starts in 
a number of boxes in their territory, removing sticks 
from boxes that do not have active nests is a good 
strategy. If stick nesting material is lined with a grass 
cup, you have to assume this is an active nest and 
leave it alone. There is always the danger that nest 
start removal can drive House Wrens to depredate 
a nearby cavity nester’s clutch, but I believe their 
propensity toward depredatory behavior often occurs 
regardless. I have had House Wrens depredate nearby 
nesters while left alone to raise their young. 

Block or Remove Nestboxes
Blocking or removing nestboxes in House Wren 
habitat or marginal habitat forces House Wrens to 
nest elsewhere and keeps them off your trail. Some 
of our native cavity nesters, such as Black-capped 
Chickadees and Carolina Chickadees, share House 
Wren nesting habitat. Keep track of the time frame 
of other native nesters and block or remove boxes 
accordingly at the end of their nesting season. House 
Wrens will attempt a second nesting in July after Tree 

Fifteen days old.

Fourteen days old.
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Swallows leave an area. Chickadees will not nest this 
late in the season. Although Eastern Bluebirds will, 
the blocking of the boxes that solicit House Wren 
interest (marginal habitat) will drive the Eastern 
Bluebirds to use boxes in safer habitat and keep 
House Wrens from procreating on your trail. A very 
easy way to do this is cut small squares of thin plastic 
laminate and thumbtack them over the entry hole. 
If you have large vent holes in boxes, make sure to 
block these as well because House Wrens can squeeze 
through pretty tight cracks.

Madame WingNut’s nestboxes are generally “Not 
For Wrent,” but I usually do raise a nest or two of 
them each season. A couple of years ago, I allowed a 
family of House Wrens to use my backyard box. No 
other native nester was in my yard at the time and 
three of the neighbors on my cul-de-sac had Eastern 
Bluebirds incubating eggs. I “took the hit” for them, 
so to speak. I documented their progress daily with 
my camera; the accompanying shots are from their 
HorWRENdous Family Photo Album.

An experienced monitor of more than a dozen bluebird 
trails in central and northern Ohio, Paula Ziebarth (aka 
Madame WingNut) enjoys all creatures that fly, regardless 
of their stage of development.

This article also appeared in Bluebird Monitor, the 
newsletter of the Ohio Bluebird Society. It is printed here 
with permission.

I opened the nestbox on day 16 to find that all six 
had fledged.  Madame WingNut declared this house 
“Not for WRENt” for the remainder of the 2010 
nesting season, removing it and storing it in the 
garage.  The house was put back up in March 2011 
and Carolina Chickadees successfully raised a brood 
of seven with the help of a House Wren guard.  The 
Chickadees fledged the last week of May and nestbox 
was stored in garage again, as only a House Wren 
would use it that late in the nesting season.

NABS is pleased to participate in a

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!
i love bluebirds
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Setting Conservation Priorities for Cavity-Nesting Birds
Scott W. Gillihan

Working to conserve cavity-nesting species 
is a valuable and commendable service of 
NABS, its Affiliates, and the many other 

related organizations. Many of these organizations 
focus on bluebirds—the Eastern Bluebird in 
particular—because of population declines noted 
in the 20th century and the rallying cry sounded by 
pioneer bluebird conservationists such as the NABS 
founder, Lawrence Zeleny.

But are bluebirds still a conservation priority? Have 
bluebird groups worked so effectively that now the 
populations are strong and stable, and our attention 
should be turned to other species in greater need of 
conservation actions? To help answer these questions, 
I turned to the work of a major North American 
bird conservation group, and used its methology to 
perform an objective evaluation of the conservation 
needs of cavity-nesting species.

Partners in Flight (PIF) is a coalition of individuals,  
nonprofit organizations, government agencies, and 
private companies working together to restore and 
conserve healthy populations of birds in North 
America (www.partnersinflight.org). One of the most 
significant developments that has come out of PIF 
is a scoring system to help establish conservation 
priorities for North American birds. After its initial 

development in the early 1990s (Hunter et al. 1993), 
this system has appeared in scientific publications 
where it has been peer reviewed and analyzed 
(see Panjabi et al. 2012). PIF has incorporated the 
comments of reviewers, scientists, and resource 
managers in each successive version, and works to 
continually refine and improve the scoring system.

The PIF scores are the result of collaborative work 
by experts in bird biology, conservation, and 
distribution. The experts come from throughout 
Canada, the U.S., and Mexico. These experts review 
the conservation situation for every North American 
species, employ the PIF scoring system (described 
below in Methods), and feed all this information 
into an online database that is freely available to 
natural resource managers, conservation groups, 
and anyone else with an interest in setting bird 
conservation priorities. More background information 
on the scoring process, a user handbook, and the raw 
scores themselves are available on the PIF website 
managed by the Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory: 
http://pif.rmbo.org

METHODS
The basic building blocks of the PIF scoring system 
are six factors that reflect the past, present, and/or 
projected future situation for each species. For each 
factor, PIF experts assign a score from 1 (very low 
concern) to 5 (very high concern); then the scores are 
summed to yield a total score for either the breeding 
season or the nonbreeding season. This is repeated for 
each species. The six factors are:

BD�: Breeding Distribution (the size of a species' 
breeding range worldwide)

ND�: Non-breeding Distribution (the size of a 
species' non-breeding range worldwide)

PS�: Population Size (estimated total number of 
adults worldwide)

PT�: Population Trend (the direction and magnitude 
of a species' population trend since the mid-
1960s) 

TB�: Threats to Breeding (the current and probable 
future conditions that could negatively impact 
populations on their breeding grounds in North 
America)

TN�: Threats to Non-breeding (the current and 
probable future condition that could negatively 
impact populations during the non-breeding 
season)Is it time to form the North American 

Flammulated Owl Society?
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In addition, PIF experts review the population trend 
of each species over the last 40 years. Species that 
have experienced population declines of 50% or more 
are considered to be "Common Birds in Steep Decline" 
(Berlanga et al. 2010). All population scores and 
population estimates are based on results from the 
Breeding Bird Survey, except when Christmas Bird 
Count or special surveys provide more robust data.

To prioritize cavity-nesting species by their level of 
conservation concern, I started with the complete PIF 
database of all North American landbirds and their 
scores. I eliminated all species except the 78 cavity-
nesting landbirds identified by Scott et al. (1977). I 
then eliminated species that do not nest exclusively 

(or almost exclusively) in tree cavities, such as 
Black Vulture. Finally, I eliminated species that are 
primarily Mexican species with very limited ranges in 
the U.S., such as Mexican Chickadee. This left a pool 
of 63 species.

With the data in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, I 
sorted the values in this order:
1.	 Total score for breeding season (BD + PS + PT + TB) 

or nonbreeding season (ND + PS + PT + TN), 
whichever was higher.

2.	 Total score for breeding season (BD + PS + PT + 
TB).

3.	 Total score for nonbreeding season (ND + PS + PT 
+ TN).

Priority Species Score Population
1 Ivory-billed Woodpecker 20 unknown
2 Red-cockaded Woodpecker 18 15,000
3 Spotted Owl 15 15,000
4 Flammulated Owl 15 21,000
5 Oak Titmouse 14 540,000
6 Gilded Flicker 14 580,000
7 Prothonotary Warbler 14 1,600,000
8 Lewis's Woodpecker 13 68,000
9 Williamson's Sapsucker 13 320,000
10 Nuttall's Woodpecker 13 600,000
11 Brown-headed Nuthatch 13 1,100,000
12 Elf Owl 13 150,000
13 Lucy's Warbler 13 3,000,000
14 Red-headed Woodpecker 13 1,200,000
15 Red-breasted Sapsucker 12 2,300,000
16 Juniper Titmouse 12 180,000
17 Bridled Titmouse 12 590,000
18 White-headed Woodpecker 12 150,000
19 Western Screech-Owl 12 380,000
20 Chimney Swift 12 7,800,000
21 Northern Pygmy-Owl 11 80,000
22 Boreal Chickadee 11 12,000,000
23 American Kestrel 11 4,300,000
24 Black-backed Woodpecker 10 850,000
25 Black-crested Titmouse 10 950,000
26 Red-naped Sapsucker 10 2,000,000
27 Northern Hawk Owl 10 120,000

28 American Three-toed 
Woodpecker 10 1,100,000

29 Gila Woodpecker 10 1,600,000
30 Pygmy Nuthatch 10 2,500,000
31 Bewick's Wren 10 5,600,000

Priority Species Score Population
32 Mountain Chickadee 10 7,500,000
33 Northern Flicker 10 8,600,000
34 Boreal Owl 10 1,700,000
35 Carolina Chickadee 10 12,000,000
36 Chestnut-backed Chickadee 9 9,700,000
37 Eastern Screech-Owl 9 850,000
38 Northern Saw-whet Owl 9 2,000,000
39 Gray-headed Chickadee 9 2,000,000
40 Golden-fronted Woodpecker 9 2,500,000
41 Acorn Woodpecker 9 5,200,000
42 Ladder-backed Woodpecker 9 5,800,000
43 Brown-crested Flycatcher 9 not available
44 Western Bluebird 9 6,700,000
45 Ash-throated Flycatcher 9 7,400,000
46 Mountain Bluebird 8 4,600,000
47 Red-bellied Woodpecker 8 10,000,000
48 Tufted Titmouse 8 8,000,000
49 Downy Woodpecker 8 14,000,000
50 Great Crested Flycatcher 8 6,700,000
51 Purple Martin 8 6,800,000
52 Violet-green Swallow 8 7,100,000
53 Tree Swallow 8 17,000,000
54 Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 7 10,000,000
55 Carolina Wren 7 14,000,000
56 Pileated Woodpecker 7 1,900,000
57 Barred Owl 7 2,700,000
58 Eastern Bluebird 7 22,000,000
59 Hairy Woodpecker 6 9,000,000
60 White-breasted Nuthatch 6 9,200,000
61 Red-breasted Nuthatch 6 20,000,000
62 Black-capped Chickadee 6 41,000,000
63 House Wren 5 160,000,000

Table 1.  Cavity-nesting landbird species in North America, ranked by conservation priority.
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4.	 Status as a "Common Bird in Steep Decline" (i.e., 
"True" > "False").

5.	 Total population size.

After this sort, the only tie was between Gray-headed 
Chickadee and Northern Saw-whet Owl (i.e., these 
two species had identical values for all five of the 
items above); I placed the chickadee as a lower 
priority because, in addition to populations in Alaska, 
Yukon, and Northwest Territories, the species is well-
represented in northern Europe (where it is known 
as Siberian Tit). Also, the sort resulted in a cluster of 
seven species that had identical values for the first 
four sorting factors, differing only in total population; 
because no population estimate was available for one 
of the species (Brown-crested Flycatcher) at the time 
of this analysis, I placed it as a lower conservation 
priority than the other six species.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The total score used as the primary factor in setting 
priorities (the "Score" column in Table 1) was the sum 
of four individual factors, each with a score of 1–5. 
Thus, the lowest possible total score was 4, indicating 
very low conservation need, and the highest possible 
was 20, indicating very high conservation need. 

Not surprisingly, the #1 priority is the Ivory-billed 
Woodpecker, with a total score of 20. Unfortunately, 
this species may already be extinct. This species and 
the next two, Red-cockaded Woodpecker and Spotted 
Owl, are recognized by government agencies as being 
of critical conservation concern; the woodpeckers are 
classified as Endangered Species by the U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Service and the owl is a Threatened Species 
(Endangered in Canada). As a result, these species are 
the subjects of fairly intense management activities to 
conserve their populations.

The next-highest priority is the Flammulated Owl. 
This charasmatic little owl breeds in ponderosa pine 
and aspen forests of the western U.S. and British 
Columbia and winters from central Mexico south to 
El Salvador. Its diet is almost exclusively nocturnal 
insects, especially moths and beetles. It ranks high 
as a conservation concern because of its very limited 
distribution in winter (which leaves it vulnerable to 
disturbance, pesticides, or habitat destruction in those 
areas) and its small population size (only the Ivory-
billed Woodpecker, Red-cockaded Woodpecker, and 
Spotted Owl—all with special federal protection as 
Threatened or Endangered species—have smaller 
populations.

The Prothonotary Warbler is a species familiar to 
many bluebirders. Its ranking at #7 is partly due to 
the ongoing loss of its primary wintering habitat—
mangrove forests in Central and South America. Its 
comparatively large population masks the fact that it 
has declined significantly since at least the mid-1960s; 
so much so that it falls into the PIF classification of a 
"Common Bird in Steep Decline." In some areas it has 
declined by 75% just since the late 1980s.

In what may come as a surprise to many bluebirders, 
the three bluebird species seem reasonably secure, 
and ranked quite low in the prioritization: Western 
Bluebird is #44, Mountain Bluebird is #46, and Eastern 
Bluebird is #58. In particular, Eastern Bluebird seems 
secure; only two cavity-nesting species in North 
America have larger populations (Black-capped 
Chickadee and House Wren). Perhaps the time has 
come to shift some of our energy and attention to 
species that are higher conservation priorities.

A reasonable strategy for putting this prioritized 
list to use by a conservation organization, or a 
conservation-minded individual, would be to:

•	Identify the highest-ranking species on this list 
that are found nearby.

•	Learn as much as possible about the factors that 
are impacting the species' populations.

•	Take concrete steps to address those factors, 
bringing to these species the same level of 
enthusiasm and dedication that have served so 
well to restore bluebird populations.
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Homeowner Use of Lawn Pesticides

Most of us probably think of pesticide 
use as primarily an agricultural issue. 
In terms of pounds applied, agriculture 

does account for the majority of pesticide use. 
However, non-agricultural uses are extensive, 
and use per acre is significantly higher on 
average for homeowner lawns—one study found 
that lawns received up to 3.5 times as much 
pesticide product per acre as did agricultural 
lands.

Homeowners use all classes of pesticides on 
their lawns: herbicides, fungicides, insecticides, 
even rodenticides. Local governments authorize 
the use of pesticides for park management and 
roadside management; conservationists and 
gardeners use pesticides for habitat restoration 
and insect control.

Even when applied properly, pesticides can 
be harmful to birds and other wildlife. Birds 
sometimes consume granular fertilizer or 
pesticide products, mistaking the small pellets for 
food or for the natural grit they need to ingest to 
keep their digestive systems functioning properly 
[see Bluebird Vol. 33 No. 2, page 13].

When used judiciously, pesticides can be 
important tools. Here are some useful tips for 
your own backyard and your community:
•	 Consider a bird-friendly yard with trees, 

bushes, and some ground cover other than 
turfgrass. In many areas, native grasses and 
plants provide a low-maintenance yard that 
gives birds more opportunities for nesting, 
foraging, and finding useful cover.

•	 If you must tackle a pest problem by 
resorting to a pesticide, do so judiciously and 
responsibly. Buy products that are clearly 
labeled. Choose 
a more selective/
target-specific 
pesticide when 
possible.

•	 Read the label 
for any wildlife 
warnings, and follow 
instructions closely.

•	 Do not apply 
pesticides (including 
herbicides) directly 
beneath bird feeders 

or around nestboxes or primary nesting or 
foraging areas. Be aware that sprays can 
be carried on a slight breeze, so consider 
emptying and covering birdbaths before 
spraying.

•	 As an extra precaution, consider not using 
pesticides during periods when young are 
hatching.

•	 If you choose to hire a pest control operator, 
talk to them about your concerns, and see 
if they are willing to consider less-toxic 
approaches. Most operators are sensitive to 
customer concerns and have a variety of less-
toxic products and methods they can apply, if 
directed.

•	 Consider adopting Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) or organic methods of 
pest control. IPM is a systematic, wholistic 
approach to pest control that:

�� emphasizes control rather than eradication;
�� encourages steps to prevent infestation in 

the first place;
�� allows low levels of infestation;
�� relies on knowledge of the pest and its 

life cycle to attack it at its most vulnerable 
stage;

�� employs mechanical and biological 
methods of pest control;

�� turns to chemical controls as a last resort, 
and even then relies on the smallest 
amount of pesticides that are effective.

•	 In areas where mosquitoes are an ongoing 
problem, be vigilant in seeking out and 
removing sites where water can collect as 
breeding spots. Problem spots can be old tires, 
clogged rain gutters, tarps, unmaintained fish 
ponds—any outdoor container that can hold 
standing water for more than a few days.

•	 Encourage local park officials and pest-control 
agencies to search for 
less-toxic approaches to 
mosquito control and 
other municipal pest 
control problems.

This article orginally 
appeared in a slightly 
different form in The 
Banner, the newsletter 
of Bluebirds Across 
Nebraska. It is reprinted 
here with permission.
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When I was twelve years old, I was riding 
along a country road in rural Arkansas near 
my home, when suddenly the chain came 

off my bicycle. Forced to the side of the road to do 
a quick repair, I noticed a pair of Eastern Bluebirds 
making alarm calls and watching me intently.

I had never seen bluebirds before, but recognized 
them from the pictures I’d seen in our family 
encyclopedia. It was love at first sight. Judging from 
their behavior I knew there must be a nest nearby.
Setting my bike aside, I walked along the fence line 
and discovered a nest in a wooden fencepost with five 
pale blue eggs in it.

I decided to return every few days to see what 
changes took place with my new blue treasure. I 
continued to do so until the nest was empty a few 
weeks later.

I didn’t realize it then, but I had, by “accident,” 
become a bluebird monitor. I had no tools and kept 
no record of my findings. After all, it was only one 
box and one pair of birds.

Of course, twelve-year-old boys become thirteen-year-
old teenagers, who fall under the spell of the British 
Invasion and the sirens of rock-n-roll, so birds take a 
back seat…for a time.

Fast forward twenty-something years.

After attending a seminar 
about bluebirds, an old 
flame was rekindled and I 
started my first trail of three 
boxes. At the time, there was 
no local bluebird club, to 
my knowledge, so being a 
bluebirder was a lonely life.

But the world would radically 
change with developments in 
digital technology. Now, with 
the click of a mouse, I can 
communicate with hundreds 
of other bluebirders across 
North America. If I have a 
question regarding bluebirds 
or want to share something I have learned, I can do so 
in an instant, instead of having to wait until I happen 
to meet someone with the same interest.

Digital cameras make it possible to share photos and 
videos with others on any number of forums and 
chatrooms. Instead of having to carry a cumbersome 
notebook/clipboard and pen, a digital recorder takes 
their place.

From that digital recorder I can dictate the 
information to Cornell’s Nestwatch database, making 
it possible for all my nests to be included with 
thousands of other birders who wish to participate 
in citizen science. To go a step further, I can also 
enter the information about where my nestboxes are 
located and view them from a satellite in space miles 
above the earth. I never could have imagined such 
a thing when I was a twelve-year-old kid from rural 
Arkansas.

In the not-too-distant future, it will be possible to 
capture a bluebird and implant it with a tracking 
device. Banding birds is nothing new, but this takes it 
to a whole new level. Imagine being able to keep track 
of “your” bluebirds year round! 

Have we gone too far? Some will say “yes.” But think 
about how many times you simply don’t know what 
has happened when a pair of bluebirds disappears 
and abandons a nest. With this technology you could 
know why or even prevent it from happening. You 
would be able to tell one bird from another. Not 
only that, but which birds are related, or if a bird 
is a newcomer to your trail. You could know how 
long a particular bird lived, how many offspring 

it produced, and more. The 
possibilities boggle the mind. 
Who knows what all of this 
knowledge will mean for the 
future of the species? As with 
any tool, the outcome will 
depend on the users.

When it comes to keeping a 
close eye on your nestbox, 
nestcams are affordable, easy 
to install, educational, and 
fun. In the future it will be 
possible to have cameras in 
each of your nestboxes linked 
to a program on your portable 
computer. No more guessing 

what happened to that clutch of eggs. You will know 
the instant something isn’t right. The “smart” nestbox 
will tell you there has been a change.

Bluebirding in the 21st Century
Duane Rice
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That’s right, you heard it here first folks, the 
nestboxes of the future will have “smart “ technology 
built in. A solar-powered heater/cooler will eliminate 
the monitor’s worry when the weather is doing its 
worst. What about predator control? Your smart 
box could immediately recognize any predator or 
non-native species and close the opening. Can you 
imagine?

Some may ask, with this technology, why go out in 
the field to monitor when you can simply look on 
your computer to see what’s going on in real time?

Why go out in the field, when you can simply look 
on your computer and see what is going on in each 
nestbox in real time. Will the technology do away 
with the need for field monitoring altogether?

Some say yes, but I don’t think so. It will certainly 
change the way in which we monitor nest boxes. But 

hasn’t it already changed? Of course it has. If you 
don’t believe me, ask that twelve-year-old boy from 
rural Arkansas.

Nature will adapt as it always has. The question is, 
will we do the same?

Duane Rice manages several bluebird trails in middle 
Tennessee. He is a member of NABS,Tennessee Bluebird 
Trails, and Warioto Audubon. In his spare time he enjoys 
writing songs and performing them at local venues.

How Important Are Bird Baths?

Bird baths may not be essential, but they are helpful. The origins of man-made bird baths are unknown, 
but they may have originated with the Greeks, Romans, or even the Egyptians. The first commercially 
available bird baths are believed to have been offered in the mid-1800s in Europe. The ubiquitous "bowl 

on a pedestal" design, popular well over a hundred years ago and still being sold today, is a classic design.

But the baths need not be simply ornamental; they can be very useful because birds need water for drinking 
and bathing, but it is often challenging for birds to find clean, open, shallow water sources, especially in urban 
and suburban neighborhoods. Summer is the season when bird baths are most often used, but they are useful 
at all times of year. Indeed, it is during winter that birds may face the most difficulty in finding water.

Baths may be as simple or as elaborate as you wish, but three elements are essential: cleanliness, depth, and 
safety. Use clean, fresh, water—the bath should be scrubbed with a stiff brush on a regular basis (2–3 times a 
week if the bath is used by a lot of birds) and refilled with fresh water. A clean bird bath is more appealing to 
birds and is less likely to spread disease. The bath should have a shallow, sloping design of about a half inch 
to up to three inches, with a roughened bottom; add a flat rock to the center of the bath if the water is deep. 
And protect your bathing birds by placing the bath well away from low vegetation that could conceal skulking 
predators such as cats.

Other considerations include offering moving or dripping water and the use of small water heaters in winter. 
Drippers, misters, bubblers, and heaters are all commercially 
available and will greatly enhance the attractiveness and utility 
of your bird bath to birds.

Some birders scoff at bird baths, but at times bird baths may 
actually be far more helpful to birds than bird feeders, assuming 
that the baths are properly situated and maintained.

This article originally appeared in a slightly different version 
in the Birding Community E-bulletin; it is reprinted here 
with permission. Archived bulletins are available online at 
http://refugeassociation.org/news/birding-bulletin/
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While many species reintroductions, such 
as the Whooping Crane and Peregrine 
Falcon, involve a small band of dedicated 

professional conservationists, others only succeed 
with the help of the public. The perfect example is the 
Eastern Bluebird.

Before there was a cell phone network, a computer 
network, or even a TV network, there was a bluebird 
network. It owes its origins to Thomas Musselman, 
who in 1926, began building nestboxes for the 
declining songbird in his home state of Illinois, 
eventually erecting more than 1,000 of them along 
country roads. He established what he called bluebird 
trails, and through a series of popular articles, 
encouraged others to do the same.

The idea of bluebird nestboxes was not new. As 
early as the 18th century, farmers would place them 
around their fields to attract this efficient natural pest 
controller. With the population crash of the species 
that began in the mid-19th century, this technique 
took on a new significance.

Difficult times for the bluebird began in the 1700s 
with the increased demand for timber for the ship 
trade, and the wholesale slaughter of beavers for the 
fur trade. Both practices led to a reduction in the dead 
trees that the bluebird uses to nest. The introduction 
of the House Sparrow and European Starling in the 
mid- to late-19th century, and the fire ant in the early 
20th, devastated Eastern Bluebird populations. The 
sparrow and starling aggressively compete with 
the bluebird for nest cavities, and the ant ravages 
bluebird nests, kiling the young as soon as they hatch. 
Bluebird populations 
also took hits from 
pesticide use, as 
well as changing 
farm practices 
and increasing 
urbanization. By 
1970, the Eastern 
Bluebird had 
disappeared from 
much of its former 
range. When the 
species was voted 
the state bird of 
New York, one 
delegate thought it 

a poor choice. "After all," he said, "who has ever seen 
a bluebird, except perhaps on the cover of a greeting 
card?"

But the work begun by Musselman was gathering 
steam, and, in conjunction with efforts by naturalists 
such as Larry Zeleny, bluebird trails and nestboxes 
were springing up by the hundreds across the 
United States and Canada, almost all erected and 
monitored by volunteers. Charles Butler of Kansas 
drew up plans for build-your-own boxes in 1964, and 
distributed more than 7,000 copies. The Griggsville 
Wild Bird Society published a monthly newsletter 
column that helped spread interest throughout North 
America. Trails were even created at government 
facilities such as Aberdeen Proving Grounds in 
Maryland, and by power companies who established 
trails beneath their power lines.

The North American Bluebird Society was formed 
in the late 1970s, and has since distributed more 
than a million copies of the brochure, Where Have 
All The Bluebirds Gone? In 2000, the Society launched 
the Transcontinental Bluebird Trail, which quickly 
established a network of nearly 20,000 boxes on 
more than 360 trails. As a result, the overall Eastern 
Bluebird population has risen significantly, helped 
as well by an increase in mature trees that provide 
more natural nesting cavities. A similar network of 
nestboxes has helped restore populations of Western 
and Mountain Bluebirds. Nowadays, anyone wishing 
to see an Eastern Bluebird need only explore the 
country back roads of almost any eastern state at the 
right time of year. With a little perseverance, the sight 
of an electric blue streak flashing across an open field 

towards a nestbox will 
reward your time.

Excerpted from 
"Innovations in 
Reintroductions," 
an article in a 
special issue of Bird 
Conservation: 
The Magazine of 
American Bird 
Conservancy 
entitled "Celebrating 
Bird Conservation 
Successes."

A Bird Conservation Success Story
American Bird Conservancy
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As You Walk Your Bluebird Trail
As you walk your bluebird trail

You will soon realize that it is more than a trail

All of  Nature is waiting there

Notice the turkey vulture circling above

And the squirrels crouching in the pecan tree

They are all watching you for signs

Signs that you aren’t there to harm them

But rather a friend of the woods and trail

Someone who appreciates Nature

Stand quietly for a while – Listen

Forget the sounds of the highway and city

Nature will speak to you in many ways

Perhaps the bluebirds carry a message from God

Love one another, raise a family, help each other, enjoy life

Yes, life is short but we all can make a difference

As you make sure your bluebirds are doing well,

Gaze into the sky and through the trees and into the pasture

God’s messengers will greet you along your trail

Count your blessings as you count your bluebirds

It is more than a bluebird trail

—Roger Brock, South Carolina Bluebird Society
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In 2004 I reported losing bluebird nestlings to 
predatory American Kestrels, commonly called 
“sparrow hawks.” As I approached house number 

seven that day, I noticed a few songbirds shrieking 
as they power-dived repeatedly from an overhead 
power line to make quick U-turns at the grassline, 
apparently to assault an intruder. They were a pair 
of bluebirds that nested nearby in a NABS-style 
box, a pair of Bobolinks, and a pair of Red-winged 
Blackbirds that likely nested in that area. I suspected a 
stray cat was defending itself in the short grass.

The ruckus was entertaining at first, but then I 
realized how serious these parent birds were in 
pursuit of a common enemy. As I approached the  
location of the fracas, a kestrel left the scene with 
empty, dangling talons that often hold fast to a 
mouse or an insect. Then I checked the bluebird box 
and realized two of the 10- to 12-day nestlings were 
missing, and it occurred to me the tiny falcon was 
dining on one of my bluebird nestlings.

There may have been other nestlings taken that year 
but none were witnessed. When bluebird chicks are 
about 10 days old they began to orient their heads 
(mouths) toward the entry expecting food morsels 
from their parents. When a kestrel flutter-hovers 
in the entrance of a nest box the nestlings perceive 
the parents have returned with food and offer their 
head to the opportunistic kestrel. I suspected the 
protruding “keeper” nail on the lower front of the 
nest box allowed or at least aided the support of this 
predation. We have since relocated the nail to the rear 
of all our NABS-style houses.

On June 8, 2011 a complete brood of four 9- or 10-
day nestlings disappeared from box number seven 
located near our farm yard. From previous experience 
I suspected kestrels, and I had recently seen one 
perched on the power line. The next morning as my 
wife and I were driving past the box a kestrel sailed 
from the ridgetop directly to that bluebird box and 
hovered in front as though expecting another meal. 
The cupboard was bare! The adult bluebirds attacked 
the hovering kestrel and aggressively chased it back 
over the ridge. Within two days those adults had 
constructed a new nest. They produced five eggs the 
following week which hatched, and those nestlings 
fledged successfully.

On June 10, 2011 (two days after the disappearance of 
the other brood), two 13-day nestlings disappeared 
from box number five on our farm yard where we 
had placed a nature cam to record activities inside 
the box. Again, I suspected a kestrel, but we were 
not recording when they disappeared. The next day 
the kestrel appeared early, but did not attack the box 
while we were observing. Just after noon it perched 
on the power line about 75 feet from the box, but the 
parents chased it out of the area.  When I checked 
the box again at six o’clock the three nestlings were 
gone. Apparently the kestrel had attacked and 
either removed the nestlings or frightened them to 
fledge early. Since there was no evidence of parents 
attending pre-fledged nestlings I assumed the young 
birds perished. These resilient parents re-nested 
immediately and fledged five youngsters in their 
second nesting.

In my 170 bluebird nestboxes located farther 
from the home site, I wasn’t able to witness the 
kestrel activity, although I often spotted a lone 
kestrel on power lines many miles from its home. 
My monitoring records suggest that 55 bluebird 
nestlings disappeared that were 9 to 14 days old. 
That kind of numbers loss adds to the frustration of 
this past year’s tally of successful bluebird fledges. 
A lone kestrel could not devour that many nestlings, 
but I suspect pairs of kestrels were feeding their 
young. Cold temperatures delayed first broods 
of bluebirds so their vulnerable stage most likely 
coincided with peak food demands of the kestrel.

We had other losses due to a cold spring and 
black fly infestations in June. Some members 
in our Brice Prairie Conservation Association 

Nestling Bluebirds Are Vulnerable to Kestrel Predation
Leif Marking
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(briceprairieconservation.org) also reported some 
disappearance of 10- to 14-day nestlings. I suspect 
that as kestrels figure out that bluebird trails are 
potential lunch box trails we will recognize more 
of this predation. Weekly monitoring is routine, yet 
inadequate to differentiate whether 10- to 12-day 
nestlings fledged after seven days, but nest material 
characteristics may reveal the answer. Most often 
nest material is completely flat in boxes following 
successful fledging, whereas a semblance of the 
deteriorated nest cup is often recognizable at 10 to 
14 days. The kestrels apparently stockpiled their 
food supply and chose to harvest their prey when 
hungry nestling bluebirds were most vulnerable and 
available.

This past nesting season Tree Swallows nested in 
the box where the kestrel attacked in 2004. On June 
26, 2011, I observed some gut tissue, body tissue, 
undeveloped feathers, and blood on top of this box. 

Three 10- to 12-day chicks were missing, and two 
dead ones remained in the nest. Apparently the 
adults abandoned the attacked nestlings, and the 
kestrel tore the bodies apart on top of the nest box for 
consumption or delivery to the nest. Thirty minutes 
later I returned with my camera, and a sizable 
chunk of breast tissue had been removed. I suspect 
that kestrels capture more nestlings than most folks 
recognize. Hopefully, this kind of kestrel predation 
occurs only during years when nestling vulnerability 
coincides with peak kestrel food demands.

Leif Marking is a retired U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
employee who now devotes much of his time as the Bluebird 
Project Manager for the Brice Prairie Conservation 
Association, monitoring 195 nestboxes. As a board member 
of the Bluebird Restoration Assocation of Wisconsin, 
he serves as the Nestbox Design Chairman. He is also a 
member of NABS and the Minnesota Bluebird Recovery 
Program.

Bluebirds love to keep their nests clean, and 
nature has provided them with an efficient 
way of dealing with bodily waste. Encasing the 

excrement of nestling bluebirds is a fecal sac, which 
is a gelatinous material that keeps feces in a portable 
package. After the parent delivers food, he or she can 
poke the chick in the belly, stimulating a defecation 
reflex in the young bird. The parent will then pick up 
the sac and remove the waste. This keeps the nest dry 
and clean and reduces risk of pathogenic infection 
and exposure to parasites. Just prior to fledging, 
young birds will stop producing sacs.

Research on the Eastern Bluebird reveals that 
male and female parents share the role of fecal 
sac removal equally. They are also very careful 
about where they drop these sacs. Bluebirds 
have been observed to fly 40–200 yards from 
their nestbox and leave fecal sacs on electric 
wires, wooden fence posts, tree branches, and 
utility poles.

The almost obsessive compulsion for fecal 
removal suggests that Eastern Bluebirds are 
not just keeping things in the nest tidy; they 
are, in fact, keeping the nest safe. Going out of 
their average range from the nest to dispose of 
fecal sacs sugggests that Eastern Bluebirds want 

to reduce the risk of a predator detecting the nest 
through sight or smell of the nestlings' feces. When a 
fecal sac is dropped during transport, the birds have 
been seen catching sacs in midair, perhaps showing 
the priority placed on the package reaching a safe 
distance from the nest.

This article originally appeared in The Bird Box, the 
newsletter of the Virginia Bluebird Society. It is reprinted 
here with permission.

Keeping Nests Tidy and Safe
David Mitchell
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The ongoing tragedy of bird deaths in the PVC 
pipes used to mark mining claims in the West 
[see article in Bluebird Vol. 34 No. 1 and updates 

in Vol. 34 No. 2 and on page 26 of this issue] has focused 
long-overdue attention on the problems caused by 
open pipes.

The types of pipes and the species of birds killed vary 
by region, but the basic problem is the same: Open 
pipes attract birds (especially cavity-nesting birds); 
the birds enter the pipes but, if the pipe is vertical or 
nearly so, the smooth sides make escape impossible. 
The birds end up at the bottom of the pipe, where 
they die a slow, agonizing death from the combined 
effects of starvation, dehydration, and exposure.

Virtually any type of open pipe will draw in 
birds: roof vents on residential and commercial 
buildings, fence posts, sign posts, outhouse vent 
pipes, chimneys, exhaust pipes on old tractors or 
other equipment, even the flexible irrigation pipe 
sometimes used to protect small trees. Even pipes that 
are stored temporarily can trap birds; reports have 
surfaced of birds being found dead in pipes that were 
leaned up against a building for only a few days.

The numbers of birds that die in pipes is staggering. 
The PVC claim pipes in the West average about 
one dead bird per pipe, and there are hundreds 
of thousands of these pipes just in Nevada. When 
employees of California Audubon's Kern River 
Preserve examined a 20-foot-tall irrigation vent 
pipe that had been in place for 50 years they found 
hundreds of dead, decomposed birds packed in a 
seven-foot-long mass. The birds included cavity-
nesting species: bluebirds, Northern Flickers, and 
American Kestrels.

The size and material of the pipe matter little. Dead 
birds have been found in pipes from 1 to 10 inches 

in diameter, and in pipes made of PVC or metal. The 
age and condition of the pipe is irrelevant, too—old, 
rusty, corroded pipes trap birds just as readily as do 
new, shiny, smooth pipes.

In some states, PVC receptacles were installed at 
popular fishing sites to provide a place to discard 
fishing line, so that the line would not become a 
hazard to birds and other wildlife. Ironically, the 
receptacles themselves have become death traps 
for birds. The collection bins are made of a vertical 
length of PVC pipe capped at the bottom and attached 
to a post, with an uncapped PVC elbow at the top. 
Anglers can stuff coils of old fishing line into the pipe 
for disposal. Unfortunately, the open pipe is attractive 
to cavity-nesting birds. Dead Tree Swallows and 
Prothonotary Warblers have been found tangled in 
the fishing line inside the receptacles. State agencies 
are now installing rubber covers with a slit that allows 
the fishing line to be pushed into the pipe but prevent 
entry by birds.

Fortunately, there are simple solutions to the hazards 
posed by open vertical pipes. Look for pipes on your 
property and in public places, and take (or suggest to 
the proper authorities) one of the following actions:

•	Remove any pipes that are not serving a useful 
purpose.

•	Put caps or screens on pipes that cannot be 
removed.

•	Fill pipes to the top with dirt, rocks, or concrete.

More information can be found online:
California Audubon - www.ca.audubon.org/lsp
Pac�ific Coast Joint Venture - http://pcjv.org/pdfs/

Bird%20Death%20Pipes.pdf
Mis�souri Department of Conservation - http://mdc.

mo.gov/blogs/fresh-afield/best-laid-plans-birds-
and-men

Protect Birds from Open Pipes
Scott W. Gillihan

Bluebirders in some areas have been fighting an ongoing battle against black flies/buffalo gnats. These small 
insects are merciless in their biting attacks on bluebird nestlings. A number of different tactics have been 

employed to counter them, including applying pure vanilla to the inside of the nestbox and/or around the hole 
and vents. The vanilla scent seems to keep the insects from zeroing in on the nestings.

Unfortunately, in some areas there's another problem species, one that zeros in on the vanilla: black bear. In 
the June issue of their newsletter, Bluebird News, the Bluebird Recovery Program of Minnesota notes that some 
nestboxes have been destroyed by bears that were apparently attracted by the vanilla.

If you're in an area with both black flies and bears, you might want to find an alternate method to control the flies.

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

Tracey Ramsey submitted 
these four photos: Tracey's 
Virginia license plate; 
a hotel sign spotted in 
Grand Lake, Colorado; a 
clue on the TV quiz show 
Jeopardy; and a nice Bluebird 
Bitter English Ale, brewed 
by Coniston Brewing 
Company of Cumbria, 
England.

"I'll take 'All Things Blue' for 
$500, Alex!"

NABS member Elsie 
Eltzroth sent in these 
photos of bluebird-
related license plates from 
Tennessee and Oregon, 
and the photo of a box 
of "Bluebird Chocolates," 
which were a Valentine's 
Day gift from her daughter. 
The chocolates are made 
by The Bluebird Candy Co. 
of Logan, Utah, which has 
been making candy since 
1914.
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NABS member Terry 
McGrath of Aiken, SC 
combines her passion for 
bluebirds and art with her 
new tattoo.  Be sure to stop 
by and say “Hey!” to Terry 
while visiting Aiken at the 
NABS Conference in 2013! 
Photo courtesy of Jack 
McGrath.

One of Jerry Newman's kids 
gave him this Blue Bird Pies tin 
for Christmas. This may be from 
the Blue Bird Baking Company, 
which was founded in Dayton, 
Ohio in 1923. The pies must've 
been good, as the company ran 
for many years, expanding its 
sales and production into other 
states and employing as many as 
500 families.

MEALWORMS!!!
Special pricing for NABS members!!!

Supply Bluebirds With the Best Tasting and Highest Quality Mealworms!!
Guaranteed Live Delivery & Same Day Shipments

Bassett’s Cricket Ranch, Inc.
1-800-634-2445  www.bcrcricket.com  info@bcrcricket.com

Bethany Gray spied this happy little 
bluebird in a restaurant / gift shop 
in Plain City, Ohio. The jar contains 
"crumbles" — chunks of scented 
wax that can be used as potpourri 
or melted in a special heating unit 
to fill your home with the smell of 
(in this case) oranges.
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New Initiative for American Kestrels
The Peregrine Fund, arguably one of North America's most successful nonprofit bird conservation 
organizations, has built on its success to create a new initiative. The American Kestrel Partnership is a research 
and conservation program that will provide information on kestrels and gather information from "citizen 
scientists" and professional researchers to address the persistent, widespread declines in kestrel populations. 
One feature of the program is an international nestbox program, 
to which volunteers can provide data. Nestbox plans, a kestrel 
box webcam, and other information can be found on their 
website: http://kestrel.peregrinefund.org/

American Kestrels Love Highway Signs
Speaking of kestrels, the Ohio Bird Conservation Initiative, 
Ohio Ornithological Society, the Ohio Division of Wildlife, and 
Ohio Department of Transportation are working together to 
construct and install about 25 kestrel nestboxes on the back sides 
of highway road signs. Similar nestboxes have been successful 
in other states—highway crews keep the vegetation low, but the 
roadside areas provide plenty of mice, grasshoppers, and other 
kestrel delicacies. You can find out more at www.obcinet.org

Fire-dependent Woodpecker: Endangered?
The Black-backed Woodpecker is perfectly adapted to a landscape of burned trees. Its black back offers 
camouflage as it forages for wood-boring beetle larvae in recently burned conifer trees. Instead of a flashy 
red mark on the back of the male’s head, as is found on most woodpeckers, the black-backed has a more 
subtle yellow forehead. It has anatomical adaptations that make it better adapted for hammering on tree 
trunks than other woodpeckers. Unfortunately, this specialization comes at a cost: With natural resource 
agencies committed to preventing or halting large fires, the blackened landscape critical to this species is in 
short supply. And when a large area of forest does burn, the resource agencies open the area for “salvage” 
logging, which removes the burned trees that provide the black-backed its primary habitat. In response, four 
environmental groups recently filed a lawsuit to force the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service to recognize the species 
for protection under the Endangered Species Act in parts of California, Oregon, Wyoming, and South Dakota. 
Such protection would help ensure that a species that has been in North America since at least the Ice Age will 
continue to find a home here.

Groups Seek Legal Protection for America's Rarest Owl
Two environmental groups have notified the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service of their intent 
to sue for protection of the Cactus Ferruginous Pygmy Owl under the Endangered 
Species Act. The tiny cavity-nesting owl (actually the northernmost subspecies of the 
Ferruginous Pygmy Owl) is primarily a resident of Mexico, but its range reaches into 
extreme southern Arizona. Although fewer than 50 birds live in the state, surveys have 
shown that the population in Mexico is declining, making it critical to protect every bird.

Update on Bird-Killing Mining Claim Markers
As we reported in the last two issues of Bluebird, hundreds of thousands of PVC pipes 
in Nevada and other western states have claimed the lives of more than a million birds per year. Mountain 
Bluebirds and other cavity nesters are particularly susceptible. Fortunately, the nonprofit American Bird 
Conservancy (ABC) and the federal agencies responsible for managing the lands have announced plans 
to actively work toward finding solutions. Already, the Washington Office of the BLM (Bureau of Land 
Management) has urged the state offices to pull, fill, or cap the pipes. BLM offices in California and Nevada 
have responded by implementing pipe-removal programs. The Nevada Department of Wildlife has worked 
with Red Rock Audubon to remove pipes. The BLM and US Forest Service have agreed to meet with ABC this 
summer to discuss progress and plans for continued efforts to eliminate this hazard.

BluesNews
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On Building and Cleaning Woodpecker Nests
John Burroughs

Editor's note: This is an excerpt from an essay written in 
1866 entitled "Birds'-Nests." Burroughs was a naturalist 
and poet, and counted among his friends Walt Whitman, 
Henry Ford, Thomas Edison, and Teddy Roosevelt.

How alert and vigilant the birds are, even when 
absorbed in building their nests! .... [Once,] 
while walking or rather sauntering in the 

woods (for I have discovered that one cannot run and 
read the book of nature), my attention was arrested 
by a dull hammering, evidently but a few rods off. I 
said to myself, "Some one is building a house." From 
what I had previously seen, I suspected the builder to 
be a red-headed woodpecker in the top of a dead oak 
stub near by. Moving cautiously in that direction, I 
perceived a round hole, about the size of that made by 
an inch-and-a-half auger, near the top of the decayed 
trunk, and the white chips of the workman strewing 
the ground beneath. When but a few paces from the 
tree, my foot pressed upon a dry twig, which gave 
forth a very slight snap. Instantly the hammering 
ceased, and a scarlet head appeared at the door. 
Though I remained perfectly motionless, forbearing 
even to wink till my eyes smarted, the 
bird refused to go on with his work, 
but flew quietly off to a neighboring 
tree. What surprised me was, that, 
amid his busy occupation down in the 
heart of the old tree, he should have 
been so alert and watchful as to catch 
the slightest sound from without. 

The woodpeckers all build in about 
the same manner, excavating the 
trunk or branch of a decayed tree 
and depositing the eggs on the fine 
fragments of wood at the bottom of 
the cavity. Though the nest is not 
especially an artistic work—requiring strength rather 
than skill—yet the eggs and the young of few other 
birds are so completely housed from the elements, 
or protected from their natural enemies, the jays, 
hawks, and owls. A tree with a natural cavity is never 
selected, but one which has been dead just long 
enough to have become soft and brittle throughout. 
The bird goes in horizontally for a few inches, making 
a hole perfectly round and smooth and adapted to 
his size, then turns downward, gradually enlarging 
the hole, as he proceeds to the softness of the tree and 
the urgency of the mother bird to deposit her eggs. 
While excavating, male and female work alternately. 
After one has been engaged fifteen or twenty minutes, 
drilling and carrying out chips, it ascends to an upper 
limb, utters a loud call or two, when its mate soon 
appears, and, alighting near it on the branch, the pair 

chatter and caress a moment, then the fresh one enters 
the cavity and the other flies away. 

A few days since I climbed up to the nest of the 
downy woodpecker, in the decayed top of a sugar 
maple. For better protection against driving rains, 
the hole, which was rather more than an inch in 
diameter, was made immediately beneath a branch 
which stretched out almost horizontally from the 
main stem. It appeared merely a deeper shadow upon 
the dark and mottled surface of the bark with which 
the branches were covered, and could not be detected 
by the eye until one was within a few feet of it. The 
young chirped vociferously as I approached the nest, 
thinking it was the old one with food; but the clamor 
suddenly ceased as I put my hand on that part of 
the trunk in which they were concealed, the unusual 
jarring and rustling alarming them into silence. The 
cavity, which was about fifteen inches deep, was 
gourd-shaped, and was wrought out with great skill 
and regularity. The walls were quite smooth and 
clean and new. 

I shall never forget the circumstances 
of observing a pair of yellow-bellied 
woodpeckers—the most rare and 
secluded, and, next to the red-headed, 
the most beautiful species found in our 
woods—breeding in an old, truncated 
beech in the Beaverkill Mountains, 
an offshoot of the Catskills. We had 
been traveling, three of us, all day in 
search of a trout lake, which lay far in 
among the mountains, had twice lost 
our course in the trackless forest, and, 
weary and hungry, had sat down to 
rest upon a decayed log. The chattering 
of the young, and the passing to and 

fro of the parent birds, soon arrested my attention. 
The entrance to the nest was on the east side of the 
tree, about twenty-five feet from the ground. At 
intervals of scarcely a minute, the old birds, one after 
the other, would alight upon the edge of the hole 
with a grub or worm in their beaks; then each in 
turn would make a bow or two, cast an eye quickly 
around, and by a single movement place itself in the 
neck of the passage. Here it would pause a moment, 
as if to determine in which expectant mouth to place 
the morsel, and then disappear within. It would be 
curious to know if the young are fed and waited upon 
in regular order, and how, amid the darkness and 
the crowded state of the apartment, the matter is so 
neatly managed. But ornithologists are all silent upon 
the subject.
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Research Review
A Summary of Recent Scientific Research on Bluebirds and Other Cavity Nesters

Scott W. Gillihan
What happens if you let bird droppings pile up for 50 
years?
A remarkable discovery in Canada has helped 
researchers connect the dots between long-term 
changes in a bird's diet, insect populations, and 
pesticide use. Queen's University in Kingston, Ontario 
stopped using a large chimney in one of its buildings 
in 1928. Soon after, Chimney Swifts started using the 
chimney as a communal roost. They continued to 
use it, year after year, until the chimney was finally 
capped in 1992. The chimney was last cleaned out in 
1943, so the droppings from swifts accumulated in the 
bottom of the chimney for 48 years, building up to a 
depth of 2 meters (about 6 feet).

A university staff member stumbled upon the 
chimney's contents, and he and other researchers 
at the university realized the potential gold mine of 
information it might contain. They took samples from 
the pile at various depths, painstakingly sorted the 
insect remains, calculated the concentrations of the 
insecticide DDT, and made other analyses. Knowing 
the year that the pile started accumulating, and the 
year that it ceased to accumulate, and knowing from 
local Chimney Swift banding records that the number 
of swifts roosting there was fairly consistent each 
year, allowed them to estimate that 2.2 cm (a little 
less than 1 inch) of guano accumulated each year. 
Knowing that, they could assign a year to each layer 
of guano, and thus plot the changes in insect types 
and DDT concentrations through time.

They found that the concentration of DDT across the 
years matched up with historical records of its use—a 
sharp rise from the 1940s to the 1950s, followed by 
a fairly sharp decline until its eventual ban in the 
1970s. The concentration of "true bugs" (e.g., cicadas 
and aphids) followed an identical pattern, while the 
concentration of beetles followed an opposite pattern. 
DDT is more deadly to beetles than to true bugs, so 
it is clear that the swifts had to shift from beetles to 
bugs once DDT had suppressed beetle populations. 
Bugs provide fewer calories, so swifts may have been 
forced to spend more time foraging and less time on 
nesting activities, which might be one of the reasons 
why Chimney Swift populations have declined by 
90% since the mid-1960s—the researchers speculate 
that the swift population was depressed so low that 
the birds have not been able to rebound.

Joseph J. Nocera [and nine other authors]. 2012. Historical 
Pesticide Applications Coincided with an Altered Diet 
of Aerially Foraging Insectivorous Chimney Swifts. 
Proceedings of the Royal Society B doi:10.1098/rspb.2012.0445

Are the populations of cavity-nesting birds limited by 
the number of available nest cavities?
Common sense tells us that if more nest cavities are 
available, more birds will be able to breed. We see 
the evidence for this every year, as bluebird pairs 
occupy our nestboxes and raise young; these young 
birds would not be produced otherwise, because their 
parents probably would have no place to nest besides 
the nestbox we provided.

This evidence is backed up by scientific evidence, as 
rigorous experimental design and complex statistical 
analyses have shown that, indeed, populations of 
cavity-nesting birds are limited by the number of 
available nest cavities. At least, this is the case in areas 
where the natural environment has been heavily 
modified by humans. But what about deep in the 
woods, in areas mostly untouched by humans?

Karen Wiebe, a leading researcher on woodpeckers, 
analyzed all of the research studies she could find 
that involved manipulating the number of available 
nest cavities in mature, unmanaged forests. She found 
that, in most cases, neither adding nest cavities (i.e., 
nestboxes) nor removing nest cavities (by blocking 
natural cavities, or by removing nestboxes that had 
been in place for a while) led to a change in cavity-
nester densities. Apparently there are plenty of places 
to nest, and if one nest cavity was lost, birds just 
found another one. And if a new cavity was made 
available, it wasn't immediately occupied because 
birds had plenty of others to choose from.

So although nestboxes are useful in boosting cavity-
nester populations in human-altered habitats, they are 
unnecessary in mature, unmanaged habitats.

Wiebe, Karen L. 2011. Nest Sites as Limiting Resources for 
Cavity-Nesting Birds in Mature Forest Ecosystems: A Review 
of the Evidence. Journal of Field Ornithology 82:239–248.
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A simple change that could save millions of birds each 
year
Communications towers have long been recognized 
as bird killers. Lights on the towers attract migrating 
flocks, which become disoriented and fly around 
and around the tower. Eventually, many of the 
birds either fall to the ground from exhaustion or 
collide with the tower, its support wires, or other 
birds.More than 200 species are known to have been 
killed at communication towers, including many 
cavity nesters: Eastern Bluebird, Purple Martin, 
House Wren, Great Crested Flycatcher, and various 
nuthatches, woodpeckers, and swallows.

Migrating birds must run a gauntlet of more than 
80,000 towers in North America. Thousands more 
towers are being built each year to meet the growing 
demand for cell phone service, digital television 
broadcasts, and wireless data transmission. Travis 
Longcore and his colleagues conducted a thorough 
analysis of existing data on tower kills, then compiled 
comprehensive data on towers (location, number, 
height, support system, lighting, etc.), and put the 
two data sets together to develop an estimate of the 
number of birds killed by towers.

Their estimate is eye-opening: 6.8 million birds killed 
each year in North America. The authors point out that 
the Exxon Valdez oil spill, which is often cited as a 
landmark in senseless bird deaths, killed 250,000 birds 
in a one-time event, while communications towers kill 
27 times that many each year.

Fortunately, there is a simple fix, which would save 
the lives of millions of birds each year: Change out 
the steady-burning or slow-pulsing lights on towers 
to flashing lights. Research has shown that flashing 
lights are far less likely to attract birds, and far less 
disorienting to them. This simple fix is so effective 
that the authors estimate that changing the lights on 
just the tallest 4,500 towers—those that are at least 150 
m tall (only 6% of all towers)—would cut the annual 
mortality by 45%, sparing the lives of more than 3 
million birds each year.

It is encouraging to note that, shortly after this 
research was published, the U.S. Federal Aviation 
Administration relaxed its requirements a bit, 
announcing that tower owners could turn off steady-
burning lights and leave just flashing lights to warn 
pilots. The Federal Communications Commission, 
which regulates tower construction, has not made the 
change mandatory but said it will support it.

Travis Longcore [and 12 other authors]. 2012. An Estimate 
of Avian Mortality at Communication Towers in the United 
States and Canada. PLoS ONE  7(4):e34025. doi:10.1371/
journal.pone.0034025

In which direction should a nestbox face?
This is a question that every new bluebird landlord 
has asked. The short answer is: it depends. It depends 
on the height of the surrounding vegetation and 
where the nestbox is located in North America. The 
conventional wisdom says that a nestbox should face 
some tall woody vegetation (i.e., trees or shrubs) to 
give the fledging young a safe landing zone to aim for 
on their maiden flight. But how close that vegetation 
should be to the nest is the subject of some debate, as 
some bluebirders have seen fledglings fly only a few 
yards before hitting the ground, while others have 
seen fledglings fly 100 yards or more in their first try.

As for compass direction, a number of sources 
suggest that nestboxes should face east, apparently 
to take advantage of the warming morning sun. But 
the experimental evidence is inconsistent, with some 
studies confirming the preference for an easterly 
orientation and others finding that bluebirds show no 
particular preference.

This study of 83 nestboxes in Athens, Georgia found 
that Eastern Bluebirds strongly preferred nestboxes 
that faced northwest. The authors suggest that their 
warm southern climate precludes the need for early 
morning warming, and that nestbox orientation is 
related to latitude: nestboxes in the north should 
probably face mostly east, and nestboxes in the south 
should probably face mostly west. 

In any event, there is apparently no single "correct" 
answer to either the distance to woody vegetation 
question and the compass orientation question. Rely 
on your own experience and observations, and the 
advice of other bluebirders in your area.

Navara, Kristen J., and Erin M. Anderson. 2011. Eastern 
Bluebirds Choose Nest Boxes Based on Box Orientation. 
Southeastern Naturalist 10:713–720.
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Affiliates of the North American Bluebird Society

Alberta
Calgary Area Nestbox Monitors
Ron Reist
5720 59 Ave.
Olds, Alberta T4H 1K3 - CANADA
403-556-8043
rreist1@shaw.ca
www.canadiannaturenetwork.ca

Ellis Bird Farm, Ltd.
Myrna Pearman
PO Box 5090
Lacombe, AB T4L-1W7 - CANADA
403-885-4477
403-887-5779
mpearman@telus.net
www.ellisbirdfarm.ab.ca

Mou�ntain Bluebird Trails 
Conservation Society

Gwen Tietz
P.O. Box 401
Lethbridge, AB T1J-3Z1 - CANADA
403-317-1252
mtnblue@telus.net

Arkansas
Bella Vista Bluebird Society
Jim Janssen
83 Forfar Drive
Bella Vista, AR 72715
479-855-4451
jans33@sbcglobal.net

Bermuda
Bermuda Bluebird Society
Stuart Smith
145 Middle Road
Southampton SN01, Bermuda
441-734-9856
smitty@ibl.bm
www.bermudabluebirdsociety.com

British Columbia
Sou�thern Interior Bluebird Trail Society
Sherry Linn
18588 Old Richter Pass Rd
Osoyoos, BC V0H-1V5 -CANADA
250-495-7891
goldstrm@vip.net
www.bcbluebirds.org

California
California Bluebird Recovery Program
Dick Blaine
22284 N. De Anza Circle
Cupertino, CA  95014
408-257-6410
dick@theblaines.net
www.cbrp.org

Pal�os Verdes South Bay Audubon Society
Nancy Feagans
2010½ Pullman Lane
Redondo Beach, CA 90278
310-483-8192
nancy@pvsb-audubon.org
www.pvsb-audubon.org

Southern California Bluebird Club
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

Idaho
Our Bluebird Ranch
Leola Roberts
152 N 200 E
Blackfoot, ID 83221
208-782-9676

The North American Bluebird Society 
serves as a clearinghouse for ideas, research, 
management and education on behalf of all 
bluebirds and other native cavity-nesting 
species. NABS invites all state, provincial, 
and regional bluebird organizations to 
become NABS affiliates in a confederation of 
equals all working together toward a common 
goal, a further partnership in international 
bluebird conservation. No cost is associated 
with affiliating with NABS. Your affiliated 
organization will be recognized and listed 
on the NABS website and in Bluebird. If your 
organization has a newsletter, please forward 
a copy to our headquarters. To find out more 
about becoming a NABS affiliate, read our 
Affiliate Letter. Notice: If you are listed below, 
please check listing to see if it is current.  If not, 
please contact web@nabluebirdsociety.org and 
NABSeditor@gmail.com with correct information.
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Rocky Mountain Blues
David Richmond
HC 67  Box 680
Clayton, ID 83227
208-838-2431
fowest@custertel.net

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

East Central Illinois Bluebird Society
Loren Hughes
1234 Tucker Beach Rd
Paris, IL 61944
217-463-7175
lghughes@joink.com

Southern Illinois Audubon Society
Laraine Wright
P.O. Box 222
Carbondale, IL 62903-0222
618-457-8769
imabirder@earthlink.net

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

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

Iowa
Johnson County Songbird Project
Jim Walters
1033 E Washington
Iowa City, IA 52240-5248
319-466-1134
james-walters@uiowa.edu

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

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

Kentucky
Kentucky Bluebird Society
Philip Tamplin, Jr.
PO Box 3425
Paducah, KY 42002
502-895-4737
ptamplin@aol.com
www.biology.eku.edu/kbs

Louisiana
Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society
Evelyn Cooper
1222 Cook Rd
Delhi, LA 71232
318-878-3210
emcooper@hughes.net
www.labayoubluebirdsociety.org

Maine
Mid-Coast Audubon Society
Joseph F. Gray
35 Schooner Street #103
Damariscotta, ME 04543
207-563-3578 
cgray025@gmail.com
www.midcoastaudubon.org

Manitoba 
Friends of the Bluebirds
Barry Danard
PO Box 569
Killarney, MB R0K 1G0 - CANADA
204-523-8258
jbdanard@mts.net
www.mts.net/~jbdanard/index.html

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

Massachusetts
Massachusetts Bluebird Association
Henry R. Denton
726 Montgomery Road
Westfield, MA 01085-1090
413-562-0926
daltd9@msn.com
www.massbluebird.org

Michigan
Michigan Bluebird Society
Kurt Hagemeister
PO Box 2028
Ann Arbor, MI 48106-2028
734-663-9746
810-736-8713 f
khagemeister@michiganbluebirds.org
www.michiganbluebirds.org

Minnesota
Bluebird Recovery Program
Audubon Chapter of Minneapolis
Keith Radel & JENean Mortenson
P.O. Box 984
Faribault, MN 55021
507-332-7003
clmjmm@ll.net
www.bbrp.org

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

Montana
Mountain Bluebird Trails, Inc.
Johnny Hanna
P.O. Box 14
Wapiti, WY 82450
307-587-7064
president@mountainbluebirdtrails.com
www.mountainbluebirdtrails.com

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

New Hampshire
NH Bluebird Conspiracy
Bruce Burdett
5 Upper Bay Rd
Sunapee, NH 03782-2330
603-763-5705
blueburd@myfairpoint.net

New Jersey
New Jersey Bluebird Society
Frank V. Budney
173 Carolyn Road
Union, NJ 07083-9424
908-687-2169
www.njbbs.org
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New York
Bro�nx River - Sound Shore Audubon 

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

NY State Bluebird Society
John Ruska
3149 Whitaker Road
Fredonia, NY 14063
716-679-9676
ruskhill@adelphia.net
www.nysbs.org

Orleans Bluebird Society
Gary Kent
3806 Allen’s Bridge Rd.
Albion, NY 14411
585-589-5130
gkworking4u@hotmail.com

Schoharie County Bluebird Society
Kevin Berner
499 West Richmondville Rd
Richmondville NY 12149
518-294-7196
bernerkl@cobleskill.edu

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

North Carolina
NC Bluebird Society
Ray Welch
401 Farmbrooke Lane
Winston-Salem, NC 27127-9218
336-764-0226
president@ncbluebird.org
www.ncbluebird.org

Ohio
Ohio Bluebird Society
PMB 111, 343 W. Milltown Rd.
Wooster, OH 44691
330-466-6926
info@ohiobluebirdsociety.org
www.ohiobluebirdsociety.org

Oklahoma
Oklahoma Bluebird Society
Herb Streator
6400 E. Commercial St
Broken Arrow, OK 74014
918-806-2489

Ontario 
Ontario Eastern Bluebird Society
Bill Read
24 Brant Place

Cambridge , ON, N1S 2V8 - CANADA
519-620-0744
info@billreadsbooks.com
www.oebs.ca

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

Pennsylvania
Bluebird Society of Pennsylvania
Harry Schmeider
448 Portman Road
Butler, PA 16002
724-285-1209
harryschmeider@gmail.com
www.thebsp.org

Purple Martin Conservation Assoc. 
John Tautin
Tom Ridge Environmental Center
301 Peninsula Dr., Suite 6
Erie, PA 16505
814-833-2090
jtautin@purplemartin.org
www.purplemartin.org

South Carolina
South Carolina Bluebird Society
Jim Burke
P.O. Box 5151
Aiken, SC 29804-5151
803-644-0235
jimburke271@gmail.com
www.southcarolinabluebirds.org

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

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

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

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

Audubon Society of Northern Virginia
Jill Miller
11100 Wildlife Center Drive, Suite 100
Reston, VA 20190
703-438-6008
info@audubonva.org
www.audubonva.org

Washington
Cas�cadia Bluebird & Purple Martin 

Society
Michael Pietro
3015 Squalicum Pkwy #250
Bellingham, WA 98225
360-738-2153
mmpietro@hinet.org

Puget Sound Bluebird Recovery Project
Susan Ford
PO Box 1351
Poulsbo, WA 98370
susan@pugetsoundbluebird.org
www.pugetsoundbluebird.org

West Virginia
Potomac Valley Audubon Society
Peter Smith
PO Box 578
Shepherdstown, WV 25443
304-876-1139
pvsmith@frontiernet.net
www.potomacaudubon.org

Wisconsin
Aldo Leopold Audubon Society
Larry Graham
918 Arts Lane
Stevens Point, WI 54481
715-344-0968
lgraham@uwsp.edu
www.aldoleopoldaudubon.org

Blu�ebird Restoration Assoc of Wisconsin
Patrick Ready
1210 Oakwood Ct
Stoughton, WI 53589
608-873-1703
pready@tds.net
www.braw.org

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



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

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

Bronze Level (at least $500)

Silver Level (at least $1,000)

Terry & Vicky Larkin Wanda Hutter

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

John Langley
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