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Come Back Little BIueblrd

By Jack chh ol

Seena blueblrd lately?

Although rarely seen by young people today, just a few
decades ago bluebirds were the most prevalent songbird in
America. .

Not only popularin prose and song Iyrlcs bluebirds are also
an asset to farmers and gardeners. Virtually never damaging
cultivated crops, their diet consists almost entirely of insects in
spring and summer. During cold winter weather they feed on wild
berries when insects are not available.

In the past few decades, a shortage of natural cavmes for
nesting, competition from house sparrows and starlings, and
pesticides have eradicated 90% of the bluebird population. Only
amassive effort by man to improve the availability of nesting sites
can help the bluebird in its struggle to make a comeback.

Bluebird trails, a number of nesting boxes spaced 100 yards
or more apart, are becoming increasingly popular and are a source
of great pleasure and satisfaction to those who maintain them.
The boxes should be situated so that monitoring can be
conveniently accomplished by car, bicycle, or on foot.

While bluebird trails may consist of just a few boxes or
hundreds spread over a distance of miles, a single box can be
very productive and rewarding.

Bluebird population has increased dramatically along the
routes of virtually all bluebird trails that have been operated
successfully for a number of years. One box, well placed and
properly monitored, (at least 6 or 7 times during nesting season),
will produce more bluebirds than several boxes not properly
located or monitored.

Boxes intended for bluebirds, but used by house sparrows
and flying squirrels, should be taken down or moved to areas free
of these destructive pests. The propagation of these two pests
will only inhibit efforts on behalf of bluebirds and result in
destruction of the favored little blue songbird.

Unfortunately, the impact of successful trails has to date
been relatively insignificant on the total bluebird population.
Existing trails constitute only a very small fraction of the potential
bluebird habitat.

Asignificant increase in the number of bluebird trails properly
monitored by man in areas where natural nesting cavities have
either been destroyed or usurped by starlings and house sparrows
will produce positive, measurable results in the effort to bring back
this fine feathered friend.

If there were no house sparrows and starlings, the most
common songbird today would be the bluebird.

Nesting primarily in rural areas and on the outer fringes of
suburban developments, bluebirds prefer a habitat which is
relatively free from underbrush, tall grass, and weeds. Preferring
to hunt and feed in open areas with sparse vegetation or short
grass, they do not nest in heavily wooded surroundings.

Quiet, open country roads, pastures, fields, cemeteries, and
golf courses are usually good locations for the establishment of a

bluebird trail.
If boxes were erected i in large yards of rural and suburban

. homes, the potential for raising: thousands of birds could be, <
. realized. Boxes can be placed on the shady or eastern walls of . :

appropriate buildings when house sparrows are not present.

Bluebird nesting boxes can be mounted on poles, pipes,
fence posts, or trees.'A metal pipe should be used where ever

" possible. Nesting boxes mounted on pipe and extending 4 to 5"

above a fence post are much better than mounting directly to the

_fence post at a lower position. During the 1982, ‘83, ‘84, and '85 -

nesting season, research with boxes 10" high on steel pipes gave
very positive results. Itis practical to mount the boxes at a height
convenient for the person monitoring the boxes, even though
bluebirds have been known to nest from the ground to heights of
several feet.

Bluebirds are attracted to nesting boxes that are near perch
sites with a clear view. Utility wires and poles, fences, TV antennas,
dead or open tree limbs and many other objects, short or tall can
serve as excellent perches. The perch sites are very important to
the feeding methods of bluebirds.

Locating boxes near a wooded area can invite a multitude
of problems. Often the boxes become dominated by wrens.
Although rarely seen, the nocturnal flying squirrel, a carnivorous
pest athome in the woods, can be very destructive to cavity nesting
birds.

If nesting boxes are within sailing or travelling distance of
flying sqirrels, they are apt to go from box to box, raiding them for
both birds and eggs. If one is intent on raising birds, he should
trap any flying squirrels in the area and move them to deep wooded
areas, preferably those surrounded by large fields or water so as
to prevent mobility to bluebird nesting sites.

Over the aeons of time, the bluebird has survived the assault
of such predators by seeking the open country.

By late March or early April, bluebirds have located suitable
natural cavities or bird houses for their nests. With the male taking
the initiative, the search for an acceptable nesting site can last
days, sometimes, weeks. After selection, days and often weeks
will elapse before the actual start of nest building. Generally, nest
building is underway in April.

Builtin 5-6 days, the bluebird nest is composed of thin weed
stems, grass, or pine straw and is heavily lined with fine, dry grass.
Completion of the nests is naturally timed by the bluebird to take
place 4 to 5 days before the first egg is laid. One egg is laid each
day until a clutch of 3 to 6 eggs is complete. The average clutch
will have 4 or 5 pale blue eggs, although there are rare occasions
when white eggs are laid. The incubation period of approximately
14 days begins as soon as the last egg has been laid.

Hatched virtually naked, the young bluebirds weigh roughly
one-tenth of an ounce. Providing small, soft insects every few
minutes from dawn to dusk, the male does most of the feeding at
first. The female spends most of the first few days brooding the
babies to keep them warm.

Unable to produce their own body heat at first, the young
birds exhibit cold-blooded characteristics until they are several
days old. Growing at an incredible rate, the weight of the newborn
approaches that of an adult in about 12 days. By this time the
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natal down has been shed and replaced by the beautiful soft gray

“and striking blue juvenile plumage. As development proceeds, -

the diet changes to heavier and larger insects. *

*47 or 18 days after hatching, the parents encourage the
yaung to enter the adult world. This is accomplished by restricting
their food supply and by calling them repeatedly in an enticing
manner from a short distance away.

.. The first attempt at flight is usually a successful trip to a
nearby tree or bush. With a first-flight capability of 50 to 100 feet,
the entire brood usually departs from the nest within two hours,
although it is not uncommon for one.or more of the birds to remain
until the following day. The newly fledged bluebirds soon work
their way to high elevations in nearby trees, flying from treetop to
treetop to gain strength.

The parent birds continue to feed the young fledglings for
several days. The bluebird fledglings will begin to find a small
part of their own food about two weeks from the day they were
first able to fly. Within another week or ten days the young birds
will have learned to procure all their diet.

Exhibiting strong family ties, the young birds will probably
remain in close proximity to their parents throughout the summer
and early autumn. They might even assist their parents in the
care and feeding of a later brood.

Often only three or four days will lapse after a brood is
fledged before a new nest is prepared for the next family. The
same parents might raise as many as three broods in a spring
and summer.

Chances are improved for a second brood being raised in
the same box if one cleans the old nest from the box. However,
bluebirds have been known to build a new nest on top of the old
nest if it is not removed. In any case, the box must be cleaned in
the fall, which is also a good time to do any necessary
maintenance.

Construction Tips for the Home Builder

Several different designs of nesting boxes can be functional.
An important must for all boxes is an easy access for inspection.
Building nesting boxes is an enjoyable project for those who can
procure the necessary building materials and possess the
necessary tools. For others, it is more practical to purchase the
boxes. A box from “Homes for Bluebirds, Inc.” may provide
construction pointers to assist the beginner.

Floor size of a box can vary from 4" x 4" to 5" x 5". An
entrance hole at least 1 1/2" in diameter, but not over 1 9/16"
should be situated at least 6" above the floor. A shallow box or
large entrance permits starlings to destroy the eggs or nestlings.

Nest boxes can be built with a slanted or flat top. Ventilation
holes, slots, or notches should be near the top. Bottom drainage
and ventilation openings should be in each corner.

Entrance perches should be avoided as bluebirds don't need
them. Perches are desired by house sparrows and starlings,
enemies of the effort to bring back the bluebird. Painting a light
color tan, green, gray, or red to increase the life and improve the
appearance of the box is optional.

Nails to use in assembliﬁg the box can be N° 3, N° 4, and
N° 6 common galvanized, cement coated 1 3/4 siding nails.
Building-materials may determine thee type and size nail to use.

The most versatile and functional nesting box features three
fixed walls, fixed floor and roof, with a front wall that opens for
monitoring, swivels at the top and latches at the bottom. Damaged
fronts can be easily replaced in the field if extra fronts are carried
when monitoring. '

Boxes opening from the top are difficult to clean. Squirrel
and woodpecker damage to entrance holes can be prevented by
placing some kind of metal facing around the opening.

If raccoons and cats are present, their predatory acts can
be deterred by placing 1" to 2" blocks over the entrance, drilling a
hole in the block the same size or 1/8" larger.

If misfortune strikes in the form of house sparrow takeover,
constant removal of their nests may discourage them. Moving
the box or trapping the sparrow might be the best solution.
Sparrows and starlings are mot protected by law.

Blowflies pose a threat to bluebirds in some areas. When
eggs laid in nesting materials hatch, the larvae or maggots attach
themselves to the baby birds, feeding on their blood in parasite
fashion. The larvae mature into puparia (dark brown oval cases
about 3/8 long). Puparia emerge as adult in about 12 days to

repeat the life cycle.
threat to young bluebirds if puparia

% are observed when removing the old

actual size nest.

Represented are blowfly puparia.
Blowflies present and pose a health

Bluebird nestlings can usually survive a light attack of the
parasitic blowfly. When there is a heavy infestation {more than
100 larvae in nest) remove all the nest and clean box when babies
are 5 to 8 days old. Replace old nest with hand made nest of fine
grass or crushed straw. This will break the life cycle of the blowfly.
The young bluebirds will fledge before the next brood of blowfly
can cause damage.

No discussion of the threats to the safety and well-being of
bluebirds is complete without mentioning perhaps the most
destructive of all, man. Experience has proven that the placement
of bluebird houses in areas easily accessible by the general public,
human interference is likely to be devastating. Humans who exhibit
thoughtless characteristics of vandals are often too lazy to walk
to boxes if they are placed several hundred feet from well traveled
roads or out of view of highways. The restricted property of the
private yard and the golf course may offer the best protection
from vandalism.

Many golf courses, but not all, provide the ideal bluebird
habitat and are usually free of house sparrows, the second most
prevalent obstacle to the successful rearing of bluebirds. Plant
Fosteri #2 (female) Holly to provide late winter feed and cover for
the birds.

Inspect your bluebird boxes frequently. When the first sign
of nest building is observed, daily inspection is permissible. On
rare occasions it may be necessary to remove a dead bird or
even to construct a new nest. The parent birds will not abandon



i

“the nest, eggs, oryoung asa result of your inspections or touching :

of the birds. Much of the joy and rewards of the trail are in those

periodic inspections. A

By taking dated notes on the nest, eggs, young, etc., you
will learn more about the life cycles of the residents and their
problems. Starting the last day of April, the nesting boxes should
be monitored every 10 to 14 days. Much information can be lost if
you delay longer than 14 days. Monitoring should continue into
the first week of August. Half measure monitoring or no attention
to problems during nesting season can be self-defeating for
bluebirds. ‘

Bluebifds, as well as other valuable bird species, usually
will not use a box if competing pests are present. These can be

-wasps, spiders, roaches, bugs, dirt daubers, bumble bees, ants, .

and flying squirrels.

It is quite permissible to open the nesting boxes daily for
observation if the boxes are designed to open easily without
disturbing the nest. Noise should be created when approaching
the box so as to cause the babies to cower down in the nest.
Observations should be made quickly and the boxes closed
promptly so as to create the least possible disruption for the birds.
Do not stand in front of the entrance.

Great care should be exercised in examining broods over
12 days old. A disturbance at this age could excite them and cause
them to leave the nest prematurely, thereby reducing their chances
for survival.

Anaidin monitoring boxes is a transparent open-end plastic
container or drinking glass that can be quickly placed over the
entrance hole. If insects are present, an aerosol spray containing
pyethrim is recommended. If flying squirrels are present, the
entrance hole should be plugged and a plastic bag slipped over
the box. The squirrels can be flushed into the bag once the plug
is removed.

Other birds will want to make use of the box. In the South,
desirable competitors will be Chickadee, Titmouse, and Nuthatch.
There is some question about the Wren. In the North, the Tree
Swallow will make use of the bluebird house. If the 1 1/2” entrance
is increased to 1 9/16", the Great Crested Flycatcher can be
encouraged to nest in the boxes. These birds should not be
removed or destroyed. More boxes should be erected. Nesting
territories of different species can overlap without conflict, The
opening should never be more than 1 9/16" as this could make
way for the unwanted Starling.

Proper placement of nesting boxes combined with faithful
control of Starlings and House Sparrows should provide
reasonable success for the bluebird trail,

FURTHER READING

Join the North American Bluebird Society, P.O. Box 74, Darlington,
Wisconsin 53530. The Society sends to each member quarterly journals
with valuable information pertaining to Bluebirds.

There are several excellent books on bluebirds. These can be purchased
from the North American Bluebird Society.

Homes for Bluebirds, Inc.

Homes for Bluebirds, Inc. was organized as a non-profit
corporation in February 1973 to aid in restoring and
perpetuating the bluebird population. These goals also
would help all other cavity nesting songbirds.

Research and testing will determine the most ideal nesting,
roosting, and monitoring structures. The organization
stresses the growing of plant materials to provide feed during
adverse weather conditions. All information collected will
be shared without restrictions with interested persons.

The organization emphasizes the economic and aesthetic
value of the bluebird and promotes better understanding
and interest among people of all ages in the bluebird and
other insect-eating birds as they relate to man and his
environment.

Financial support for Homes for Bluebirds, Inc. has been
mostly through sales of the nesting boxes, brochures, and
cash donations. A few companies have been Very generous
with their gifts of building materials. All contributions in
materials or cash are deductible for income tax purposes.

The large number of concerned conservationists, working
over the past 25 years, have been able to maintain the
bluebird species and assure that there is hope for this
beautiful and valuable bird.



