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Winter Message to our Affiliate 
Organizations

Greetings to everyone!

My name is Phil Berry and I would like to introduce myself 
to you and your organization as the new North American 
Bluebird Society (NABS) Affiliate Relations person. In the past, 
Brian Swanson has worked with all of you to create a closer, 
stronger working relationship between our organizations. 
At NABS, we are proud of our Affiliates and the wonderful 
connections we have formed together. I want to continue to 
build on our joint association and look forward to working 
with all of you.

At this time I want to acknowledge your organizations’ 
past support, and remind you about our “Affiliate Plus” 
Membership Program. It is our belief that this “A+” offering 
will help Affiliates and NABS increase our respective 
memberships and garner further support for bluebird 
conservation and educational outreach programs.

We are pleased to extend an invitation to the members of your 
Affiliate organization to join NABS at a reduced rate of $15 
for either Household or Single membership. All you have to 
do is tell us you are taking the “A+”, let us know the name 
of the Affiliate you are a member of, and submit the reduced 
amount. Of course you always have the option of submitting 
the full amount to support producing the quarterly Bluebird 
journal and our general operations, or you may want to 
consider donating the difference (or more!) to the Zeleny Fund 
that was created to fund grants for bluebird and native cavity-
nesting bird research. There is a choice to fit every pocketbook! 
For your convenience we have added a special section on our 
website just for members of Affiliate organizations and you 
can access it at www.nabluebirdsociety.org/aplus. I have 
included a membership form that you may wish to distribute 
to your members but it is available through the above link 
where folks can also join using our cart and PayPal. To make 
joining NABS even easier, your members can make a quick call 
to our NABS Storefront Manager, Dan Sparks, at 812-988-1876 
during office hours of 12-3pm Eastern Time on Monday 
through Friday.

I am looking forward to hearing from you and possibly 
meeting many of you at future NABS conferences.

Sincerely,

Phil Berry
NABS Vice President - Affiliate Relations

BlueBird
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From the President
Jonathan Ridgeway

Greetings of peace.

September this year was the eighth consecutive 
NABS convention my wife, Lynne, and I 
attended, my fourth as NABS President, Lynne’s 
fourth as its Secretary and our first in Canada. 
Bill Read, Tom Kott and all the rest of the 
Ontario Eastern Bluebird Society volunteers 
did everything possible to share their generous 
hospitality and present an excellent array of 
presentations and field trips at or near the Royal 
Botanic Gardens. I think the best parts for me are 
always seeing our wonderful friends we hardly 
ever see anywhere other than NABS conferences 
and meeting new people with whom we instantly 
share a bond. It seemed like more New York 
State Bluebird Society (NYSBS) people came than 
from other areas. Time with these friends made 
the experience even more special and I really 
appreciate their support.

Recently I have been thinking about the 
relationship Lynne and I have with NABS and 
how it progressed from the earlier years to the 
present. Our first NABS convention was a year 
after we retired, both from careers that began 
before we met and spanned three and a half 
decades. I worked over 20 years as a senior-level 
capital projects manager for New York City’s 
Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) 
and Lynne was an executive in a major health 
insurance firm where she managed a significant 
workforce.

Our first NYSBS meeting was also after we 
retired. Friends there told us about the trip where 
we could see the Sandhill Crane migration on the 
Platte River. After that we never wanted to miss 
another NABS annual conference. We played an 
active roll in hosting the 2004 event in Ithaca and 
that peaked our commitment even further.

Over the years our friend, Dave Smith, told us 
about NABS little by little so we heard about 
some issues that occurred before our time. When 
NABS put out a call for members to join the 
Board in 2006, we decided to volunteer. During 

the interview process Bob Benson said the Board 
especially needed a secretary. They voted Lynne 
in when she agreed to take that job and they 
voted me in as a member of the Board. 

All the years I worked for DEP I always took 
management classes, three or more of them every 
year. I developed my own strategies about how, 
by solving certain problems, a fundamentally 
good enterprise or operation that was having 
difficulties could be made to succeed. Colleagues 
of mine said my unproven theories had little 
worth unless I produced an experiment that 
would put them to the test. Bernie Daniel was 
telling me about NABS and how he considered 
himself to be an interim President. The more he 
talked about the situation the more it sounded 
like the laboratory I needed to prove my 
management philosophy.

I consider that the success of a decentralized 
operation or enterprise may be recognized by the 
continuing achievement of improvements which 
advance its established purposes and missions. 
Aside from the intrinsic value of the benefit to the 
NABS organization, I have cherished my tenure 
to date as NABS President because of how it 
measures the merit of my general strategies. 

At the banquet on Saturday evening I was given 
the same opportunity as the previous three years, 
to offer my state of the society address and report 
to those present, the status of how NABS was 
doing. This is essentially what I told them.

NABS and the Affiliate organizations have made 
an essential contribution in the continuing effort 
to preserve and promote Eastern, Western, and 
Mountain Bluebirds and all of the other native 
cavity-nesting bird species across the breadth of 
our continent. We have made outstanding strides 
to advance these environmental conservation 
purposes, working together for the past three or 
four decades. While the objects of our particular 
focus have experienced remarkable progress 
and hardly appear in much danger at all any 
more, many other inhabitants of our planet 
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have not fared so well. A great deal of credit 
and recognition are due to a lot of people in this 
room. To each and every one of you who has 
played a part in the bluebird success story, I say 
thank you.

When NABS was established a little over 30 years 
ago it essentially gave a home base to bluebirders 
throughout Canada and the United States in 
areas where there were no local organizations 
dedicated to our field of endeavor. Through 
the years, as more local bluebird societies have 
cropped up, NABS has tried to reshape itself 
into an umbrella resource to help to facilitate 
the functionality of the individual Affiliates and 
help them interact and share their resources and 
bases of knowledge with each other. That is one 
objective toward which I have consistently tried 
to lead since I became NABS President four years 
ago. 

It started with a steep uphill battle. Perhaps six 
or eight months before I joined the NABS Board 
the insiders were saying our organization would 
be bankrupt before the year was over. We had 
a severely negative cash flow and hardly any 
money left. Ten years before I joined the NABS 
Board an endowment fund dedicated to our 
founder, Dr. Lawrence Zeleny, was initiated 
with a pledge to fund research and education 
grants but no money was supposed to be spent 
before it accumulated a hundred thousand 
dollars. After so much time passed since it was 
started, the balance was only up to $65,000 when 
my term as President began. Our membership 
roll had declined from over 2,700 in 2003 to a 
low of under 1,600 in 2006. A lot of reform and 
restructuring were needed and there was a lot of 
work to be done. Surely there is plenty more still 
to be done but I am pleased to report that many 
significant improvements have been made over 
the past four years.

By 2007 our negative cash flow was completely 
eliminated and replaced with a very favorable 
positive cash flow. Primarily by reallocating 
proceeds from our operating fund into the 
endowment, that balance grew from $65,000 
in January 2007, far below the hundred grand 
spending threshold, to $123,000 before the end 

of that year. Since then, under the marvelous 
leadership of our Grants Committee Chair, 
Anne Sturm, we instituted new systems and 
procedures to receive, review, and approve 
grants and we awarded 11 scientific and 
academic grants totaling nearly $20,000. At our 
Board meeting on the Thursday of the conference 
we voted to reallocate another $7,000 into the 
endowment so now that balance is more than 
$150,000 and we still have plenty of money in our 
operating fund to satisfy whatever expenses we 
might anticipate.

If these measures are any indication of our 
results, it would be fair to say we have gotten our 
financial house in order. Other factors further 
punctuate that claim even more emphatically. 
Last year at our Annual Meeting in Pennsylvania 
we adopted a thoroughly new set of Bylaws, 
which vastly increase the transparency of our 
decision-making processes and the accountability 
of each of us charged with taking care of the 
business. We adopted ethics and conflict of 
interest policies that we never had before and we 
have made strides to document written policies 
in as many areas as we have identified which 
seemed to require them. Many of the things that 
may have gone wrong in the past are less likely 
as a result of the safeguards we put into place.

In case anyone is not moved so much by the 
developments in our operations and structure 
as I am and cares more to hear what NABS has 
done for bluebirds and bluebirders, we have 
had major achievements in those areas too. We 
are nearly ready to release a thoroughly revised 
set of educational handouts about nestboxes, 
monitoring, predator control, etc. and our all-
new PowerPoint speakers’ presentation is being 
developed. I already mentioned that we awarded 
11 academic and scientific grants totaling nearly 
$20,000. We actively seek applicants who aspire 
to cultivate worthwhile study projects and we are 
eager to promote their enterprise. If any of you 
know a candidate who needs funding to facilitate 
such a project we encourage you to point them in 
our direction.

Another outstanding accomplishment we made 
to advance the cause of bluebirding was the 
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transformation of our quarterly journal. We used 
to print 24 pages in black and white with very 
few pictures, essentially in the style of routine 
reports that did not capture many people’s 
attention. It has made a metamorphosis from a 
caterpillar into a butterfly and is now 32 pages 
full of color with lots of pictures and a balanced 
mix of content for academics, citizen scientists, 
and backyard birders alike. Not only that but 
we have it printed on 100% recycled paper 
comprised of more than 50% post-consumer 
content only using nontoxic, nonmetallic 
vegetable inks. You can bet these choices have 
made a difference and gotten NABS a good bit of 
notice.

I previously mentioned that our membership 
roll declined over 40% from 2003 to 2006. The 
consequences of the confidence we reestablished, 
the facelift we gave our journal, the notice we 
derive from the grants and awards we give, and 
the work we are doing to improve our Affiliate 
relationships and our educational materials 
have all proven to be quite positive. Through 
the conspicuous and constant initiatives of our 
Membership Committee members, Phil and 
Jackie Berry and Tena Taylor, and with the 
extraordinary leadership of their Chairperson, 
NABS Vice President of Community Relations, 
Sherry Linn of British Columbia, our membership 
roster has grown steadily, now up to more than 
1,900 --- higher than it has been in six years. And 
to be fair I have to extend a share of the credit 
to Pauline Tom who was the Membership Chair 

before Sherry.

I thanked the people present for the opportunity 
to describe the progress that the North American 
Bluebird Society experienced over the past four 
years and for the important work they do to 
conserve and promote bluebirds. To each of 
you who is reading this now, I thank you just 
the same. I am honored to be entrusted with 
the stewardship of this wonderful volunteer 
organization during these challenging times. For 
this too, I give thanks.
    Yours in peace,
    Jonathan Ridgeway
    NABS President

Jonathan Ridgeway at the Ontario NABS meeting, 
September 2010.   Photo by Judy Derry.

NABS officers at the 2010 conference in Ontario. Left to right: Vice President for Affiliate Relations Brian Swanson, 
Director and Grants & Awards Committee Chair Anne Sturm, Vice President for Community Relations and Membership 

Chair Sherry Linn, Secretary Lynne Ridgeway, President Jonathan Ridgeway, Education Chair Bet Zimmerman, and 
Treasurer Greg Beavers. Photo by Ed Escalante, Maryland Bluebird Society President.
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Officials of North American Bluebird Society, Inc.

From the Managing Editor
Scott W. Gillihan

Executive Committee
Jonathan Ridgeway - 

President
Phil Berry - First Vice 

President (Affiliate 
Relations)

Sherry Linn - Second Vice 
President (Community 
Relations)

Greg Beavers - Treasurer
Lynne Ridgeway - 

Secretary

Board of Directors
Bob Benson
Barbara Chambers
Tom Comfort
Bernie Daniel
Kathy Kremnitzer
Terry Neumyer
John Schuster
Dan Sparks
Anne Sturm
Brian Swanson
Mark Weyenberg
Bet Zimmerman

Bluebird Managing Editor
Scott W. Gillihan

Bylaws Committee
Brian Swanson - Chair
Bernie Daniel
Walter Mugdan
Lynne Ridgeway

Education Committee
Bernie Daniel, PhD - Chair
Kevin Berner
Te rry Neumyer 
John Schuster
Julie Zickefoose
Bet Zimmerman

Finance Committee
Greg Beavers - Chair
Bernie Daniel
Jim Englebrecht
Dan Sparks

Gr ants & Awards 
Committee

Anne Sturm - Chair
Greg Beavers
Kimberly Corwin
Stan Fisher
Sherry Linn

Hotline Committee
Bob Benson - Chair

Jo urnal Advisory 
Committee

Bernie Daniel
Benjamin Leese
Lynne Ridgeway
Dick Tuttle

Law Committee
Walter Mugdan - Chair

Membership Committee
Sherry Linn - Chair
Phil Berry
Nancy Crawford
Judy Derry
Tena Taylor

Ne stbox Approval 
Committee

Bob Benson - Co-Chair
Ba rbara Chambers - 

Co-Chair
Steve Eno

Nominating Committee
Bob Benson - Chair
Bernie Daniel
Brian Swanson

Sp eakers Bureau
Barbara Chambers - Chair

Website Committee
Jim McLochlin - Chair
Dan Sparks

Webmaster
Jim McLochlin

In case you hadn’t noticed, here’s a gift for you for the New Year: we’re 
expanding each issue by four pages! That’s four more pages of news and 
information about bluebirds and other native cavity nesters. Much thanks to the 
NABS Board of Directors for making this change.

Thanks, too, to my editorial assistant Brenda Martin, to Dwight Connelly (editor 
of the East Central Illinois Bluebird Society’s Bluebird News) and Evelyn Cooper 
(editor of the Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society’s Bayou Bluebird Nest News), who 
generously shared articles from their newsletters, and to all of the authors and 
photographers who contributed to this issue.

Winter is a time to hunker down, reflect on the past year, and make plans for 
the new year. It’s traditionally been considered a time of renewal. Speaking of 
renewal, take a moment to check the message printed on your mailing label on 
the back cover— it might be time to renew your NABS membership!
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Bluebird Society of Pennsylvania’s 2011 Conference
Join members of the Bluebird Society of Pennsylvania (BSP) for their 13th annual 

conference on April 1 and 2, 2011 at the Penn Stater Hotel, State College, PA. 
Educational programs at the conference include:

•  Penguins in Peril - Steven Sarro, Director of Animals Programs at the Pittsburgh 
National Aviary

•  Predatory Cavity Nesters - Jennifer Brackbill, Director of Raptor Programs at the 
Shavers Creek Envronmental Center, an outreach Resource of Penn State

•  Tracking Nesting Birds with the Power of Citizen Science - Kenyon Widger, 
Project Assistant of NestWatch at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca, NY

Other events:
•  Learn methods of House Sparrow control from BSP’s research person, Mr. Chuck Musser.
•  Communicate with a representative of the Pennsylvania Game Commission, which manages and 

protects the wildlife resources and habitats of Pennsylvania.
•  Ask questions of a panel of Bluebird Trail Masters at the Friday Night Social headed by the 2010 

Pennsylvania Bluebirder of the year, Mr. Ken Leister.
• Visit Vendors and the BSP Store with a wide variety of bluebird items for sale.
• Experience a live auction with a variety of items relating to bluebirds and nature. 

The Conference fee is only $35 per person including the Friday Night Social and Continental Breakfast and 
Luncheon Buffet on Saturday. There is a $5 savings for registrations received by March 15, 2011

For more information on the conference go to www.thebsp.org or contact Lisa Wheeler at 724-222-1311 or 
law64@hughes.net 

Florida Bluebird Society’s First Statewide Winter Bluebird Blitz
The Florida Bluebird Society (FBS) sponsored their first Statewide Winter Bluebird Blitz 

on Saturday and Sunday, November 20 & 21, 2010. FBS is in its fledgling stage as an 
Affiliate of the North American Bluebird Society. Their mission is the conservation and 
protection of bluebirds and other native cavity-nesting bird species through educational 
programs and the collection and dissemination of pertinent and relevant information.

One of their goals is to gather information about bluebirds in Florida and have it posted on 
their website. The first step was to determine the location of bluebirds throughout the state. The Winter Blitz 
will help them determine where bluebirds find food and survival habitat between the end of the breeding and 
migration time, until breeding activity begins again. To download a “Florida Bluebird Blitz Report” form or 
receive information about bluebirds, bluebird trails, or Florida Bluebird Society activities and membership, 
visit their website:  www.floridabluebirdsociety.com  or call: (813) 884-0578. Comments about the Bluebird 
Blitz may be emailed to cmckinney47@tampabay.rr.com or mailed to Bluebird Blitz, 6411 Oakdell Dr., Tampa, 
FL 33634. Your input will help FBS do a better job of conserving these beautiful florida treasures. Thank you!

For more information, contact FBS at floridabluebirdsociety@yahoo.com, or visit the FBS website at 
www.floridabluebirdsociety.com.

Notices from NABS Affiliates
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Letters to Bluebird
Dear Editor,
I enjoyed Bob Tamm’s article in the Spring 2010 
Bluebird. I just want to tell your readers about our 
birdhouses. Most of our birdhouses open “cupboard 
door” style (see photographs.) The side door is on 
a piano hinge or a pair of 3” T-hinges. We use both 
upright houses and Peterson houses.

All of our monitors like these houses. Mounting 
the “Van Ert” traps is an easy job. Also, it is easy to 
photograph the nest. If a monitor is unsure of the age 
of the nestlings, these cupboard doors can be opened 
just an inch. This allows the monitor to peek at the 
young without upsetting them. 

Keep up the good work.

Sincerely
Don Bissonnette
Chairman, Bluebird Committee of the Essex County 
Field Naturalists’ Club
Harrow, Ontario
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Leucistic Western Bluebird in Oregon
Patrick Gallagher

The Salem Audubon Society’s Western Bluebird 
Conservation Program had its first leucistic 
chick in the eleven years of the program’s 

existence. The chick, whose gender is undetermined, 
fledged on August 18, 2010, east of Salem, Oregon. 
The landowner, who has seven bluebird sites over 
a 350-acre farm, reports this chick’s site has had 
Western Bluebirds every year since 2005, including 11 
clutches and 37 fledged chicks. 

Leucism is one of several terms applying to animals 
with body parts that do not have their usual color. It 
may be an overall paleness, or that certain feathers are 
white or are just significantly paler than the normal 
range of color. The term albino is still used for animals 
that are totally white, often including red eyes. 

This chick was discovered and identified as leucistic 
by Raylene Gordin, manager and bander for the 
Western Bluebird program of the Audubon Society of 
Corvallis. We do not band birds in our program, but 
when the neighboring Corvallis program answered 
our call for a foster home for three abandoned chicks, 
Raylene offered to band another brood for us. Just 
like a birthday present, Raylene got a big surprise 
when she pulled the four chicks from the box. The 
leucistic chick was a runt, weighing only 22.5 grams, 
compared to its two sisters at 29 and 28 grams, and 
one brother at 28 grams. Feather development in all 
four chicks was the same and there was no evidence 
of parasites. 

Determining gender without normal color is difficult. 
Wing length is sometimes used, as males generally 
have longer wings than females, but with a runt in 
hand, such comparison may not work. In this case the 
wing measurements were not taken. 

This chick was quite stunning to see, but what 
went wrong to cause the leucism? Clearly, something 
happened, such as a genetic mutation, diet problem, 
or an environmental-contaminant exposure. In 
birds with colors other than blue, the aberration 
is usually in undeveloped melanin granules. But 
in blue-colored birds, the color comes from light 
being reflected through feather structures, not from 
melanin granules. This caused us to wonder if this 
bird’s aberration was in the feather structure, itself. 
An internet posting to Oregon’ s birding community 
elicited a more complex explanation from an 
ornithology instructor at the University of Oregon, 
Dan Gleason. 

He suggested affected melanin granules in the 
feathers were still the most likely cause. Although 
the blue color in birds is due to reflected blue wave 
lengths within the light spectrum, the other colors 
in the spectrum normally pass through the reflective 
structure in the feather to be absorbed by melanin 
granules in the feather. When those granules are not 
present or not functioning, the full light spectrum is 
bounced back, giving an appearance of white. Some 
of the feathers in this bird showed blue, meaning at 
least some of the melanin granules were absorbing the 
other colors. 

Unfortunately , this chick was not seen after 
September 23, although other family members 
continued to come to a mealworm feeder. This chick 
faces challenges due to its coloration. It may be more 
prone to predation by being more obvious; it may 
have difficulty attracting a mate; it may have other 
related health issues; and, since melanin strengthens 
feathers, it may suffer excessive feather wear, affecting 
flight or thermoregulation.
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Photos accompanying this article were taken by nature 
photographer Jim Leonard, a Salem Audubon member.

Patrick Gallagher, a retired insurance underwriter, has 
been an active member of the Salem Audubon Society for 

more than 20 years. He founded the Society’s bluebird 
conservation program in 1999, working with landowners 
monitoring their own nestboxes. Pat also works in the 
Society’s woodshop building nestboxes, and tries to do 
some international bird watching each year.

In late 2009, I took over the chairmanship of the 
bluebird trail of the Audubon Society of Corvallis 

in Oregon. Knowing of, but not having met other 
bluebird groups in the Willamette Valley, I quickly 
set about the business of introducing myself and 
offering collaboration. Chatting with Nancy Fraser, 
president of the Prescott Bluebird Recovery Project 
in Portland, we thought about Patrick Gallagher of 
the Salem Audubon bluebird group and wondered 
if he would be interested in joining us in a regional 
bluebird group. As though his ears were burning, 
Pat contacted both of us shortly thereafter to inquire 
about a banded bluebird nesting on his trail, where 
banding is not performed. Records indicated the bird 
had come from the North Lebanon portion of my 
trail. Typically, there is little if any bluebird movement 
between our three areas. 

Fast forward a month or two, when I received a call 
from Pat regarding some orphaned bluebird nestlings 
on his trail. He inquired as to whether I had an 
appropriate nest to foster the chicks to. As it turned 
out, I had the perfect situation. There was a pair of 
bluebirds on my trail that had been unable to produce 
offspring for the last two years. Being altruistic, this 
pair had just finished raising three orphaned nestlings 
from elsewhere on my trail. I quickly met with Pat’s 
landowner (who requests anonymity) and she handed 
over the new orphans. Since I am conducting a 
banding program, and this landowner lives near my 
place of business, I offered to band her future broods.

Mr. and Mrs. Altruism were delighted to receive more 
foster children. The following day I returned to band 
the new nestlings and was delighted to see that one 
of the previous orphans was helping feed them. Talk 

about paying it forward! He perched on the fence 
above me with a bug in his bill, watching curiously 
as I banded his foster siblings. The cycle finished 
uneventfully, and to this date, I continue to see all 
of these fostered birds in the vicinity of their foster 
property.

Now for the icing on the cake. Pat’s landowner, 
having several nesting bluebird pairs, notified me of 
her last brood of the season in the hope that I would 
band there. Prepared to band her four nestlings, I 
met with her at the site. As I reached into the nest, 
I noticed that one of the chicks was rather pale. 
We examined it more closely while banding, and 
concluded that it was leucistic (partial albino). With 
decades of combined bluebirding experience, this 
was a first for both of us, and we were honored and 
humbled by the gift that nature had bestowed on us. 
After the brood fledged, the landowner described the 
leucistic fledgling as looking like a pale cloud as it 
flew. We referred to it as “Ghost Blue.” 

Looking back on the beginning of the year, I am 
certain I would never have anticipated such successful 
networking and the joy and amazement provided by 
such special bluebirds.

***I would like to mention that we hold all of the necessary state 
and federal permits to legally conduct the abovementioned 
activities. Additionally we are always aware of the law of 
unintended consequences in all interventions that we consider. 

Raylene is an orthopedic surgeon living in Linn County, 
Oregon with her husband and 5 dogs.  She monitors a 
200-box trail and chairs the bluebird trail of the Audubon 
Society of Corvallis.  www.audubon.corvallis.or.us

Networking Fosters Joy: Special Bluebirds and Their People
Raylene Gordin
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Editor’s note: As most of you know, the House Sparrow is 
a cavity-nesting species that was introduced from Europe 
to North America in the 1800s. The introduction has been 
an unmitigated ecological disaster. House Sparrows are 
very aggressive, and will attack and kill nesting bluebirds 
in order to claim their nesting site. A sparrow spooker is a 
simple deterrent that keeps House Sparrows from claiming 
a nestbox. The following article, by a veteran bluebirder, 
presents one way to make sparrow spookers for your 
nestboxes.

Start with a 24-inch length of 14-gauge electric 
fence wire. Using a pair of long-nosed pliers, 
make a loop in one end of the wire that will fit a 

short screw, such as a #10 3/8-inch metal screw.

On the other end of the wire, use a felt-tip marker 
to place marks on the end and every three inches, 
making four marks in all.

Clamp it to a bench or flat surface and put a glob 
of hot glue at these points, and repeat on the back 
side. This leaves three areas for attaching Mylar tape 
between the glue points.

Cut 1-inch wide Mylar, or “bird tape,” into 12-inch 
lengths, then split them to be 1/2-inch wide. Install 
three pieces of the Mylar, tied with only one end knot 
just snugged up, between the glue points. It will break 
if you pull it too tight.

Hold the spooker up to 
the nestbox where it will 
be mounted, and bend it 
to hang over the roof of 
the box, with the ends of 
the Mylar strips just barely 
above the roof.

If you mount your boxes 
on T-posts, run the wire 
down the void and install 
the screw into the back of 
the box. If you use conduit, 
put a small staple near 
the top of the box and run 
your wire through this and 
install the screw. The staple 

is the type used on hardware wire.

Install the spooker after the bluebird has laid her first 
or second egg. I remove the spooker after they fledge. 
We have found in some cases that it is not necessary 
to wait for the nest or egg!

You can find Mylar at some retail garden 
centers or nurseries, or you can order it online. 
One company that carries it is Peaceful Valley 
(www.GrowOrganic.com), which offers a 500-foot 
roll for $7.99 plus shipping. They also have smaller 
rolls.

If you cannot find Mylar tape, you can use strips 
of potato chip bags, or any shiny material that can 
withstand the wind and rain. Cloth ribbons will tear 
and will quickly be no good.

I have not lost a single bird since using this on more 
than 200 boxes.

Loren Hughes is president of the East Central Illinois 
Bluebird Society (a NABS Affiliate), and a member of 
NABS. At 81 years of age, he has more than 300 boxes 
in Illinois and Indiana, and covers a total of 174 miles 
of bluebird trails. Through his efforts, both directly and 
indirectly, his home county of Edgar now has an estimated 

1,600 bluebirds. In addition 
to monitoring trails, Loren 
has constructed hundreds 
of bluebird boxes for his 
own use, as fundraisers, 
and as gifts.  He also raises 
mealworms as treats for 
bluebirds during the nesting 
season and the winter 
months. He lives in Paris, IL.

This article originally 
appeared in a slightly 
different form in Bluebird 
News, the newsletter of the 
East Central Illinois Bluebird 
Society. It is reprinted here 
with permission.

How to Make a Sparrow Spooker
Loren Hughes

One of Loren’s sparrow spookers, attached to one 
of his slot-opening boxes.
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July 16th 2010 began as most days, with me 
working at my computer. I never suspected the 
telephone call I received would be the beginning 

of a wonderful adventure. On the other end was 
Raymond Richmond, a concerned bluebirder, 
inquiring about his nestling bluebirds. A search of 
the Bluebirds Across Nebraska (BAN) website for the 
nearest county coordinator led him to me, as I was the 
nearest contact to answer his call that morning.

Even though I was fairly new to BAN, I told him I 
would try to answer his questions. Little did I know 
he had three orphaned nestlings. He asked how many 
days it took before bluebirds fledged. I told him 
incubation was 12 to 14 days and altricial young stay 
in nest 15 to 20 days. His concern was that the adult 
birds failed to return that day. The nestbox was on his 
deck just outside the kitchen door.

I told him bluebirds typically do not abandon their 
young, so something must have happened. Several 
days prior to Ray’s phone call, our part of the state 
experienced bad weather. Ray assured me that the 
adult birds were there after the storms. I didn’t hear 
back from Ray and I assumed and hoped that all was 
well. Still curious and concerned I called Ray on July 
18th. He had made several more calls and received a 
call from the Wildlife Rescue Team of Nebraska. Paula 
Hoppe, a Team volunteer, was 
dispatched to Ray’s home. Ray 
and his wife Carol kept a vigilant 
watch on the nestbox while 
waiting for Paula. 

A curious trio of House 
Sparrows, a male and two 
females, flew in and perched 
near the nestbox. Suddenly, the 
male sparrow flew into the box. 
Ray hurried outside and got the 
sparrow out of the box within 
seconds. Carol brought a towel 
and covered the box until Paula’s 
arrival minutes later.

With sparrows present, Paula 
felt removal of the nestlings was 
in their best interest. The young 
birds were frightened and weak 
and one was lying on its side --- 
likely she was the target of the 

sparrow’s attack. The other two were frightened and 
weak, but in much better shape. There were three little 
birds, one male and two females. The babies were 
put into a shallow box with a nest made out of an old 
t-shirt. They settled down and were comfortable in a 
very short time; the weaker female huddled between 
her siblings for comfort and warmth. Ray didn’t think 
her chances were good. It would be several weeks 
before the extent of her injuries were known. 

Paula had brought food for the nestlings and 
instructed Ray how to feed them with tweezers. Ray 
wanted to care for the babies himself. To make it 
legal he agreed to join the Wildlife Rescue Team as 
a handler, working under their guidance. The next 
morning, Ray checked on his “brood” and the little 
male wasn’t in the box. Carol followed his trail and 
found him sitting in a beam of sunlight shinning 
through a window. It was now time to move the 
threesome into a cage.

Ray could tell I was excited and eager to see the 
tenacious little baby birds and to meet the kind man 
who agreed to care for them full time. On July 19th, 
my husband Dennis and I drove to Ray and Carol’s 
home to meet them and see firsthand these lucky little 
birds Ray was caring for. Ray is a talented award-
winning wildlife woodcarver and sure enough, there 

he was in the garage carving a 
Wood Duck with the birdcage 
in the middle of the table. Those 
little guys looked so contented 
and happy, even the weaker one.

Ray told us that, considering the 
shape they were in and as tiny 
as they were, it was fairly easy 
to place his fingernail in their 
beak and gently coax it open. 
He was surprised how well they 
responded. Once he had gotten 
them to open their beaks they 
were eager eaters. By the end 
of the first day, the male was 
eager to eat. The females were 
less enthused and it took a little 
coaxing for them, but a sufficient 
amount of food was taken in. 

Food proved to be a powerful 
motivator and soon three little 

Bluebird Rescue Story 
Marion Ball and Ray Richmond
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mouths were opened wide at the sight and sound of 
Ray. The weaker female was catching up to the others 
on a diet of moistened cat food and mealworms. Ray, 
who resides in Wahoo, NE drove to Omaha to buy 
mealworms for his hungry little guests. He also drove 
to Lincoln, NE to pick up a larger bird cage from the 
Rescue Team. Watching Ray feed them I could see 
why their chance to become fledglings was solid --- 
those tweezers were loaded with four and five dried 
mealworms at a time. Ray explained he had learned 
the nestlings would chirp to let him know when they 
were hungry and they would stop when they had 
enough. 

Cheryl Christensen from the Wildlife Rescue Team 
counseled Ray to get some live mealworms and 
teach them to eat on their own in preparation to be 
set free. Ray purchased live mealworms but it took 
awhile before they would eat them as they preferred 
dried ones. Soon they began to eat live worms, but 
only when fed by Ray. July 19 was a red-letter day: 
Ray added a water dish and it wasn’t long before 
they were drinking. The weaker sister appeared to be 
gaining size and strength each day and she was now 

able to get to the perch with the others for feeding. 

On the day we visited, one of the nestlings dared 
an escape as Ray was feeding his “brood”: the male 
made a break for it. He was caught and placed back 
into the cage. He was not ready for the real world 
just yet, but it would not be his last attempt. After our 
visit I contacted Steve and Cheryl Eno, the founders 
of BAN, and told them of this story. Steve called Ray 
and they set a time for Steve to visit. Steve said he 
had never experienced anything like this in his many 
years of bluebirding.

It was at the evening feeding on July 20th when 
the little male bird made his great escape. Ray was 
coaxing the weaker female to eat first because she 
lost interest easily. Suddenly the male was out of 
the cage through the garage door and up on the 
roof! He hesitated briefly and then he was off, flying 
around the house a couple of times before heading 
toward a field across the street. Ready or not, here I 
come. He returned to a power line behind the house, 
momentarily, and then flew west for the trees. He was 
free and flying like a pro! He returned to the wire 
several times in the next few days before leaving for 
the last time, free as he was meant to live. 

Sadly, at the next morning feeding, the weaker sister 
was sitting on the floor of the cage, rather than on 
the perch. The effects of her injuries were beginning 
to show. Ray placed the mealworms on the floor and 
each ate and drank on their own. The tweezer feeding 
had come to an end; they were now able to feed 
themselves.

That evening Steve came for a visit. Ray was 
disappointed that Steve did not get to see the male 
bird that was so spectacular. Steve and Cheryl live on 
an acreage near Raymond, NE with lots of bluebirds 
and many other species of songbirds and waterfowl. 
Ray told Steve that he and Carol had seen the little 
male bluebird one more time on the wire. They felt he 
was able to care for himself and would likely survive 
in the wild. Steve and Ray agreed the best place to 
release the two females would be at Steve’s acreage. 
They were not ready for release, but based on the 
progress of the male bird, they thought it would be a 
matter of days. 

Ray and Steve remained in contact on the progress of 
the birds. The injured bird was perching again, which 
was encouraging. Any improvement with her was a 
bright spot in this adventure! They set July 24th to be 
the big day! Steve and Ray released the two females 
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together. The healthy one took off for the nearest tree 
and perched briefly before heading to the trees the 
local bluebirds favored. The injured bird was unable 
to fly well enough to attain more than a few feet off 
the ground and only for about twenty feet. After a 
couple more tries they felt she was just not ready. 
They would try her in another week. 
 
Steve took her to a veterinarian, and he did not think 
she had any broken wings. Her behavior during the 
exam revealed that she was a determined fighter. A 
week later another attempt was made; unfortunately 
she couldn’t fly at all. Steve offered to keep her while 
they looked for a licensed facility where she might be 
part of an educational program for children. Ray liked 
the idea but felt it was his responsibility. So the little 
one returned with Ray and he set out to explore the 
options. Many calls were made and e-mails were sent 
in an attempt to locate such a facility. 

Again the little one was unable to perch and several 
days later Ray noticed a growth on her right wing. 
A trip to Dr. Sarah Roelofs, a bird vet in Omaha, 
revealed severe damage to the right wing wrist joint 
and she found another growth on the wing’s elbow 
joint. It was her opinion that it was an old injury, most 
likely damage from the sparrow attack and she would 
never be able to fly. The damage was too extensive to 
have healed properly. She also suggested placing her 
in a facility. It was her opinion that other problems 
could occur from the loss of movement in the wing 
and that would leave no choice but to euthanize her. 
Turns out this little one we called the weaker sister 
proved to be the stronger. For a long time she was 
trying to keep up with the others with a severely 
damaged wing. 

In spite of a concerted effort by several caring people 
and multiple facilities, Ray was faced with the reality 
he had feared since her first failed attempt to fly. 
Rick Schmid, director of education at the Fontenelle 

Forrest Nature Center was contacted. They were 
unable to care for her at their facility. He did however 
agree with Dr. Roelofs’ opinion that euthanizing her 
was best, given the circumstances. That happy day of 
fruition so many caring people had hoped for, sadly 
was not to be. 

In spite of losing her, Ray said, “We cannot overlook 
the fact that her brother and sister were successfully 
released. Overall I feel like this was a successful 
rescue. However, bittersweet.”

For the last 24 years, 
Marion Ball and her 
husband Dennis have 
been Commodity 
Brokers. Currently they 
own and operate R.L. 
& D. Commodities in 
Fremont, Nebraska. 
Marion became a 
member of Bluebirds 
Across Nebraska in 
2006. Since 2008, she 
has been the Washington County Coordinator for BAN. 
Marion enjoys all forms of outdoor activities, especially 
wildlife photography.

Ray Richmond retired 10 
years ago and now spends 
his time wood carving 
and competing wildfowl 
carvings at shows around 
the country. Part of that 
included a newfound interest 
in all wildfowl, therefore the 
bluebird box on his back deck, 
in rural Wahoo, Nebraska.

Yahoo! Bluebird Group
For a number of years more than 400 bluebirders shared information and experiences on the Bluebird-L 

listserv, which was supported by Cornell University. Last year Cornell decided to discontinue it. 
Fortunately, bluebirders set up a new listserv on Yahoo, which has been very successful. The group already has 
more than 160 members, with room for many more.

Mike Geochelone is the moderator. You can find the group (along with instructions on how to subscribe) at 
http://pets.groups.yahoo.com/group/BluebirdMonitors/
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There’s a bluebird house in our backyard. 
Some years it stands empty. Other years the 
wren or sparrows take it. Last summer I 

diligently cleaned it out every day and sure enough, 
parents came and raised five bright babies. I had no 
mealworms to entice them to stay so they soon were 
gone . . . perhaps to Nations Road. But this spring my 
daughter gave me a Mother’s Day gift of a pound of 
dried mealworms. She could have bought live ones, 
but I could do without squirming worms. Even the 
dried ones seemed to squirm in my hand. So, with 
my bait and a cleaned-out birdhouse, I waited—and 
worked.

Every other day I cleaned out the House Sparrow 
nests. House Sparrows, persistent, abundant, pesky 
birds, are not protected, so it’s not against the law to 
destroy their nests as it is with most other birds. Once 
I left for a few days, returning to find a sparrow’s nest 
with one white-and-brown-speckled egg. I apologized 
and threw it all on the compost pile, to help make 
good compost for the carrots this summer. Finally I 
had to tape up the entrance hole for a few days until 
the sparrows found another nesting place. Their nest 
is round like a robin’s or the bluebirds’ but full of 
other things like bits of plastic, string, feathers. Every 
few days I tore off the tape, waiting. 

So this continued for awhile through April and most 
of May. The wrens like this home as well. Their nest is 
a sloppy bunch of sticks, with a few of their feathers 
thrown in, for the babies. I like wrens, but prefer 
bluebirds. We put a hole in a gourd and fastened it 
to the little redbud tree near the deck. The bluebird 
house was out on the “back forty.” Unlike the quiet 
bluebirds, the wrens are scrappy, scolding me every 
time I walk by.

Bluebirds start nesting early, even in March. So the 
ones that finally found our box had probably had 
their first nesting out in some meadow.

With sparrows gone, wrens nesting elsewhere, and 
mealworms ready, I waited and watched, checking 
the box daily.

May 23: Among all the other spring birds singing, my 
ear picked up the soft sweet unmistakable call of a 
bluebird. I dropped everything, grabbed binoculars, 
and rushed to the backyard, hiding behind a tree. 
“Will he come? Please come.” I tried to imitate his 
call, but I can’t “chortle” the way he does. I saw his 
flashing body peering into the box, and disappearing 
inside. Bliss! Will he find a mate and stay? My heart 
leapt.

May 24: It’s a pair! How did he find a little wife so 
quickly? He must have sung his mating song over 
and over, out where the horses graze. She looks just 
like him, but without the flash. Not gaudy. I wonder 
why I love them so. Is it the chortling song, the breast 
the color of earth, the wings reflecting the sky? Their 
quiet, trusting ways? Their acceptance of me? 

May 28: Two bluebird eggs already in the nest. Little 
blue ovals.

Wrens nesting in the gourd.

Mealworms in the blue dish.

Enemy—sparrows—gone.

Water-filled bird bath.

Happy yard! Happy me!

May 31: Four bluebird eggs.

Mother is mostly inside, brooding. She takes a break 
now and then. Sometimes the father feeds her. Mostly 
he flies around, singing, flashing blue in the sun, 
protecting the nest. He and I are so proud of her! He 
cannot brood the eggs because only she has that little 
heating pad on her breast, under her feathers. They 
each do their work. Bluebirds prefer meadows. But 
our yard is large and so are the neighboring yards. 
Plenty of space to fly, plenty of bugs, plenty of trees 
for babies to hide in once they fledge.

June 3: I set up my watching-chair out in the shade—
near, but not too near the birds. Sometimes I eat 
breakfast out there with them . . . me with cereal 
. . . they with bugs and mealworms, moths, and 
caterpillars. I’m lucky to have time for watching.

June 9: They take turns at the feeder. The male seems 
to let the female eat first. Nice of him! Sometimes 
he goes into the box to feed her. I’m hoping they’ll 
eat out of my hand, one day. That would take much 
sitting by me, much trusting by them.

June 11: One baby hatched! Right on schedule. I 
peeked in. She raised her wobbly head, far too big 
for her tiny body, opened her huge mouth, all yellow 
and pink, then plopped that heavy head right down, 
resting it on one of the three eggs left. Such effort!

Only a parent could love such an ugly child. I love it, 
because it is alive. I have waited for it to emerge into 
June sunshine, not nine months but two weeks—bird 
time. I feel like a midwife.

The Summer of the Bluebirds 2010
Marion Maxson



 Winter 2010-11          15      Bluebird

June 12: All four babies hatched. Parents so busy 
feeding, I wonder how they have time to feed 
themselves. I put out extra mealworms.

June 16: All still alive, getting little hairs on their 
bodies. Everyone seems to accept my peeking in, 
like an amiable giant. The parents leave, to wait in 
a nearby tree without a fuss, returning as soon as I 
leave. My household tasks seems lighter when I know 
I can soon go back out and watch. The mealworms 
are their dessert. Main dish is bugs. I think they watch 
for me, up in the trees, or from a neighbor’s yard, for 
no sooner do I come out than they’re ready for me, 
waiting on the clothesline.

Today was one of those “what is so rare as a day in 
June” days. After a string of hot, humid ones, I revel 
in the coolness and try to be outside all day. The birds 
seem happier too, chirping and singing and flying 
about in the cool breeze. There’s a bit of sunset-light 
left in the sky until 10 PM! Soon the days will begin 
to shorten. It can be a good thing to be 80, to bask in 
sunshine, and sit watching bluebirds.

June 19: All healthy. All breathing. Getting little 
feathers. Probably another week before fledging. 

June 21: I showed “my” four babies to my family. The 
parents don’t seem to mind as I entertain visitors, 
always leaving and returning—the lure of mealworms 
is strong. The nest is getting crowded.

June 26: Those babies are so ready! I notice that about 
the time they are ready to fledge, they become very 
quiet. The father hasn’t been singing much. Too busy! 
But now he comes near, and sings, not a lullaby, but a 
“come out of there now!” kind of song. Parents visit 
less, enticing them out.

A birder friend came, and we sat watching. It’s fun to 
share, especially with other birders. It’s a show that 
most people don’t get to see.

June 29: I can’t look inside any more, or the babies 
might fledge before they’re ready. I see them peeking 
out of the entrance hole. If one baby is stronger than 
the other, he’ll fledge first, and they’ll all follow 
him immediately, even the weaker ones. I hope they 
all make it to the trees! The parents keep coming 
to check, but don’t go inside. They have kept the 
nest clean all these days, carrying out those little 
white sacks of waste, to drop them a ways away, so 
predators don’t know there are babies inside.

June 30: The babies fledged yesterday. I so wanted to 
be there when that happened! Only once through my 
bluebird-watching years have I seen it—been there 
at the right moment. Sadly, I cleaned out the nestbox. 
It’s hard for me to say goodbye when people and 
creatures I love leave me. I continue the mealworm 

feedings. The parents come to the feeder and then fly 
up to the trees, here and there, where the babies hide, 
whining their little baby bluebird whine. My ears 
know that sound well. 

July 2: I can stand about 10 feet from the feeder before 
the parents fly away. I hold out my hand, hopefully, 
with worms in it, but they aren’t quite that brave. I 
hope their babies will come to the dish. What a sight 
that would be! Six bluebirds perched on a blue dish, 
eating a family meal together.

July 7: I can’t believe this! It looks like the parents are 
building a new nest! How will they manage?! My 
book says it does happen. 

July 9: Hurray! I saw the parents and at least two 
babies at the feeder! The babies sit on the cross-bar of 
the clothesline while the parents feed them worms. 
Trustful little things, with wide open mouths! The 
babies look like fat little sparrows, for they are mostly 
brown-speckled. But each of them has a few blue tail 
feathers. They have beautiful, big, black eyes.

July 12: There are two eggs in the nest! It’s so strange, 
how parents still feed fledglings and at the same time 
start a new family.

July 13: Three eggs!

My great grandson came to visit, from New York City. 
He sees mostly sparrows and pigeons in the city. It 
was fun to see his dad hold him high so he could peek 
into the nest. The family took pictures for me to look 
at next winter. Pictures of parents in flight, babies 
perched on the feeder, and three new blue eggs in the 
nest—even a picture of the mealworms!

July 15: Four blue bird eggs!

The older babies come to the feeder by themselves 
now. Sweet! 

July 17: Four friends came to peek, and to sit with 
binoculars to watch parents and babies show off. I 
keep counting to make sure all four babies survived. 
They did!

July 26: Three of the four new babies hatched. More 
fun! I hope no. 4 comes out soon. She may be smaller 
than the others. Now I have four ”teens” and four 
“teenies” and two parents—10 in all!

July 27: The fourth baby hatched! Oh Joy!

The new babies should fledge about Aug. 10. They’ll 
have to learn fast, in order to migrate south by frost-
time.

July 30: Babies getting fuzzy. Parents wildly busy! The 
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teen-babies, all four, still come to the feeder.

August 1: One baby—a teenie one—died. I think 
it was from the last egg that hatched late. When I 
peeked in today, there was an odor of death. I think 
she was inadvertently (or not!) smothered by her 
siblings. Her little body wasn’t near as formed, or as 
fuzzy or large as the other three. I realize what I have 
in my backyard is amazing. A mystery! A joy. But a 
sadness too. If love could have been enough, this little 
one would have survived. 

How to get that little body out before it affected the 
three healthy ones? My hand and arm couldn’t fit in 
the box. I reached into the box with the big kitchen 
tweezers—the ones we use to pick up cooked green 
beans. I pulled out the sad little thing and dumped 
her on the same compost pile where I’d thrown the 
sparrow egg, so many weeks ago. I could have had a 
funeral and a proper burial with a stick-cross. I felt a 
little ridiculous. Am I taking this all too seriously?

The other babies look healthy, but they don’t move 
much. Are they OK? Traumatized by a sibling’s 
death? Probably not. Elephants are. I’ve seen on TV 
how they mourn the loss of a family member.

Aug. 4: All’s well in the nest. I check twice a day to 
make sure they’re all breathing. I remember doing 
that to my babies as they slept. 

Aug. 5: The three “teenies” are growing little feathers. 
The four “teens” still visit the mealworms. Just as 
soon as I arrive, all six of them come, a few at a time. 
The father is still gorgeous, after a long hard summer. 
The poor mother looks a bit bedraggled. I raised six. I 
know!

Aug. 7: I think the “teens” are helping to raise the 
“teenies.” I saw one go into the box with a mealworm. 
My book says they sometimes do that. Elephants do it 
too. Little girls in Africa carry baby brothers on their 
backs. My older children helped to raise the younger 
ones.

More delighted visitors! What a show!

Aug. 10: The “teenies” are almost ready to fledge. 
Maybe this time I’ll see them emerge. They’re making 
chirping, pre-flight sounds.

I haven’t seen the “teens” for a few days. I think their 
parents took them off to college. I remember doing 
that! Maybe to Nations Road where they’ll have open 
meadows and new kinds of bugs. Maybe the parents 
want them out the way before the “teenies” fledge.

Aug. 12: I saw all four “teens” again. I think they 
came to say “goodbye.”

Aug. 13: The three babies fledged. I heard their 
plaintive cries from different trees, and the father’s 
reassuring call. 

So now, all over again, parents come to the feeder, and 
fly to two or three different trees, where babies call. 
It would have been thoughtful of them to perch in a 
row on one branch in one tree. When were teens ever 
thoughtful of their parents?

Aug. 15: Had to buy more mealworms. I’ll freeze 
what’s left, for next spring. Maybe one of these seven 
babies will return to the old family mansion to nest. 
And I’ll be out watching again. 

Aug. 17: I hung out sheets on the line today. A 
beautiful sun-bright day with a cool breeze. I haven’t 
hung out clothes all summer for fear of frightening 
“my” birds. They’ve enjoyed my clothesline, 
sometimes sitting up there in a row.

Aug. 18: They are gone! A beautiful good-bye day. 
I put out mealworms, but they weren’t touched. I 
hate good-byes! I will miss them. But I can picture 
the whole family—nine of them—flying about in the 
open—the babies turning bluer every day. Learning to 
sing their father’s song. Migrating south where they’ll 
be warm, as their old house fills up with snow, and 
I begin to put out suet for the woodpeckers. They’ll 
brighten up someone else’s life, down South.

Goodbye bluebirds!

And thanks be to God for you!

You’ve entertained me, and many others, family and 
friends, all summer. Some had never seen a bluebird.

I guess the call of nature—the call of warm, open 
fields was greater to them than the call of mealworms.

A lesson there, somewhere.

Someone once said, “It seems sometimes that the 
universe turns a cartwheel just for me.”

That’s how it was for me the summer 
of the bluebirds—2010.

Marion Maxson’s earliest memory of 
being interested in birds was when taking 
walks with her father. Her interest in 
bluebirds began in 1986, when she moved 
to the country and started putting up 
nestboxes. She says, “Raising six children 
has made me more appreciative of the care 
and nurturing of bird parents.” A trained 
musician, she gave piano lessons most of 
her life. She lives in Geneseo, NY.
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Habitat Purchased to Protect Lewis’s Woodpecker
In October, the Columbia Land Trust and American Bird Conservancy (ABC) announced the purchase 

of 338 acres of land in Klickitat County, Washington to provide high-quality habitat for a variety of 
migratory birds, including the high-priority Lewis’s Woodpecker.

This purchase is the third property ABC and Columbia Land Trust have partnered to conserve in the 
Klickitat River Conservation Area. The partnership began in 2005 with the purchase of 100 acres, followed 
in 2008 by the purchase of 160 acres.

The purchased land is in the south-central part of Washington State and 
contains Oregon white oak and ponderosa pine woodland and mixed-conifer 
forest, along with meadows and riparian habitat along Bowman Creek, a 
tributary of Canyon Creek and the Little Klickitat River. Additionally, seasonal 
and perennial streams and a few isolated wet meadow/prairie-like sites are 
located within the property, providing habitat for water-loving plants and 
animals in this otherwise relatively arid landscape.

The property lies within the Klickitat River Conservation Area, where 
Columbia Land Trust has protected more than 3,000 acres, and is adjacent 
to the State of Washington’s 14,700-acre Klickitat Wildlife Area, other state-
protected lands, and private conservation land.

The Lewis’s Woodpecker is one of the highest priority bird species not 
protected under the U.S. Endangered Species Act. It is designated as a “Red” 
species on the U.S. WatchList of birds of conservation concern, meaning that 
it is a top national conservation priority. w
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Effects of Occupancy and Venting on Temperatures 
Inside Bluebird Nestboxes

Leif Marking, Fred Craig, and Cindy Koperski

INTRODUCTION
The Eastern Bluebird breeds throughout the states 
east of the Rocky Mountains, and its range extends 
north to the Canadian provinces and south to the 
Gulf of Mexico (Zeleny 1976). Therefore bluebirds 
experience a wide variety of temperature and climate 
conditions. Nesting occurs earlier in the warmer 
southern regions and later in the northern states 
where cold temperatures often persist in April 
and sometimes in May. In Wisconsin, cold spring 
temperatures are often responsible for egg hatching 
failure and mortality of nestlings inside nestboxes. At 
that same latitude, heat cycles in summer can drive 
temperatures to 100° F or more, which can threaten 
heat mortality inside the nestboxes.

Proper incubation of bluebird eggs requires that 
they be maintained at temperatures of 95 to 106° 
F, the temperature range of female bluebirds. 
Temperatures below this range may slow or impair 
normal embryonic development, and temperatures 
of 107° F or higher are considered lethal to eggs and 
hatchlings (Zeleny 1968; Stokes and Stokes 1991). 
Therefore, the design and construction of bluebird 
boxes is important in order to maintain temperature 
conditions for incubation and survival of nestlings 
despite the adverse weather conditions throughout 
their extensive breeding range.

Marking, Craig, and Koperski (2006) reported some 
preliminary results on effects of shade, insulation, 
and reflective materials on temperatures in cedar 
nestboxes. Their results suggest that the standard 
non-vented NABS-style cedar box offers protection 
from early spring cold temperatures, while the vented 
box was cooler during cold cycles and significantly 
cooler during heat cycles. Shade, insulation, and 
reflective treatments did not significantly decrease 
temperatures during heat cycles, although slight 
differences were observable. Furthermore, brown 
paint increased box temperatures significantly over 

the standard box; dark colors should never be used on 
bluebird boxes. They also concluded that non-vented 
boxes are satisfactory in northern latitudes, but 
vented boxes are preferred in hotter climates.

Marking, Craig, and Koperski (2007) further 
investigated different-sized shade treatments 
combined with venting and non-venting of NABS-
style bluebird houses. The shade treatments 
decreased the temperatures only slightly during the 
four hottest days of July and August; the average 
decrease was 4.2° F for the standard vented box and 
4.8° F for the box with 24 square inches of shade. The 
vented boxes were consistently cooler than non-
vented boxes by an average of about 2° F and by as 
much as 6° F cooler than ambient during heat cycles 
in July and August. During the April 16 cold cycle 
all boxes (vented and non-vented) remained 2 to 3° 
warmer than ambient temperature, and during June 
heat cycles all boxes remained approximately 3° F 
cooler than ambient temperature.

Box vents are essential in warmer climates to dissipate 
nestbox heat. The 2008 temperature study by 
Marking, Craig, and Koperski (2010) demonstrated 
that the internal temperatures of vented boxes in 
summer heat were consistently cooler than both 
ambient air and in non-vented boxes. By contrast, 
in the cold of spring, the vented box temperatures 
closely followed the ambient air temperatures while 
the non-vented boxes were sometimes cooler than 
ambient air and vented nestboxes during warming 
periods due to their insulating characteristics. In 
Wisconsin the non-vented boxes are desirable in 
the early spring when cold temperature can be 
accompanied by extended periods of wind and rain, 
but there are some situations where vents would 
be desirable, especially during summer heat cycles. 
The convertible boxes used in that study were ideal 
because ventilation for any house was available as 
desired.

SUMMARY — The Eastern Bluebird breeds throughout the states east of the Rocky Mountains, and experiences a wide 
variety of temperatures and climate. Cold temperatures in Wisconsin are often responsible for egg hatching failure and 
mortality of nestlings inside nestboxes. Heat cycles in summer can drive temperatures to 100° F or more and threaten 
mortality of nestlings inside boxes. We recorded temperatures inside nestboxes in order to identify procedures to improve 
survival in cold and heat conditions. Non-vented boxes offer more protection to eggs and nestlings during spring cold 
cycles, while vented boxes provide more protection to nestlings during summer heat cycles. We recorded lethal cold 
conditions in an occupied box on May 8 to 10, 2010 with temperatures of 33 to 36° F accompanied by persistent rainfall 
and wind. Lethal heat (107° F) was not experienced, although the presence of five mature nestlings added a remarkable 
14.2° F to the interior of the occupied box with ambient temperature of 79.1° F. Consequently, ambient temperatures over 
93° F would likely cause heat mortality of advanced nestlings in standard non-vented boxes. In non-occupied boxes in 
August, we recorded 101° F while vented boxes averaged more than 10° F cooler. The convertible NABS-style box is ideal 
because the vents can be closed in spring and easily opened onsite during summer heat cycles.
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To our knowledge there has not been any research 
reported on temperatures inside of boxes occupied 
by nesting bluebirds. We have experienced some heat 
mortality with ambient temperatures around 100° F 
in the past. That suggests that in the presence of older 
nestlings the inside temperatures could increase by 
as much as six or seven degrees, and a vented box 
in this situation may save the nestlings from heat 
mortality. The present study was designed to monitor, 
compare, and report temperatures in occupied boxes, 
non-vented non-occupied boxes, vented non-occupied 
boxes, and the ambient temperature.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
We constructed nestboxes from western red cedar 
lumber that was 7/8 inches thick and rough on one 
side. All nine boxes were constructed as standard 
non-vented boxes and one box at each location was 
vented on site (Figure 1). They were mounted on 
7-foot steel T-type fence posts covered with 5-foot 
sections of 1½-inch PVC pipe for predator control. 
We mounted houses to the posts with a single U-bolt 
and placed about eight feet apart facing east in 
full sunlight (Figure 2). We covered oval entries on 
control boxes with1/4-inch-mesh hardware cloth to 
prevent bird entry. We set up three groups of houses 
at different locations. Each group consisted of one 
standard non-vented box to be occupied, one vented 
control box, one non-vented box, and one ambient air 
temperature tube.

Since bluebirds are territorial and generally are 
reluctant to nest close to other cavity nesters as well 
as their own kind, the box placement was planned to 
deceive them. Initially, the four mounting posts were 
installed at three different ideal nesting locations. On 
April 15, 2010 the box to be occupied was mounted 
to the center post and the ambient temperature tube 
was placed on a post to the east so it could serve as 
a perch for adults attending the nest. We placed the 

two non-occupied (control) boxes on posts on either 
side of the box to be occupied. However, if nesting 
or re-nesting did not occur, we removed the control 
boxes until the occupants had laid their eggs. That 
procedure enhanced their bonding to that box. We 
mounted temperature recorders to the rear left corner 
in each box to approximate the level occupied by the 
nestlings.

Temperatures were recorded hourly from April 15 
to August 31, in all houses with HOBO Pendent 
Temperature Data Loggers (Onset Computer 
Corporation). The ambient temperature was recorded 
similarly in a 3-inch by 12-inch PVC open-ended pipe 
mounted vertically at the same height as prescribed 
by the National Weather Service. This ambient 
temperature setup immediately became a useful 
perch for the attending adults. We conducted this 
study in western Wisconsin near the city of La Crosse.

Software for data analysis already existed at the 
La Crosse office of the Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources and the Brice Prairie Conservation 
Association also obtained software, so we coordinated 
the processing of the temperature data. The hourly 
temperature data graphs display peak cold cycles, 
such as in April, and peak heat cycles, such as in July 
and August. We used the minimum and maximum 
temperatures recorded during these cycles to 
calculate and compare temperatures in occupied and 
non-occupied boxes and the ambient temperature.

RESULTS
The Group 1 site has had bluebirds nesting there in 
the past and they readily occupied the open box in 
mid April. The male bluebird was reluctant at first 
with the two control boxes on site and spent a few 
days checking them out. Once he understood those 
boxes could not be entered he joined the female in 
preparing a nest. They had five eggs on April 23, 
which hatched on May 9 and 10 (Table 1). On May 

Figure 1. Convertible NABS-style boxes are vented on-
site by lowering the side panels one-half inch. 

Figure 2. Group 1 test site with ambient temperature 
mount as perch (left), occupied box in center, standard 
control on left, and vented control on right.
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14 the hatchlings were all dead, and the concerned 
adults were active as the nest and nestlings were 
removed. They apparently died at 2 or 3 days of 
age following four days of cold, windy, and rainy 
weather. Although the temperatures didn’t go below 
freezing, the minimum ambient temperature was 
33.0° F on May 8, 34.8° on May 9, 36.3° on May 
10, and 37.6° on May 11. Temperatures inside the 
occupied box were one to two degrees warmer in the 
presence of the female brooding the young until May 
11 when the inside temperature decreased to less than 
ambient and the nestlings had obviously perished. 
These weather conditions were lethal to these and 
many other very young nestlings in our region.

By May 22 the adults had built a new nest and on 
May 29 there were five eggs in the nest attended by 
the adults. Four eggs hatched on June 9 but two of 
them disappeared that first week leaving only two 
nestlings. Their disappearance was likely due to an 
avian predator and could have been the parents for 
unknown reasons. The two remaining youngsters 
fledged successfully on June 26. There were no threats 
of heat mortality during that nesting period, and there 
was no more nesting activity at that site.

At the Group 2 site adult bluebirds adopted the open 
nestbox reluctantly, built a nest, laid the first egg on 
April 22, and then they abandoned the site. A few 
days later a nest appeared in an unplanned box about 

300 yards from the chosen site. Assuming that was 
the same pair that abandoned the chosen test site, we 
installed the extra posts at the new site along with 
the tube that contained the ambient temperature 
logger. After four bluebird eggs were laid, the control 
boxes were also placed at the site. The occupied 
unplanned box was exchanged with the Group 2 box 
to be occupied containing the temperature logger. 
The nest and eggs were transferred also. Meanwhile 
the loggers remained in the control boxes. Those four 
eggs were incubated nearly two weeks when they 
were abandoned about May 15, and Tree Swallows 
built a nest over the four bluebird eggs. This may 
have been a nestbox competition situation. 

At that time a different pair of bluebirds had adopted 
the Group 2 site for their nesting activities. We again 
installed all the posts at site 2 along with the ambient 
temperature tube, and when five bluebird eggs were 
present on May 30, the control boxes were placed on 
their posts. Those adults had bonded to the occupied 
box by then and didn’t deviate from their normal 
nesting duties. Their five eggs hatched on June 6 
and the nestlings fledged on June 22. On June 20 the 
maximum temperature reached 79.1° F in the ambient 
temperature tube, 93.3° F in the occupied box, 82.5° F 
in the standard control box, and 80.4° F in the vented 
control box (Table 1). The five nestlings were two 
days from fledging at this time. Even though 80° is 
not abnormal in Wisconsin summers, the presence 

Date Time Occupants Ambient Occupied Standard box Vented box
Group 1

27 Apr 6:00 AM 5 eggs 37.2 38.0 37.9 38.4
08 May 6:00 AM 5 eggs 33.0 33.6 33.0 33.8
25 May 1:00 PM Nest 94.1 88.0 88.5 86.5
22 Jun 1:00 PM 2 nestlings 95.8 88.7 84.5 81.8
12 Aug 1:00 PM None 101.1 93.4 92.6 89.6

Group 2
28 Apr 6:00 AM None 34.2 34.4 34.4 34.8
8 May 6:00 AM None 32.6 33.0 32.8 33.4
24 May 5:00 PM 5 eggs 90.3 90.9 90.7 88.6
20 Jun 7:00 PM 5 nestlings 79.1 93.3 82.5 80.4
12 Aug 1:00 PM None 100.6 97.6 96.7 91.2

Group 3
28 Apr 6:00 AM 5 eggs 34.2 37.9 33.6 33.6
08 May 6:00 AM 5 eggs 33.4 36.5 33.4 33.6
29 May 3:00 PM 5 nestlings 92.7 98.3 91.6 88.1
27 Jun 3:00 PM 4 nestlings 96.3 99.1 94.9 90.7
12 Aug 1:00 PM None 101.5 95.6 94.4 90.7

Table 1.  Temperature (degrees F) inside bluebird boxes in three groups during nesting activity.
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of five mature nestlings added a remarkable 14.2° F 
to the interior of the occupied box. At the same time, 
the standard unoccupied box increased 3.4° while the 
vented control box increased by only 1.5° over the 
ambient temperature.

The Group 3 site was located about 300 yards 
downhill from the other two sites in an old mowed 
pasture with a wild apple tree immediate to the east 
for the adults to perch and hunt insects. Bluebird 
nesting activities started in mid April and continued 
in the presence of the control boxes; five eggs were 
present in the nest on April 30. All five eggs hatched 
in 14 days, and the nestlings fledged on June 2. As 
these nestlings matured the maximum temperature 
was recorded on June 29. The ambient temperature 
was 92.7°, the occupied box temperature was 98.3°, 
the standard non-occupied box was 91.6°, and the 
vented non-occupied box was 88.1° (Table 1). The 
nestlings were three days from fledging at this time. 
Again, the presence of mature nestlings added heat to 
the occupied box, and the control boxes were actually 
cooler than ambient, especially in the vented box.

Group 3 adults did not resume nesting activities 
for 10 days so we removed the control boxes from 
the site. Twenty days after the first fledge the 
adults resumed nesting activity, and on July 4 there 
were four eggs in the nest. The control boxes were 
returned to their mounting posts on July 9. The four 
eggs hatched about July 14 and the four nestlings 
fledged on August 1. The maximum ambient 
temperature during maturation was 96.3° on July 
27 when the nestlings were five days from fledging. 
Simultaneously, the temperature in the occupied 
box was 99.1°, while the temperature in the standard 
non-occupied box was 94.9°, and in the vented 
non-occupied box was 90.7° (Table 1). So again, 
the presence of nestlings added heat to a standard 
nestbox while the non-occupied standard box was 
cooler than ambient, and the non-occupied vented 
box was nearly 6° cooler than ambient.

Although none of the test sites had occupants in 
mid August, the highest temperature of summer 
was recorded at about 101° on August 12 (Table 1). 
Correspondingly, temperatures in standard non-
occupied boxes were 2 to 9.5° cooler than ambient. 
Even more significant, the vented boxes at all three 
sites averaged more than 10° cooler than the ambient 
temperature.

DISCUSSION
The 2010 bluebird-nesting season in western 
Wisconsin was not far from normal temperature 
with the most significant exception being the cold 
temperatures May 8 to May 11. These days were 
accompanied by rain and wind. Although actual 
freezing temperatures were not recorded, the 33 to 35° 
F combined with wind and rain apparently chills the 

chicks to the point at which they cannot metabolize 
the food provided resulting in hypothermia and 
death. During these prolonged rainy spells the adults 
entering the box with food parcels add moisture 
to nesting material causing discomfort in the box. 
Generally, the very young nestlings that are brooded 
can often survive these harsh weather conditions, 
but as with our Group 1 nestlings, many may perish 
under those conditions. Fortunately, those kinds of 
conditions are unusual and we can expect better early 
nesting seasons in years to come.

Our previous temperatures studies have 
demonstrated that standard non-vented bluebird 
boxes are preferable in Wisconsin in spring and early 
summer because of the adverse weather conditions 
that are expected as normal for this latitude. The 
cedar boxes in this study insulate the interior from 
both heat and cold so the 7/8-inch thick cedar material 
is ideal for construction of these NABS-style boxes. 

Constructing the boxes to be converted to vented 
boxes on site as needed by simply lowering each side 
panel would be particularly helpful as temperatures 
approach 95° or greater when there are nestlings 
in the box nearing the fledging stage. If they added 
14° to that interior, as demonstrated in our Group 2 
experiment, the inside temperature would exceed 
the 107° F lethal temperature. The Brice Prairie 
Conservation Association constructs all their boxes 
for members’ use and for sale to be converted as 
needed to vented boxes. The material cost is the same, 
however this procedure requires six screws to fasten 
the sides and a few more minutes to drill the pilot 
holes needed in the conversion process.

The August 12 temperature of 101° F would certainly 
have been lethal to advanced nestlings in standard 
non-vented boxes and perhaps the vented boxes 
could not have saved them at temperatures over 100°. 
However, our data demonstrate that vented boxes 
at all three test sites decreased ambient temperature 
by an average of more than 10°. These 1/2-inch vents 
on both side panels under the roof exhaust the heat 
similar to the action provided by chimneys. The space 
above the entry hole serves as an attic to collect the 
rising heat, and air currents enhance the exhausting 
character of the vents.

CONCLUSIONS
•  Temperatures above freezing, such as 33° 

to 35° F, can become lethal to very young 
nestlings when combined with extended 
periods of rain and wind.

•  Some bluebirds are reluctant to nest in a box 
accompanied by two control boxes, but they 
will adapt to a box in the absence of control 
boxes and bond to their open box after their 
eggs are laid and continue their nesting 
activities despite the return of the control 
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boxes.
•  With ambient temperature of 79.1° F the 

presence of five nestlings that were two days 
from fledging contributed over 14° F to the 
standard non-vented box. Younger nestlings 
also increased the temperature inside boxes, 
but to a lesser degree.

•  Ambient temperatures of 95° and higher 
would most likely become lethal in non-
vented boxes if the nestlings were two or three 
days from fledging.

•  Vented boxes at all three test sites were cooler 
than the ambient temperature of 101° F by an 
average of more than 10° F. Optional venting 
would be advisable whenever ambient 
temperatures exceed 95° F and mature 
nestlings are present.

•  The convertible NABS-style boxes were 
ideal for demonstrating their usefulness and 
efficiency in decreasing temperatures inside 
boxes, and to create venting onsite as desired. 
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A Note on Winter Feeding
Evelyn Cooper

I don’t feed mealworms, primarily because mealworms do not supply bluebirds with all the necessary 
nutrients and need added vitamins and minerals. Instead, I provide the banquet mix I concocted. It is easy to 

make and involves no hassle ordering and storing mealworms and buying vitamins, etc.

I use equal amounts (any amount such as 2 cups of each) crunchy peanut butter and lard (not shortening). I 
add alternately yellow corn meal and dry quick-cooking oats and keep adding and stirring until the mixture 
is not glistening. It is a crumbly mixture and that is how they love it. My bluebirds also eat stewed, chopped 
raisins (I do not put raisins in the mix because several species do not eat them). I have Pine Warblers, Chipping 
Sparrows, White-throated Sparrows, Carolina Wrens, and Tufted Titmice to dine at the table along with 
Cardinals, Red-bellied Woodpeckers, and Blue Jays.

This originally appeared in the Bayou Bluebird Nest News, the newsletter of the Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society. It is 
reprinted here with permission.
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Large mealworms now available!
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Bluebirds Everywhere

John Tautin of Conneautville, PA sent these photos and wrote: 
“Never mind that their bluebird has the profile of a swallow, it’s the sentiment that counts at the Bluebird Café at 
Logan, Utah. Since 1914 the café has been a landmark establishment in this northern Utah center of commerce and 
home of Utah State University in the heart of Mountain Bluebird country.  The café’s quaint atmosphere, good food and 
service, old-time soda fountain, and beautifully boxed, fine chocolates make it a must stop for nostalgic visitors to Logan. 
However, for all the bluebird hype and iconic imagery, including bluebirds on the café’s china, the best bird in the house is 
the Chicken Cordon Bleu Sandwich. It’s delicious and only $6.00 with a side.”

John is Executive Director of the Purple Martin Conservation Association, and a graduate of Utah State University.

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

Lee Gebauer of New Canaan, CT sent this photo of her 20 
month-old granddaughter Alba. Lee’s son Hale got the tattoo 
to commemorate the importance of bluebirds to the family, in 
particular to Lee and her late husband, and to celebrate the 
healing power of bluebirds.

The Methodist Hospital system of San Antonio, TX 
has a volunteer corps of about 340 “Blue Birds.” 
Established by a small church group in 1920, the 
Blue Birds participate in more than 50 areas of 
service at the hospitals, including patient contact, 
clerical assignments, or committee work.

You can learn more at www.sabluebird.org
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   Blue
He built a bluebird sanctuary
on forty acres of his own land,
because once she told him
how a flock of bluebirds flew low
over her clothesline on her moving day.

Retired from water and sewage, 
he drives a blue pickup, wears denim,
dreams in blue—although 
she’s gone, his Maryfrances,
the girl he met in the company coat closet
after the Second World War. 

Sure, she’d see Oklahoma with him,
so they made a date that lasted. 
All the words two people spill 
over morning eggs, medium luck, 
an occasional rose—
the banter over bills and blessings.

Who can fathom 
what images the mind retains?
Even now, the color sings 
her name outside his window.

 Shirley J. Brewer

Shirley J. Brewer (Baltimore, MD) is a poet, educator, and workshop facilitator. Shirley won First, Second 
and Third Prizes in the Maryland Writers’ Association 2010 Short Works Contest for Poetry. She was 
nominated for a Pushcast Prize in 2009. Publication credits include: Pearl, Comstock Review, HazMat 
Review, Edison Literary Review, Free Lunch, Manorborn, Calyx, Passager, and other journals. Her 
first poetry collection, A Little Breast Music, was published in 2008 by Passager Books (Baltimore). You 
can visit her website at www.apoeticlicense.com or reach her at shirleybrewer09@comcast.net
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Shade-Grown Coffee and Migratory Birds
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

It is the outright loss of habitat as a result of human 
population growth and development that is chiefly 
responsible for bird population declines. Where 

development is necessary, however, people can make 
choices to minimize the impacts to wildlife. A notable 
example is traditional coffee plantations, where coffee 
shrubs are grown under a canopy of diverse trees. 
These tropical farms harbor an abundance of birds, 
including some of the prettiest songbirds that arrive 
in North America each spring.

Where Does Coffee Come From?
Coffee plants evolved as understory shrubs in 
the forests of Ethiopia and the Sudan. As people 
discovered the stimulating beverage made from 
the seeds of the coffee fruit (coffee ”beans”), the 
cultivation of coffee spread globally, first to the 
Middle East, then to Europe, and by the 18th century, 
to Latin America. Coffee thrived in the New World, 
and since World War II, Mexico, Central America, and 
northern South America have produced one-third to 
two-thirds of the world’s coffee.

Until recently, most coffee in the Americas was grown 
in the shade, in keeping with coffee’s wild ancestry. 
On shade farms, coffee is grown under existing forest 
cover, or more often, under a cover of trees expressly 
planted by the farmer. In addition to shade, the tree 
cover provides protection from damaging storms and 
contributes to soil quality. Trees help to hold soil in 
place, and the roots of some trees fix nitrogen in the 
soil, while fallen leaves provide a natural mulch. The 
trees also offer shelter for pest-eating predators and 
a source of additional forest products, such as fruits, 
wood, vegetables, nuts, and medicinal plants.

Traditional Farms Provide Habitat
Traditional shade coffee farms include layers of other 
plants and trees, and thus resemble natural forest. 
These farms can satisfy the needs of birds dependent 
on forests or other heavily vegetated areas for food 
and shelter. The tree foliage and leaf litter provide 
foraging sites for birds seeking insects, spiders, or 
other small prey. The “air-plants” — epiphytes — 
that grow on the branches of tropical forest trees are 
particularly attractive to birds, holding water and 
numerous organisms within their leaves. Flowering 
and fruiting trees provide additional food sources. 
However, the fruit of the non-native coffee shrubs is 
not an important food source, and fewer bird species 
are found in the coffee plants than in the forest 
vegetation overhead.

Studies have shown that coffee plantations with 
significant shading — greater than 40 percent 
coverage — by a canopy that is structurally complex 

and comprised of a diversity of tree species, harbor 
a variety of birds second only to that found in 
undisturbed forests. This includes birds that reside in 
Latin America year-round, as well as birds that bring 
color and music to North America in the spring.

Trouble in Paradise
Beginning in the 1970s, due to concerns about a 
damaging coffee fungus and a desire for higher 
yields, major changes occurred in the New World 
coffee industry. Varieties of coffee that would grow 
when planted densely in the sun were developed, 
and major portions of coffee cropland were converted 
to production of these “sun coffees.” Farms with 
these varieties do produce substantially increased 
yields, but also have significant drawbacks. As tree 
cover is removed, coffee crops require more chemical 
fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides; they become 
more susceptible to drought; require more frequent 
plant replacement; and begin to have problems 
with soil erosion and toxic runoff as well as soil 
acidification.

When coffee plantations are converted to sun 
production, the diversity of birds plummets. Full-sun 
coffee farms host only a fraction — just 5–25 percent 
— of the number of bird species on shade farms.

Make a Difference — Drink Shade-Grown Coffee
Next to oil, coffee is the most valuable legal export in 
the world, with North America accounting for over 
a third of consumption. Thus, coffee drinkers can 
make a tremendous contribution to bird conservation 
by selecting brands produced from shade-grown 
plants. Over the past 15 years, many organizations 
and businesses have been working to promote 
shade-grown coffee, as well as develop certification 
criteria so that consumers can be sure that coffee 
labeled “shade-grown” is truly produced in a fashion 
beneficial to birds.

Shade-grown coffee is marketed as a specialty 
product, but it is not hard to find. With a few phone 
calls or online searches, and a little taste-testing, you 
should be able to find a product and provider right 
for you.

By selecting shade-grown coffee, you will be 
protecting important wintering habitat for Ruby-
throated Hummingbird, American Redstart, Scarlet 
Tanager, Great Crested Flycatcher, Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker, and dozens of other migratory bird 
species.

Shade-grown coffee may be a bit more expensive than 
sun coffee, but aren’t the birds worth it?
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Research Review
A Summary of Recent Scientific Research on Bluebirds and Other Cavity Nesters

Scott W. Gillihan
Do Red-headed Woodpeckers have helpers at the 
nest?
In some bird species (including Eastern and Western 
Bluebird), a mated pair gets help with nest duties 
from another bird or even several birds. In some 
cases, the helpers are unrelated to the mated pair, 
but in many cases the helpers are their offspring, 
produced earlier that season or in previous years. 
Researchers believe that the helpers benefit by: 
helping ensure the survival of their close relatives (so 
the genes that they share will survive into the next 
generation); positioning themselves to take over the 
breeding territory should something happen to one 
or both of the breeders; and polishing their parenting 
skills.

Of the 21 woodpecker species in the genus Melanerpes, 
7 are known to have some form of cooperative 
breeding, including Acorn Woodpecker and Lewis’s 
Woodpecker. Until now, the Red-headed Woodpecker 
was one Melanerpes species not known to have nest 
helpers. However, researchers who put unique 
combinations of colored bands on a small population 
in Illinois discovered two cases where a mated pair 
was helped by a third bird. In both cases, all three 
birds defended the nesting territory, and in one case 
all three birds took turns incubating eggs or brooding 
young — clear evidence of cooperative breeding.

The researchers believe that the cooperation they 
witnessed may be a result of the high density of Red-
headed Woodpeckers at their study site, which was 
probably a result of the high density of utility poles 
present — the poles make ideal locations for food 
storage or nest cavities. Red-headed Woodpecker 
populations in areas without the high density of poles 
(or trees) may not help each other at the nest.

Atterberry-Jones, Megar R., and Brian D. Peer. 2010. 
Cooperative Breeding by Red-headed Woodpeckers. 
The Wilson Journal of Ornithology 122:160–162.

Battle for a woodpecker nest cavity
Prime nest sites are a valuable commodity among 
birds. This is especially true among primary cavity 
nesters because of the tremendous effort that 
goes into excavating a cavity. As a result, intense 
competition sometimes occurs, with bloody battles. 
After all, why go to all the effort of chiseling a cavity 
out of a tree trunk when you can just bully another 
bird into giving up his nice cozy nest cavity?

Researchers studying Red-cockaded Woodpeckers in 
Georgia set up video cameras to document nesting 
behavior of 38 color-banded groups. The researchers 
recorded more than 15,000 hours of video. In the 
midst of all that video, they discovered a dramatic 
battle for a nest cavity.

Red-bellied Woodpeckers are known to be 
aggressive usurpers of nest cavities, and one of their 
common victims is the Red-cockaded Woodpecker. 
A video camera set up outside an active Red-
cockaded Woodpecker nest picked up a Red-bellied 
Woodpecker visiting the cavity one morning. Its 
determination to take over the cavity was quite 
evident: it inserted its head and body into the 
cavity more than 900 times in just over an hour, as it 
attempted to extricate the Red-cockaded Woodpecker 
adult and nestling. The Red-bellied gave up, but 
returned the next morning, when it reached into the 
cavity more than 700 times in a 45-minute period. 
Finally, it succeeded in grabbing the lone nestling 
and dropped it outside the cavity. After another 300+ 
attempts, it succeeded in pulling the adult out of the 
cavity. Both the nestling and adult survived — the 
researchers found them unharmed two days later.

Even though this sort of competition between 
two native species is part of the natural order, it is 
uncommon. This was the only incident found in the 
more than 15,000 hours of video collected by the 
researchers, which suggests that nest cavities, at least 
in this part of Georgia, are plentiful.

Delaney, David K., and Lawrence D. Carlile. 2010. 
Kleptoparasitism of a Red-cockaded Woodpecker 
(Picoides borealis) Nest Cavity by a Red-bellied 
Woodpecker (Melanerpes carolinus). Southeastern 
Naturalist 9:624–628.

Mighty mites on bird feathers
Feather mites are tiny hitchhikers that make a 
living by feeding on secretions from the bird’s 
uropygial gland (important for maintaining feather 
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condition and waterproofing) and any pollen or 
microorganisms that work their way into the bird’s 
feathers. The mites apparently do no harm to the bird.

What’s remarkable about these mites is how 
specialized they are — more than 2,000 species have 
been described by science, with at least that many 
more awaiting description. Most species are found 
only on closely related birds, and in some cases are 
restricted to a single bird species.

In a Georgia study, researchers captured adult Eastern 
Bluebirds and collected their feather mites. About 
98% of the more than 200 bluebirds inspected had 
feather mites, mostly on their primary and secondary 
feathers. In no case did the feathers appear to be 
damaged, bolstering the belief that the mites do 
no harm. The mites were of four different species, 
including one that was new to science.

Also, the overall health of the birds did not seem 
to have any effect on the number of feather mites. 
One might assume that sickly bluebirds would have 
more mites, but that was not the case as heavier birds 
and those with well-developed muscle mass had as 
many mites as “skinny” birds. It seems these tiny 
hitchhikers are just taking advantage of a free ride.

Carleton, Reneé E., and Heather C. Proctor. 2010. 
Feather Mites Associated with Eastern Bluebirds 
(Sialia sialis L.) in Georgia, Including the Description 
of a New Species of Trouessartia (Analgoidea: 
Trouessartiidae). Southeastern Naturalist 9:605–623.

An expanding bird health problem
Two articles published recently point to a disturbing 
problem among bird populations, particularly in 
Alaska: a proliferation of deformed beaks. Bird 
beaks are made of keratin, much like our fingernails. 
Ordinarily, a bird beak grows just fast enough to 
compensate for wear, so the beak remains pretty 
much the same size throughout a bird’s life. But a 
startling number of birds with elongated upper or 
lower beaks (or both, in some cases) have turned 
up in Alaska. Additional examples have been found 
elsewhere in North America — more than 2,000 birds 
of 30 species so far, with corvids (crows, ravens, jays, 
magpies), chickadees, woodpeckers, and nuthatches 
being the most common. Black-capped Chickadees 
are taking the brunt of it by far, representing more 
than 80% of the deformed birds.

The researchers estimate that about 7% of the Black-
capped Chickadees in southern Alaska have some sort 
of beak deformity. Among crows, the problem may be 
even worse: in some areas, more than 30% of the birds 
have deformed beaks.

Previous cases of deformed beaks in wild birds have 

been tied to environmental contaminants, but no such 
contamination has been found. Other causes that 
have been ruled out by careful study are nutritional 
deficiencies and bacterial, viral, fungal, or parasitic 
infections. For now, the cause(s) remain a mystery, 
but everyone who keeps an eye on birds should keep 
watch for deformed beaks, especially among corvids, 
chickadees, woodpeckers, and nuthatches. Report any 
sightings via this online form: 
http://alaska.usgs.gov/science/biology/landbirds/
beak_deformity/observerreport.html

Handel, Colleen M., [and eight other authors]. 2010. 
Epizootic of Beak Deformities among Wild Birds in 
Alaska: An Emerging Disease in North America? The 
Auk 127:882–898.

Van Hemert, Caroline, and Colleen M. Handel. 2010. 
Beak Deformities in Northwestern Crows: Evidence 
of a Multispecies Epizootic. The Auk 127:746–751.

How do cavity nesters stay warm in cold winters?
Instead of retreating to warm, sunny climes, 
some cavity-nesting birds tough out the winter in 
cold regions. Some species, such as the Carolina 
Chickadee, spend those cold winter nights inside a 
cozy tree cavity. But is it really warmer in there? If so, 
what characteristics of the tree make it warmer?

Researchers in Ontario, Canada collected temperature 
data and made every conceivable measurement of 
nest cavities and cavity trees, and subjected it all to 
some complex statistical analysis. It turns out that, 
yes, it’s warmer inside a tree cavity in winter, but only 
at night — it’s actually colder for much of the daylight 
hours, because it takes a long time for the air inside 
the cavity to warm up.

And orientation of the cavity, i.e., the direction it 
faces? It doesn’t make much difference. Neither does 
the diameter of the opening, volume of the cavity, 
or height above ground. The two most important 
features of the tree that make it warmer inside at 
night are the diameter of the tree and its condition. 
Larger trees buffer the cold better — no surprise there, 
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but what is surprising is that live trees are better at 
retaining their warmth at night than dead trees. This 
is probably because of the fluids present in the bark 
and inner layers of the tree — the fluids keep the 
cavity warmer at night because they slow down heat 
loss through the tree trunk.

For years, wildlife biologists have been promoting 
the idea of including the protection of dead, standing 
trees in forest management plans to provide nest sites 
for cavity nesters. In light of this study, it’s clear that 
live cavity trees need to be protected, too, because of 
their value to overwintering cavity nesters.

Coombs, Andrea B., Jeff Bowman, and Colin J. 
Garroway. 2010. Thermal Properties of Tree Cavities 
During Winter in a Northern Hardwood Forest. 
Journal of Wildlife Management 74:1875–1881.

Can Red-cockaded Woodpeckers be protected by 
removing flying squirrels?
The Red-cockaded Woodpecker is an endangered 
species, so building up its population is a high 
priority. Unfortunately for the woodpecker, it 
sometimes has to compete for nest cavities with 
southern flying squirrels. Resource managers deal 
with this problem by monitoring the woodpecker’s 
nest sites and removing any flying squirrels that take 

over a nest cavity.

However, in a study that used nestboxes to simulate 
a typical cluster of Red-cockaded Woodpecker nest 
cavities, these researchers found that removing flying 
squirrels made no difference. The problem is that 
cavities are in such short supply that many squirrels 
are forced to take a sub-standard cavity or simply go 
without. When a suitable cavity becomes available, 
it doesn’t take long for one of these squirrels to find 
it and move in. So when one squirrel is removed, 
another one just take its place.

One suggestion for dealing with this problem is to 
remove flying squirrels from a large area around the 
Red-cockaded Woodpecker nests. However, given 
the added costs and ethical concerns, this is probably 
not feasible. A better option is to provide the squirrels 
with boxes. Red-cockaded Woodpeckers will not 
use nestboxes, but the squirrels take to them readily. 
By giving them a room of their own, perhaps the 
woodpeckers will have unimpeded access to the tree 
cavities.

Borgo, Jennifer S., Michael R. Conover, and L. 
Michael Conner. 2010. Flying Squirrel Removal does 
not Reduce their Use of Simulated Red-cockaded 
Woodpecker Nest Clusters. Southeastern Naturalist 
9:813–820.
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The North American Bluebird Society serves as 
a clearinghouse for ideas, research, management 
and education on behalf of all bluebirds and 
other native cavity-nesting species. NABS invites 
all state, provincial, and regional bluebird 
organizations to become NABS affiliates in a 
confederation of equals all working together 
toward a common goal, a further partnership 
in international bluebird conservation. No cost 
is associated with affiliating with NABS. Your 
affiliated organization will be recognized and 
listed on the NABS website and in Bluebird. 
If your organization has a newsletter, please 
forward a copy to our headquarters. To find out 
more about becoming a NABS affiliate, read our 
Affiliate Letter. Notice: If you are listed below, 
please check listing to see if it is current.  If 
not, please contact web@nabluebirdsociety.
org and NABSeditor@gmail.com with correct 
information.

Affiliates of the North American Bluebird Society

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

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

Mou ntain Bluebird Trails 
Conservation Society

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Idaho
Our Bluebird Ranch
Leola Roberts
152 N 200 E
Blackfoot, ID 83221
208.782.9676

Rocky Mountain Blues
David Richmond
HC 67  Box 680
Clayton, ID 83227
208.838.2431
fowest@custertel.net
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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

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@bayou.com
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
Lance Krog
22035 Penn Ave
Lakeville, MN 55044
952.469.2054
lancek@frontiernet.net
www.bbrp.org

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

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

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

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

New York
NY State Bluebird Society
John Ruska
3149 Witaker Road
Fredonia, NY 14063
716.679.9676
ruskhill@adelphia.net
www.nysbs.org

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Washington
Cas cadia Bluebird & Purple Martin 

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

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

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

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

Lafayette County Bluebird Society
Carol McDaniel
14953 State Rd. 23
Darlington, WI 53530-9324 
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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 contribution in support of the NABS convention)
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