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Conservation Success Stories

While North America has lost a number of bird species since
European settlement, we have also managed to save some that
were once near the brink of extinction.

Uncontrolled hunting and habitat loss almost doomed the
wild turkey during the 19th century. Thanks to protection and
maturing forests in the East, coupled with aggressive manage-
ment techniques like trapping and moving wild flocks, turkeys
are now back in large numbers across almost their entire range.
(Wild wrkeys also have been introduced to places in the West
and Hawali, where they never originally lived, sometimes caus-
ing conflicts with native wildlife.)

In the 1960s and '70s, several predatory birds almost disap-
peared as a result of dangerous pesticides. One of those pesti-
cides, DDT, interfered with their ability to lay eggs and caused
the birds to lay eggs with very thin shells that were likely to
break before hatching. After the chemicals were banned, the
birds began a slow recovery, which continues to this day. DDT
completely eliminated peregrine falcons in the East, where con-
servationists adapted an old falconry technique called hacking
in order to reintroduce captive-bred falcon chicks into the wild.
It worked so well that there are now several hundred pairs
breeding in the East. Because of this recovery, the peregrine
falcon was removed from the federal Endangered Species List
in 1999.

The Aleutian Canada goose was removed from the Endangered
Species List in 2004.
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If you provide
nothing but
sunflower seeds,
you will attract
many birds. There
are two varieties:
striped sunflower
seed, right, and
the smaller, black
oil-type sunflower

seed, far right.
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Other seeds and nuts are good, however, for attracting
particular species.

¢ White proso millet: mourning doves, sparrows. juncos

¢ Thistle seed: goldfinches, pine siskins

Whole raw peanuts: jays

Peanut kernels: titmice and chickadees

Cracked corn: grackles, juncos, quail

There are several kinds of seeds and grains that birds
don’t often eat: barley, rapeseed, and wheat kernels.
Unfortunately, the bargain seed mixes often sold in
grocery and department stores have lots of these
seeds, and not many of the good varieties. Check the
iabel. If it contains a lot of junk seeds, do not buy it.

Suet and Peanut Butter

Suet is hard beef fat, which you can buy from a butcher and
hang in a tree in a plastic mesh bag (use one that onions came
in) or a wire basket. Woodpeckers, nuthatches, chickadees,
titmice, and wrens, among others, like suet. These same birds
also enjoy peanut butter, which has fat to keep them warm dur-
ing the winter. You can make a special peanut butter feeder by
drilling holes in a section of a tree branch or log, or you can
smear the paste on a pinecone and hang it, from its tip, in a
tree. Peanut butter also can be mixed with sunflower and millet
seed, rolled oats, or crushed berries.
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Try not to place
your feeder

too close to a
large window,
because birds
may be confused
by the reflection
and hitthe
window, hurting
themselves. If this
happens, see the
end of this section
on what to do with

injured birds.
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Where to Place Your Feeder

Whether or not you get lots of birds at your feeder will partly
depend on where you put it. Birds need to feel secure while
they are eating, in a place where a predator will not surprise
them, and with thick cover nearby for them to escape to if dan-
ger appears. Look around your home. If vou can, pick a place
near trees or bushes but close enough to a window from which
you can easily see the birds. Do not locate your feeder low to
the ground or where household cats can ambush the birds

Cleaning Up. It is important, both for the birds and

for yourself, that you keep your feeders and the area
around them clean. Birds can contract diseases from a
messy feeding station, and old, fallen seed can attract
rats and other pests. Rake up and discard old seed
hulls once a week. Periodically empty feeders and wash
them with a solution of 1 part chlorine bleach to 9 parts
water. Air dry, and then refill.
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Nest Boxes

Many birds—among them bluebirds, wrens, tree swallows,
titmice, chickadees, and some ducks, hawks, and owls—nest

in holes in hollow trees, known as cavities. Unfortunately, nest
cavities are hard to find in many areas or have been taken over
by starlings and house sparrows. By building nest boxes with
properly sized holes, vou can increase the populations of native
cavity-nesting birds.

The most effective nest box design is an upright rectangle
with an overhanging roof and one hinged side for easy cleaning
(see nest box plan). The size of the entrance hole and overall
dimensions of the box vary, depending on what species you
want to attract, although a box with a 1 /-inch hole is ideal for
a wide variety of birds, including bluebirds. Fancy or unusual
designs, like those that imitate human houses, are generally not
very effective or safe for the birds.

Nest Box Dimensions

Hole Box Inside

Species diameter height floor size
Chickadees, titmice, nuthatches, wrens 1 " 8" 4" X 5 %"
Bluebirds, tree swallows, 1%" 4" X 5 %"

great-crested flycatchers
Northern flickers 2 %" 24" 7 %" X4%"

{The box must be tightly packed full

of sawdust so the flicker can “excavate”

the hole.)
American kestrels, screech owls, 3" 14" 11 %" X 10"

northern saw-whet owls

(Cover the floor with 2 inches of
coarse wood shavings, not sawdust.)

Wood ducks, hooded mergansers Oval 4" wide 24" 1 UW"X9%"
X 3" high

Common mergansers 5" 24" M A" X9%"

88 BIRD STUDY
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Bluebird nest box
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Use Vi-inch, untreated lumber. (See the
Woodwork merit badge pamphlet.) Assemble the
box using galvanized screws, which hold tighter
and longer than nails. Be sure to drill several /.-
inch ventilation holes around the top of the side
and back walls, and several more in the floor for
drainage. It is not necessary to paint the finished box,
although a coat of stain or clear waterproof sealer
will help preserve the wood.
Do not paint the entrance hole or inside of the
box. Do not put a perch below the hole. Native
birds do not need one, and a perch makes it
easier for house sparrows, starlings, and other
predators to attack the birds nesting inside.
Bluebirds like nest boxes placed in open
country with low-cut grass and widely spaced
trees and shrubs. Chickadees, wrens, and tit-
mice prefer woodlands. Mount the box on a steel
pole 6 feet off the ground. Wrap a 24-inch-wide metal
cone arcund the pole, or cover the pole with grease to discour-
age cats, raccoons, and other predators. Face the box away from
the prevailing wind and rain.

Clean out boxes in late winter, removing old nesting mate-
rials, mouse nests, and other debris. During the nesting season,
do weekly checks. Quickly open the hinged side, count the eggs
or chicks, note anything unusual about the nest materials, and
record the results in your field notebook. Then leave the area so
the parents can return.

Most songbird eggs hatch two weeks after the last egg is
laid, and the chicks are ready to leave the nest in 14 to 21 days.
Do not disturb the nest during the last four or five days of this
period, or the young birds might leave before they are ready.
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For more
information

about any of the
organizations or
events mentioned
in this section,
see the resources
section at the end

of this pamphlet.
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Starting a Bluebird Trail. Bluebirds, once rare in many
parts of the country, have recovered to a remarkable
degree because people build and maintain nest boxes
for them. But they still need help. The best way is to
set up a bluebird trail, a series of boxes placed roughly
300 feet apart across the landscape. Some bluebird
trails are short, involving a few dozen boxes. Others,
maintained by large groups of people, stretch across
entire states and consist of thousands of boxes.

Some Scouts have organized bluebird trails for
their service projects. Your local bird club or nature
sanctuary can tell you whether there is a bluebird trail
in your area. If there isn’t a trail, consider organizing
one. For more information about building, placing,
and maintaining bluebird boxes, write to the North
American Bluebird Society, or visit its Web site.

Other Nest Structures

Not all birds nest in tree cavities, but some of these species

can also benefit from human assistance. Robins. phoebes, and
barn swallows will nest on square wooden platforms mounted
beneath the eaves of barns, sheds, or buildings, out of the wind
and rain. Mourning doves, which build flimsy nests, will fledge
more badies if you provide them with shallow cones of metal
hardware “cloth,” about 10 inches in diameter and wired into a
crotch ir the branches of a dense tree like a pine.

Purple martins nest in colonies, usually in special
“apartnient house” nest boxes, or in hollow gourds. For more
information on attracting martins, write to the Purple Martin
Conservation Association, or visit its Web site.

72

If you have robins or swallows in the neighborhood, try
making a small mud hole. These species need mud to
cement their nests together.
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Water

One of the best ways to attract birds to your backyard is to
provide water. You do not need an elaborate garden pond. A
simple, old-fashioned birdbath works well, as long as you keep
it clean by scrubbing it every day or two with hot water and
adding fresh water with a hose.

What works even better is just the bowl from a birdbath,
or a shallow plastic dish like the kind that go under potted
plants, placed directly on the ground near escape cover such as
trees or bushes. Put a flat rock as big as your hand in the mid-
dle so there is only an inch or so of water over it. Some birds
do not like to wade into deep water to bathe.

Yot can also make a temporary birdbath by digging a shal-
low hole in the ground. removing any sharp stones or sticks,
and then lining it with heavy plastic. Place gravel on the bot-
tom, put rocks around the edge to hide the plastic, and fill it
with water.

Be sure to keep the basin clean, and change the water
regularlv; stagnant water may spread disease and will be a
breeding place for mosquitoes that spread West Nile virus
and other diseases that aftect both humans and birds. For the
same reason, remove old tires and other objects that collect
stagnani water.

The sound of running or dripping water
will bring birds from far away. An easy way
to accomplish this is to fill a clean, one-
gallon plastic milk jug with water. Hang it
several feet above a birdbath bowl or plas-
tic dish on the ground. Put a flat rock in the
bowl, and fili the bow] with water. Unscrew
the cap of the jug slightly to allow air
inside. Make a tiny hole with a needle or
pin in the bottom of the jug so the water
drips very slowly into the basin.



56 AQnls ayig

dJIpIm 10) Suruapred Aolua

0S[P SIaPIIQ AUPWU ADUIS ‘sqn[d pliq pue s1a)deyd uoqnpny pue

‘S3SNOYUIIIS ‘SALIASINU [BIO] YSP OS[Y “1DMISIP UONPAIISUOD (10§

10 Juade UOISUAIXa A1UN0d INOA st suonsagdns 10] uqoo] 1els

0] aoeld poo3d vy "asn Apealfe SpIIq [P0] a1[} SAUO 3y ale A3y

pue ‘alew]d InoA 0} paidepe 1saq are Aay L "Anunod 9yl jo yed

INOA 0] 9AlIPU 3l 1BY] SI1) PUB ‘SNIYS ‘SIamoy) asn ‘sjqissod

I9A3UaYAA "9DURISUL I0] ‘I3JUIm pup[3uUq MaN P[OD P 9)EI3[0} 10U

WYBIW $11389p UIISIMUINOG J0Y ) Ul m0I3 1Y) SIUP[J "3Al|
noA a19ym uo puadap [jim asn nod syue[d jo spury 1eym

‘pauleluletl-|[am

pue ueald syleqpliq pue s19padj piiq daay ‘siods 3upnsau

pue ‘pooj ‘1302 ap1aoid 0y A1 ‘Arenyoues pliq e pieA InoA

PUI 0], "POOJ I0J SPass I0 SILLIAQ OU puUP 133}|3ys IoJ sqniys

10 s3a1) ou Ynm ‘predk Lidwa ue s spliq 10] pled 1siom ayl,

spiig 10} Buideaspuen



Keep these ideas in mind when pianning a backyard sanctuary.

v e Evergreen trees and shrubs, which keep their needles or
leaves all year, are excellent cover for birds, especially in
winter when most other plants are bare.

e Berry-producing shrubs provide cover and food for birds. The
best species are those like dogwoods, spicebush, sassafras,
and mulberries that produce lots of berries in summer and
early autumn. Shrubs like firethorn, mountain ash, and holly
are poor choices because their fruit usually has little nutri-
tional value for birds.

e Hummingbirds are attracted to plants with long, tubular
flowers, like trumpet-creeper, penstemon, bee balm (monar-
da), cardinalflower, and columbines. They also enjoy impa-
tiens. salvia, and coral bells.

e Don't trim back flowerbeds after plants have died for the
winter; dead stems provide cover for birds. Many native
wild{lowers (coneflowers, sunflowers, coreopsis) produce
lots of seeds that attract goldfinches, sparrows, and other
winter birds.

e Consider “planting” or leaving a dead snag—a thin, dead
tree trunk 10 or 15 feet high, with a few branches still cling-
ing to it. Many birds, including flycatchers, bluebirds, hawks,
and owls, use snags for hunting perches, and woodpeckers
will drill nest holes in them. A snag often attracts species
you would otherwise never see in your yard.
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To help break up the reflection on the glass, cover the
outside with fine netting. Also try making life-sized paper
cutouts of owls or flying falcons (use a field guide to get the
shape right) and tape them to windows to scare away birds.
Some companies make weatherproof cutouts to be permanently
affixed to the outside of windows.

What to Do With Injured or
“Orphaned” Birds

On occasion, you may encounter an injured wild bird or a
baby bird that cannot fly well and appears to be orphaned.
Federal and state laws prohibit anyone without a special license
from keeping wild birds, but here are some things you can do
to help.

First, remember that orphaned baby birds almost never
need your help. Most birds leave the nest before they are able
to fly well, and the babies scatter in all directions. The parents
must move among them, feeding them in turn. It is not unusuat
to watch a baby bird for a long time and not see the parents,
but they will be back eventually to check on their chick. If you
find a baby bird like this, simply leave it alone. If it is in a dan-
gerous place—on a busy street, or where dogs or cats will soon
find it—you can move it to a nearby bush or tree.

If you find a bird with a more serious injury, call your local
wildlife department or a nearby sanctuary or
refuge and take it to a wildlife rehabilita-
\\ tor, someone specially trained and licensed
/ to care for wild animals. If the bird is large,
drop a bath towel over it to capture it. Then
place it and the towel in a large cardboard box
with the top closed. The darkness inside the box

will calm the bird. Do not try 1o feed it or give it
anvthing to drink. Do not put the bird in a wire
cage. It might break its feathers as it struggles.
Birds, like all living things, are susceptible to
diseases and parasites, most of which do not affect
humans. However, always wash your hands with
soap and hot water after handling a wild
bird. If you find a dead bird in vour vyard,
use a plastic bag to remove it or bury it
with a shovel.
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Other Media
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Vanderpoel. Hummingbirds of North
America. 2003, 180 minutes. VHS.

Godfrey, Michael, and Kenn Kaufman.
Owls Up Close. 1991. 55 minutes. VHS.

Male, Michael, and Judy Fieth.
Watching Warblers: A Video Guide
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Birding Software and CD-ROMs

AviSys S for Windows. Perceptive
Systems, 2003. Listing software for
all species, worldwide, with ability
to include lengthy sighting notes.

Birdbrain 5.0 for Mac. ldeaform, 2000.
Listing and record-keeping sottware.

Cornell Lab of Orithology's Guide to
Birds of North America. Thayer
Birding Software, 2002. CD-ROM for
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North American birds, state check-
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sion of Birder's Handbook, and more.

Peterson Multiinedia Guides:
North American Birds. Houghton
Mitflin Interactive, 1996. CD-ROM
for Windows. Covers all North
American birds with illustrations,
text from Peterson field guides,
songs, photographs, and range maps.
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