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Production of Eastern Bluebirds in Monitored Houses
Introduction: Bluebirds are cavity nesting song birds that are unable to create their own nesting cavities.  Natural cavity availability declined significantly when non-native House Sparrows and European Starlings were introduced to this country over 150 years ago because they were victorious competitors for nest cavities and vicious predators of bluebird eggs and young.  However, bluebird populations have been increasing since the birth of the North American Bluebird Society (NABS) in 1978 followed by many state chapters such as the Bluebird Restoration Association of Wisconsin (BRAW).  Our Brice Prairie Conservation Association (BPCA) members have recorded our bluebird production activities since 1992 and reported the numbers to the above organizations annually. Technical information and instructions for producing bluebirds are available from websites of NABS (www.nabluebirdsociety.org), BRAW (www.BRAW.org), and BPCA (www.briceprairieconservation.org).  The purpose of this report is to summarize the numbers of bluebirds produced by club members this year, recognize increases over last year, identify problems that influenced production, and evaluate procedures to increase future production.

Procedures: We have selected the NABS-style house to promote bluebird production because the design is so practical, they are easy to construct, maintain, and clean, and bluebirds readily occupy them.   These cedar houses are mounted on  7-foot steel T-type fence posts that are covered with a 5 ft. section of PVC pipe (1 ½”) for mammalian predator control.  The houses are placed 200 yards or more apart to respect the territorial nature of bluebirds and to encourage maximum production of bluebirds.  New houses are built without air vents and vents are covered on existing houses to reduce mortality of eggs and young during sustained cold spells in early nesting and to prevent black fly mortality during second nesting.   Site and habitat selection favors bluebird ecology with large, open, grazed or mowed spaces where bluebirds can forage for insects.  House Sparrow competition was diminished appreciably by avoiding active farm and livestock feeding operations.  House Wren competition was minimized by placing houses at least 100 feet from woods and thickets.  Weekly observations were recorded in notebooks of choice, and those results were transferred to spread sheet summaries for calculations, evaluations, and presentations.  These spread sheets accumulated numbers of eggs, hatched, and fledged bluebirds and other songbirds.  Finally, the numbers are consolidated for each member’s totals as well as their production rates along with those values for all club members.
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Results and Discussion: Our bluebirds produced 6,137 eggs in the 858 boxes.  About 16% or 749 eggs failed to hatch.  This hatching failure occurred primarily early in the first nesting season when cold temperatures apparently prevented embryonic development; these eggs were recognized as dead by the adults.  In many instances the adults renested immediately and built a new nest over the infertile eggs, removed them, or buried the unwanted eggs in the original nest material.  New eggs were often deposited during the first week of renesting.

The 6,137 eggs resulted in 4,756 fledged bluebird chicks, a new and exciting record for our members.  However, about 23% or 1,381 eggs failed to produce fledglings.  This appreciable loss exceeds the expected and normal for the eggs and the chicks.  Again, the loss of chicks was due primarily to cold temperatures during the first nesting season when chicks became chilled to the point they were unable to metabolize the food offered.  Late April and early May temperatures hovered near freezing at night for extended periods to impair the vulnerable life stages of eggs and young chicks.  Fortunately, conditions were more favorable for some locations and life stages to ensure successful reproduction.
Despite the early nesting season difficulties, the bluebirds rebounded splendidly for their second nesting attempts, and we experienced a great third nesting success.  The bluebirds prepared second nests consisting of at least one egg laid in 548 boxes, about 55% of the total houses.  This is the highest second nesting that we have experienced.  Furthermore, bluebirds prepared third nests in 40 boxes or about 4.6% of the total boxes.  The third nests often resulted in fewer eggs laid per box but offered successful contributions to our total numbers.  
Our consolidated summary indicates we fledged 4,756 bluebirds with an average of 5.5 fledged per box.  That is an increase of 323 fledglings over last year, and our production rate increased from 4.8 to 5.5 fledglings per house.  In addition, we fledged 5,266 song birds of all species for a total production rate of 6.1 birds per box. These increases are satisfying and encouraging, and they demonstrate that we are “catching on” to the bluebird’s needs and wants for optimum production.
We produced 401 Tree Swallows, 24 chickadees, and 74 wrens.  This cold early nesting season was unfavorable for Tree Swallow reproduction potential.  We have found that Tree Swallows may dominate houses placed near the Black River, LaCrosse River, smaller streams and ponds, and adjoining wetlands in the area, so we get some relief for the bluebirds by locating houses a few miles away from these areas.  The bluebirds prefer diversified agriculture, mowed, or grazed areas, and if boxes are properly placed and spaced the bluebirds will occupy them before the swallows are capable of nesting.
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We attribute our increased success for producing bluebirds to our spacing guidelines of at least 200 yards, selection of ideal habitat for box location, moving boxes that fail to attract bluebirds after one or two years, providing a cavity size and shape that appeals to bluebirds, providing predator prevention for every box, and monitoring weekly to ensure the cavities are available to bluebirds that are searching for a home. House Sparrows interfered with bluebird nesting in limited locations, but wrens again destroyed countless bluebird eggs and young. The most important indicators of our success are the 4,756 bluebirds fledged, the bluebird production rate of 5.5 fledglings per box, 55% of the boxes had double nests, and 4.6% of the boxes had triple nests.  This was a very successful year for producing bluebirds, and once again we are anxious for next Spring to arrive and announce “the bluebirds are here”!
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4
Consolidated Nest Box Summary 2006
Brice Prairie Conservation Association - Individuals

	Monitor's Name
	Total Nest Boxes
	Bluebirds Fledged
	Bluebird  Production Rate
	          Other Species Fledged
	Total Other Species
	Total Birds Fledged
	Overall  Production Rate

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	TS
	CH
	WR
	Other
	
	
	

	Iler Anderson
	95
	513
	5.40
	39
	6 
	 
	 
	45
	558
	5.87

	Steve Anderson
	2
	8
	4.00
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0
	8
	4.00

	Bill Balmer
	40
	179
	4.48
	25
	12
	 
	 
	37
	216
	5.40

	Fred Craig
	153
	1017
	6.65
	46
	 
	27
	 
	73
	1090
	7.12

	Dave Fonger
	57
	265
	4.65
	34
	 
	30
	 
	64
	329
	5.77

	Brad Foss
	8
	42
	5.25
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0
	42
	5.25

	Rick Knuth
	5
	13
	2.60
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0
	13
	2.60

	Dick Marco
	63
	390
	6.19
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0
	390
	6.19

	Amanda Marco
	10
	66
	6.60
	14 
	6
	 
	 
	20
	86
	8.60

	Leif Marking
	300
	1,634
	5.45
	167
	 
	11
	11
	189
	1833
	6.08

	Ron Page
	3
	10
	3.33
	 
	 
	 
	 
	0
	10
	3.33

	Dick Phillips
	18
	80
	4.44
	15
	 
	 
	 
	15
	95
	5.28

	Kent Stephen
	31
	134
	4.36
	5
	 
	 
	 
	5
	139
	4.48

	Leif Tolokken
	58
	334
	5.76
	46
	 
	6 
	 
	52
	386
	6.66

	John Wiggert
	15
	71
	4.73
	10
	 
	 
	 
	10
	81
	5.40

	 
	858
	4,756
	5.54
	401
	24
	74
	11
	510
	5,266
	6.14

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Species Key:   TS - Tree Swallow,  CH - Chickadee,  WR - Wren
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Bluebird Production in Houses of Different Types

By Members of Brice Prairie Conservation Association
	 
	                Number
	Production  
	Predominant  

	Year
	Houses
	Fledged
	Rate
	House Type

	1992
	29
	62
	2.1
	Hill Lake

	1995
	42
	80
	1.9
	Hill Lake

	1996
	54
	109
	2.0
	Tree Branch

	1997
	65
	145
	2.2
	Tree Branch

	1998
	78
	212
	2.7
	Tree Branch

	1999
	91
	265
	2.9
	Herman Olson

	2000
	101
	324
	3.2
	Herman Olson

	2001
	142
	544
	3.8
	NABS

	2002
	285
	1,138
	4.0
	NABS

	2003
	506
	2,001
	4.0
	NABS

	2004
	741
	3,066
	4.1
	NABS

	2005
	880
	4,233
	4.8
	NABS

	2006
	858
	4,756
	5.5
	NABS

	 
	Total
	16,935
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