EfeMlh-eliiii{

rjF
SEPTEMBER 1989

Abigail

C.

hT$i p,ii,{Ei - triciilET0h-iiLLjEBiRI)

iftr,il

Kennedl'

0n September ?3rd and 24th, 1989, a group of students and teachers from
the Catlin Gabel and Cleveland high schools examined and cleaned out ol'er
?00 bluebird boxes near Bickleton, I[rashinBton. Presentty there are about
800 bluebird houses in the Bickleton vicnity.
Study Area and Methods
The Bickleton Bluehird Trail is localed in South-Central Wa"chinHton o$
plateau
a
of afioul 4,000 feer. The clinate is characterizerd try lrot, drv
summers and relatively cocl vinters, with most precipitation due to
snowfali. The vegeration is prailie land having some brg sagetrrush
cheatgrass lrrome t Erit*as tenl:rua\ and hlue [runch wheatgrass
t.{rgrtp.yT rn .rpi*atuait. tr{uch crf the land is too rocky lor productrve
farming and most of the plant grovth stavs close 1o the ground. Racrpn-q
lfuoc't'on iolart and other animals that are harmful to the bluebircls cio not
flourish in Bicl,leton providing fl $orttewhat safe environment for rhe birds
The hoxes have been placed on toF cf fence posts, ranging from 5 to
feet ahove the ground, along the roads surrounding Bickleton. These troxes
resemlrled a small hr:ruse vjlh a peatrred roof. Il,{ade of wood. most of the$e
boxes are painted hlue on the roof and white on all four sides, It has beec
found, under prevrous ohservatjon, thal the bircls that fleclged lronr patnred
boxes preferred painted lroxes the succeeding year. and rhe sane results
were found for birds that fledgeil lrom non-painted lroxes.
0f the four groups thar cleaned and examined the bores, tvo groups
look descriptive notes, one group took notes that only stated if the box had
any use at all, and one grouF took no notes at all. This stuC-v is based oo tne
information received from the two groups that look descriplive notes, This
neans that about I00 of the actual 800 bores are being considered here.
Nests composed of grasses alone were consrderect to have heen nracte
by bluebirds, either Western Bluebird ( S-ialia aeilffi$it or Mountain
Bluebird \-fialia currucpide.4. Nests made of both grasses and lalge iearhers
were thought to have [reen swallov nests. lfhen the majority of all the
spac€ in a hox, except for a c€nter cavit,'". vas filled'rr.ith grass, string. horse
or cow hair, and/or plastics it was thought to have treen made trv Englrsh
Sparrows lPa,r.cer dttn*rt/iu$. When a ne$t bor n'as stuffe.C fuli ol tr.r'igs
with a neat nest in one of the c{)rners, usually nade out ol'featlrers +i' hair. it
was considered to have heen made 6'.; 3 flr-ruse !t'ren.

I

'We

classified the nesls into different cateogories by compll'ing with
the following criteria. Incomplete or unused nests srere classed as alternate
if they were one or tq,-o boxes away from a successful nest of the same
species, and nests containing one or more unhatched, undeveloped eggisi
were most likely abandoned. Predation was thought to have occurred when
one or two developed egBs remained in a fairly clean nest, or if there s'as
evidence of disturbance. Nests with three or more dead nestlings $.'ere
considered to have starved and/or been abandoned. Nests were onll'
considered to have successfully fledged one or more young if the nests were
packed flat, covered with dropfrinBs, contained feather sheath "dandruff",
and contained fewer than three dead, fully feathered nestlings.
If, in a box. more than one nest was found. we Bave each individual
nest an interpretation, and included each one in our final numtrers which can
be found in table one.
RLSIILTS

0l the I [)4 boxes examined by the two groups that tooh desciptive
notes, 86 , or 83%, of the boxes had occupanry in some forn: or annther.
0f rhe 170 boxes examined bv the three groups that took anv flotes al
all, 136 boxes, or 80%, had occupancy in one form or another.
0f the 104 boxes. eleven had more than one nest vithin their walls,
making the total numtrer oi nestsl(i(], rather than 86. 68, or 68%', oi'those
nests \r'ere made b'r' hluehirds qrf q'hich noile could he identrfted as erther
Western or Mountain trluehirds, English Sparron's made 5 of the ! 0t) nesrs.
vhile swallov-s were ktown to have made 5 nests of which none ctuld hre
identified as to species.. A House Wren s'as found to have marJe oile nest .
Rodents r/ere knor.'n to have made 2 nests. Eighteen of the nests $'ere made
by unknovn species. Mr-rsl of these were protrablv bluebirii nest*c, simplv
not recorded in the field fl()tes.
0f the 100 nests, 48, or 48%, successfully fledged one clr more bluebird
nestlings, If the unknovn nests are counted as bluebird, _59, or 59% fledged
I or more nestlings. The numlrer of nest$ that fledged at least one neslling
by svallou.'s and English Sparrovs were 3 and 5 respectively. The one
House Wren nest was not successful at fledging nestlings.
Surprisingl-v, there was no common rea-son for nest failure which
occurred in a little over half of the nests found, Instead, nest failure va.$
evenly accounted for by either abandonneflt/ starvation of all nestlings,
predation of incubated eggs, or abandonment of eggs before incuFration {see

table I ).
Since some of the lroxes had not been cleaned out
nesls r/ere probabl,v from l98fi,

in

1988. some of the

DISCIISSIT)N

$rithout ever having made any positive species identification of the
contents, r/e assume that all of the bluebird nests were made by either
Western or Mountain Bluebirds. The Eastern Bluebird (Sialia sialisl is rarely
found past the eastern tips of Montana, Wyoming, and New Mexico, vhich
enables us to rule it out. Foth the House Wren and English Sparrou' r,'ere
fairly easy a.qsumptions hecause of their distinaive nests and the likelihood
that they would he found in that region.
Unfortunately there were no positive identifications made for any of
the five swallos/ nests, The most likely swallow to be found in that region
vould he the Violet Green Svallo* ( fadtydneta lhalas,sin;fl Lrecause rt is
attracted to vide open spaces, S'e cannot rule out'the possitrilitv, though. ol
s()me heing Tree swailov i fadil.,tineft hiailon nests, iust as we canflCIl rule
out the Purple },lartin ( .ht&-n* sutti.a. Although Tree Sn'allos.' is ver]' similsr
to its family member the Violet Green Swallour, the Tree Svallow appreciates
more trees and is known to l'requently nest in groups, something thai is hard
to do in vide open space*c. The Purple l{artin has heen found and is known
to nest in arid regions like this one. Besides the -5 unidentifiable swallov
ilests, there wefe also $ or nl{}re nests where nci species icjentificaiion coulrl
he made. Since ilo one in rhe groups knev how a martin nesr differs from
other swallo*'nests. the pg-csibilitl'that any of these nests were Purple
Marlin, Violet tlreen and/rtr Tree Srr,'allov nesls is rather great and should
not be ruled out.
Most of the nests that failecl due 1o abandonn:enl or starvation fiost
Iikely failed in the months crf April and l{av vhen there were manv patches
of coid, wet weather vhich in turn lon'ered the number of insects avaiiable
to be utilized by the trirds. Nests that failed due to alrandonment ol
unincubated and parlly incutrated bggs probatrl,v failed during this same
time period lor the same reason of there nor heing enough food to keep the
parents, alone, going. The effects of weather on bird populations can be
drastic. The spring of 1989 took a significant toll on the trirds, vhile still
allowing about half of the nests to have succe$s at lledging one or nofle
nestling.s.
The data in this study, while most of it is accurate, is scattered. If the
documenting and analyzing of the Bickleton Bluebird Trail Boxes is to
continue, a mctre uniform sy-stem of recording infornation must tre used.

TABLE 1. Summar.v of all the nests found in the 104 boxes, probabll'
including a f ew nests from 1988. Boxes are categorized b,v.- the most likel,vinterpretation of the contents.
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