Audubon Society, December 2, 2003

BIRD RANCHING IN SUNOL

Well, thanks to your support, some 14,642 cavity nesting birds were fledged in Ca. Last year.  I don’t have this years statistics yet.  Of the 14,642, 7,233 were Western Bluebirds.  Of those astounding numbers, yours truly came in at 696 fledged birds, of which 314 were Western Bluebirds.  This placed me as the 3rd most prolific bird fledger in the state in 2002.  This is the culmination of 199 reporters.  Ist and 2nd place went to a phenomenal group from Orange County, that had some 41 reporters between them.  Your guy did it by himself.  But, I did share a 1st place with Linda Violette of Orange, because we both had the highest Tries to Fledged birds average (3.9) of any other reporters in the field.  Some theories on that later.

Why bird Ranching?  Respect!  You have no idea how helpful a cowboy can become, when you talk about things near and dear to his heart. To tell a cowboy you run a bluebird trail, sounds effete and un-masculine.  Tell a cowboy “ you’re  running some birds up on the ridge”.  Spit, scratch a little, move some dirt with the toe of your boot, look them in the eye…. Well, I got to put some numbers on the little one’s, see you later.  Hey, they understand branding, or was that banding? You get respect.

The majority of the 198 boxes I monitor, form a rough square of approximately 16 sq. miles.  The Koopman Ranch to the East, Ohlone to the west,  with San Francisco Water Department , Pleasanton Ridge and six private properties filling in the center.  A good bird rancher will visit each box at least five times per season.  That’s about 990 openings for me, 82.5 hours….. How does that match a forty hour work week?

I got into bird ranching in 1994/5.  My wife and I had taken a class at Ohlone, where I noticed the huge number of starlings and English sparrows in the area.  My first year consisted of 10 boxes.  Personally, I think 125 - 140 boxes should be the maximum, unless you have willing and available help.  I send all my information to the Calif. Bluebird Recovery Program (CBRP).  This is a state wide program affiliated with the Mt. Diablo Audubon Society and the North American Bluebird Society.  Interesting, the gal from Orange County and I use the larger than standard boxes and our  tries to fledged birds, was 3.9%, which, again was tops in the state.  The first and second place had a try to fledged bird percent of 3.3 and 3.4 respectively, using standard boxes.  Why the difference?  I didn’t realize that both Linda Volette of Orange co. and I were using larger than standard boxes.  The standard boxes generally have floor space of 16 sq. inches to 22 sq. inches.  My boxes use a 25 sq. inch floor..  Linda had marked off the larger than standard box floor.

This might segue into an interesting study on tree swallows.  Research on tree swallows has determined that swallows need to spread their wings….literally.  Boxes of 13 sq. inches and 25 sq. inches were tested.  The result was a measurable difference, starting at about the 15th day.  The flight feathers were found to be shorter on average in the smaller boxes and normal in the larger boxes.  In boxes with adequate room, the young will flutter their wings in three second bursts, during the last 3 to 4 days before fledging.  The longer flight feathers give a distinct advantage to those birds.  The smaller space does not allow for this preflight testing  and/or growing.  It was actually termed a “significant difference”.

Swallows


VGSW are 99% insectivorous, while the tree swallows consume 20/30% seeds and berries.  This is why weather can be so devastating.  It might also be why the VGSW chose a survival strategy, whereby the VGSW incubates it’s eggs immediately, upon laying.  The chicks hatch sequentially, instead of all together.  Thus, perhaps some might survive, if the insect hatch is diminished.  The dominant chicks often starve out the younger siblings.  This is something I’m just now starting to understand.

Oh, was this talk on swallows, or bluebirds???  I know, I know.

Nesting Statistics for 2003 

1. Egg production for all specie, on all locations decreased by .08% 

Chick production decreased .07%, with a corresponding drop of .09% for fledged birds from the 2002 count.  Much of this decrease can be attributed to the unusual wet spring this year.  The birds were subjected to seven weeks of continuous wet weather, which contributed to the increase of nest abandonment and chick die off.  The birds responded with an extended nesting season, which reached into July.

2. WEBL egg production increased .07% from the 2002 count and chick production increased .09%, but the fledged birds were virtually the same at 312 to 314 birds.   Die off

3. The Koopman Ranch property had a phenomenal increase over the 2002 nesting season.  The nesting attempts were about equal, but the survivability changed.  Egg production increased 10%, chick production 35%, with an increased yield of 44% in fledged birds.  Eighty percent of the boxes on this property have been converted to telescoping metal mounts and affixed with permanent sunshades.  The 8+ foot heights and metalic  poles have dramatically reduced predation from the ground and the sunshades give added protection from the sun.  The sunshades have also extended the nesting season further into the summer.

Dramatic proof of the new survivability came, when several new boxes were placed on a new fence line.  Two boxes had sunshades and two did not.  Of four late nesting WEBL’S the two shaded boxes fledged their chicks.  Of the two unshaded boxes, one contained three cooked eggs and the other had three cooked chicks.  All boxes had been caught in 100+ degree weather (it was 107 at home).  These things are not new, but with 52 boxes at the ranch, it takes a little more time to get it done.  The Koopman property fledged 203 birds, of which 127 were bluebirds.

4. This year, some 48 chicks perished in the nest.  Of that number, 23 perished in nests that ultimately fledged sibling birds.  Some of the chicks died in incremental stages of development, such as a dead chick at 10 days and another at 15 days, while other more aggressive siblings fledged from the same nest.  Survival of the fittest.  I have some additional comments on that.

5. Although many specie declined somewhat in 2003, the more significant decreases occurred with the VGSW (15%) and the HOWR (64%).  The HOWR decline came as a surprise, because they share a habitat with the CBCH, which had a great come back with a 73% increase over 2002.

6. Of the ten properties I monitor, three jumped up dramatically, six lost in fledged birds and one stayed even.  This might suggest local migration to find suitable nesting/feeding habitat.

Widows Row (this happened in 2002, before the new telescoping mounts)

At the Koopman Ranch, I came upon a long stretch of fence, that became known as widows row.  Predators had killed the male birds of the next three boxes.  It was interesting how the gals coped with the dilemma. 

A. The first gal chucked her eggs and quickly found two new boyfriends.  She then covered the old eggs with a new section of nest and started a new family with her new friends. 

B. The second more mature gal carefully selected a new more mature mate and continued to sit her original two eggs and added two more with the new suitor. 

C. The third gal didn’t want any men around at all.  She even attacked me when I peeked in the box. 

Well, the predator returned and raised havoc with the first two houses, until the chicks and/or eggs were abandoned, but the third gal fought all comers by herself, even me and fledged three strong chicks.  She was a tough bird.  Tim Koopman loves this story.

Hazards

Many of my boxes are placed high in trees, so the interior is out of my line of sight.  Well yes, I use a mirror most of the time.  But there are times when you’re running late and just stick your hand in there and hope for the best….. well let me tell you, if it’s cold and moves, it sends a real chill down your spine.  Even if it’s only an 18” gopher snake. 

Cheap Help


In bird ranching, you grab help where you can.  Took my great nephews (ages 7-12 ) to go check the birds.  You wanna go check the birds?  Yea, Yea!!  Well, the great enthusiasm waned quickly.  By the third box it was, “are we done yet?”  “My stomach hurts”, “I’m hungry”, etc., etc.  As luck would have it, the fourth box contained a nest full of white footed deer mice.  Mice were running up trees, down trees, arms and legs.  Man did this program get a jump start.  The kids raced through the remainder of the boxes, like there was no tomorrow.

Cats


It is estimated that this country supports some 40 million domestic and 40/60 million feral cats.  I think everyone in the room can appreciate what the impact is on small animals and birds.  A resent English study had domestic cats killing some 360 plus birds a year.  There are public agencies in Florida, that have $100,000 annual budgets to foster feral cat colony’s. You do the math.  Keep the cats indoors, at least in the bird breeding season.

Diatomaceous Earth (DE)   (if you’re bugged by insects)

If you or your birdhouse is feeling bugged, sprinkle it with diatomaceous earth.  It prevents mites, ants and blow flies, etc.  If you use it, be sure to get the natural d.e. only.  Don’t use the swimming pool type.  It contains crystalline silica, because it is partially melted in the manufacturing process.  The pool grade also has chemicals added, which should not be ingested.

The diatomaceous earth causes a friction, which wears out the shell and the insects actually die from dehydration.  If you have any problems, just get a salt shaker and shake the d.e. onto the top of the nest.  Movement by the birds will drop it into the lower nest where the bad guys are hiding.

Sparrows are a real problem


Lady in Alabama wanted to put up some bluebird boxes.  She was advised that she had too many resident sparrows.  They would out compete the bluebirds.   So wanting bluebirds over sparrows, she took matters into her own hands and trapped some 300 sparrows from her yard.  When asked how she got rid of all those pesky sparrow’s, she said, “I rung their little necks.” She successfully fledged bluebirds the next nesting season.

Coyotes


Coyotes are really for the birds.  Literally.  They keep other the predators (especially cats) at bay.  Birding areas under coyote jurisdiction, fare much better in bird production.   Cats, including bobcats, raccoons, weasels, rats, snakes and foxes.  The San Francisco Watershed had the Calif. Gray fox and just recently, the grays have been displaced by the red fox.

Well, Happy birding 

