
Welcome to the fall 2018 newsletter. I always like to
summarize the weather in each newsletter as it is
the biggest factor affecting both overwintering and

reproductive success. Weather wise it was an unusual year. We
started out the new year with a cold January followed by a
somewhat warm February at 2˚ Celsius above the 20 year av-
erage. This was followed by an average March and a wet April
that was 4˚ Celsius below the long term average. It was the
coldest April on record in the 115 years of record keeping in
the region of Waterloo beating April 1991 by a full degree
Celsius. (Long term averages based on 1981-2010 data for
the Waterloo Wellington airport). April 16 felt like January
16 as an ice storm hit us on the Saturday morning of April
16 and lasted until the following Friday. This delayed most
bluebird nesting by a week to 10 days which made it more
difficult for bluebirds as they had to compete directly with
the Tree Swallows for nest boxes. Usually bluebirds would
be laying eggs and incubating in mid to late April just ahead
of most of the Tree Swallow activity. As of writing I have had
very few reports of bluebird mortality during this period.
There was some Tree Swallow mortality as most were here
by April 16. Anne McLagan who manages a nest box trail for
rare Charitable Research Reserve in Cambridge recovered 
13 dead Tree Swallows in nest boxes beside the Grand River
at Blair flats in Kitchener. During this period of extreme cold
the only insects available for Tree Swallows would be those
at the waters surface. 

It turned out that we were on a roller coaster ride as May
came in at 4.5˚ celsius above the long term average. This was
the hottest May on record. June, July and August were well
above the average with above average rainfall which resulted
in very lush understory growth. It was almost tropical how
fast the vegetation grew. This resulted in more House Wrens
which competed directly with the bluebirds during second
nesting attempts. Many comments were received about it
being the worst year for House Wrens in recent memory. I
lost 9 nests with a total of 26 eggs to House Wrens. House
Wrens are a fully protected species under the migratory bird
act and their nests, eggs and young cannot be tampered with.
I try to control House Wrens by not allowing them to nest.

If bluebirds have fledged young and a pair of House Wrens
are nearby waiting for it to empty I put a piece of tape over
the entry hole to prevent them from entering so as to en-
courage them to move elsewhere. Another strategy is to
move the boxes to more open areas. Remember if you allow
them to nest they will return the following year in greater
numbers. Unmated male House Wrens will fill up numerous
boxes with dummy nests of sticks. These I remove. 

Deer Mice have been mentioned many times this year as
significant problems during the nesting period. Deer Mice
interfere with nests as they are active during the night. They
will also eat newly hatched young. They urinate in the box
and during removal there is a chance of contracting Hanna
Virus. I recommend wearing a mask when cleaning out these
or any other nest boxes. The best solution is to prevent them
from over wintering in the boxes. This year I plan to block
the entrance holes in the fall in areas where they have been a
problem. A small piece of plywood secured with a screw over
the entrance hole will do the trick. Soy Beans and corn left
on the ground after harvesting provide them with lots of win-
ter food and a nest box makes a nice winter home. 

It was also a bad year for wind storms. On Friday May 4
we experienced a wind storm with gusts between 110-120
km per hour. A Bald Eagle nest near the Doon Valley Golf
Course in Kitchener lost both their young during the storm
as they were blown out of the nest. This storm would have
affected other early nesting birds in much the same way. On
my way home from Brantford that afternoon I had to make
three detours because of trees that had fallen across the road. 

Overall it was a good year on most trails for bluebirds and
Tree Swallows. The above average warm weather from May
to August was ideal for breeding success. 

In Other News
At our last executive meeting we agreed to keep member-

ship cost at $10 for a single and $15 for a family membership.
Donations have increased which allows us to fund other en-
vironment oriented activities. We agreed to continue our
funding of $500 each to the Ontario Field Ornithologists
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and Nature Ontario to offset costs running their youth na-
ture camps. The rare Charitable Research Reserve in Cam-
bridge was given $1000 to fund the purchase of a turtle
incubator. Alissa Fraser our 2018 annual general meeting
speaker oversees the turtle incubation and release program
for rare and was able to hatch over 1000 turtles that were
released back into the areas where the eggs were collected.
We also continued our commitment to provide the Baillie
fund with $1000 each year. This years funding was used for
an American Kestrel Nest Box Camera Diet composition
study. The six youth that were part of the Young Ornitholo-
gists program at the Long Point Bird Observatory were each
given a bluebird hat following a talk about OEBS by Bill
Read. We also discussed ways to reduce our distribution costs
regarding the newsletter. It is hoped at some point we will
use the internet for delivering the newsletter exclusively. 

Our mandate remains to increase the number of managed
nest box trails in Ontario, give expertise or guidance to new
trail operators, and monitor population trends from year to
year by surveying the number of fledged young from nest
boxes. We have also included on our website a you tube video
on nest box placement and predator proofing. It is located
in the nest box section. More videos will be added later. 

Should We Be Insulating Nest-
boxes? 

Nestboxes have been an effective tool for boosting pop-
ulations of cavity nesting birds. They are relatively inexpen-
sive, easy to build and install, and, if fitted with anti predator
features and monitored regularly, can provide a nest site. 

However, they do have their drawbacks. Compared to
natural cavities, nest boxes are exposed to more direct sun-

light (so they heat up faster and to higher temperatures dur-
ing the day, which could be problematic in hot weather) and
greater surface area (So they cool down faster and to lower
temperatures at night, which could be problematic in cooler
weather). 

A team of researchers tested three different materials to
moderate these temperature extremes. The materials were
styrofoam (3 cm thick; about 1 ¼ inches) reflective alu-
minum foil bats, and plywood (3 mm thick; about 1/8 inch)
coated with reflective paint. The materials were attached to
the west facing side and the top of a set of nest boxes, with
one type of material used on each box. For comparison, other
boxes were left without insulation. Each box had wire mesh
over the opening to keep birds out. A small temperature
recorder was placed inside each box. 

The Styrofoam performed the best. It kept the boxes
slightly cooler during the heat of the day – sometimes as
much as 5-10 degrees cooler. Keeping a nest box that much
cooler on a hot day could easily be the difference between a
successful brood and an unsuccessful one. The styrofoam also
retained heat better at night, although the average difference
was slight – only about one degree. 

The foil bats were nearly as effective at keeping the nest
box temperature down in the heat of the day, but they of-
fered little insulation at night. The plywood coated with re-
flective paint actually caused the boxes to get hotter, probably
because of the paint’s medium-dark colour.

Bottom line: In cooler weather, slap some styrofoam on
your nest boxes to keep them warm at night (and maybe
leave the east facing side uninsulated so the mourning sun
can warm it up); in hot weather, put some foil bats on your
boxes to reflect the heat and keep the boxes cooler. 

Eliza R. Larson, Justin R. Eastwood, Katherine L.
Buchanan, Andrew T.D. Bennett, and Mathew L. Berg.
2018. Nest Box Design For A Changing Climate: The Value
of Improved Insulation. Ecological Management and
Restoration 19:39-48.  Above article from the Bluebird
Fall 2018 Vol. 40 No. 4.

Editor’s Comments - The best thing you can do is make
sure you have a sealed nest box with no ventilation holes and
the box entrance is facing south so as to keep wind from
blowing directly into the box. In May most cold winds come
out of the East or North West. Most weather related nestling
mortality occurs in May. Inevitably some one contacts me in
July telling me that there bluebirds died from the heat. This
is not the case. Bluebirds suffer no ill effects from Ontario’s
summer heat. Remember this is not Texas. There I would
recommend ventilation. Don Wills, Dan Welsh and myself
had no heat related effects in the over 1600 bluebirds that
the three of us fledged in 2018. If you have ventilation holes
you can tape them closed with duct tape during May and
open them up the rest of the year.  

OEBS Executive for 2018-2019 L to R-  Karen
Tufford Brehn , Tom Kott, Mary Anne Rose,
Angie Mueller, Dolores Hamilton, Don Wills, Bill
Read, Virginia Hilldebrandt  and Brad Clements.
Missing Anne Davidson



Birds Eat Bugs – Lots of Them
If you have ever watched a bluebird or other insect eating

bird foraging for bugs for any length of time, you know that
birds eat an enormous number of bugs. But no one had ever
tried to figure out the total amount of bugs that birds eat
globally. Recently, some ambitious researchers crunched the
numbers and came up with a total. But First, some back-
ground. 

Most bird species eat insects, at least part of the year. In-
sects such as caterpillars are excellent food for growing
nestlings because caterpillars are slow, abundant, easily di-
gested, and packed with protein to help baby birds grow up
big and strong. Spiders are excellent because they contain
high levels of taurine, an amino acid important for bird de-
velopment. 

Also, bugs are a good food source because there are so
darned many of them. At any given time, worldwide there is
about 25 million tons of spiders and 280 million tons of ants.
That’s more than the weight of all the world’s whales (esti-
mated at 16-103 million tons). Birds make up a paltry 4 mil-
lion tons. 

Putting together all the pieces- estimated number of birds
by ecosystem, total mass of those birds, known rate of insect
consumption, and so on- these intrepid researchers estimate
that, globally, birds eat 400-500 million tons of insects per
year. That’s a lot of bugs. 

Martin Nyffeler, Cagan H. Sekercioglu, and Christopher.J
Whelan. 2018. Insectivorous birds consume an Estimated
400-500 Million tons of Prey annually, The Science of Na-
ture. 105:47. doi: 10.1007?s00114-018-1571-z  Above ar-
ticle from the Bluebird Fall 2018 Vol.40 No. 4

Editors comments- Bluebirds eat a lot of insects espe-
cially when feeding their young. Later in the nesting season
they will feed wild fruits to their young. In winter bluebirds
switch to more of a plant based died but also eat winter active
insects when available. These provide them with protein.
Sumac is the primary food that over wintering bluebirds eat.
Have a look at the following video showing what bluebirds
eat in the summer while feeding young. Go to the Entomo-
logical Society of America to see this short video.
https://youtu.be/shVA_OHOsbg?list=PLOWJAC5jx29
h6amNZuAZEjOX9TIfCbO2Fe

2017 Conservation Award winners-
Peter Rea and Kurt Frei –with pres-
ident Bill Read  

The 2017 OEBS conservation award was presented to
Kurt Frei and Peter Rea. They have maintained a trail of 156
nest boxes in the Hamilton/Burlington area for the last 17

years. They have consistently fledged around 100 bluebirds
and 700 Tree Swallows. In 2017 they fledged 102 bluebirds
and 678 Tree Swallows. Well done guys. 

This award is given out each year to an individual or
group that have made an outstanding contribution to blue-
bird conservation during the preceding years. Join us on
March 23 to see who this years winners are. 

Previous OEBS Conservation
Award Recipients 

1995   George Coker
1996   Leo Smith
1997   Hazel Bird
1998   Don Wills
1999   Sheldon Anderson and Doug Harrison
2000   Norm Shantz
2001   Robert Burton 
2002   Halton Bluebird Club
2003   Herb Furniss and Don Parkes
2004   Glanbrook Conservation Committee
2005   Joe Hurst
2006   Ottawa Duck Club
2007   Gerry Powers 
2008   Ken Reger
2009   Chris Lyons
2010   Don Bissonnette
2011   Henry Miller
2012   Lucille Coleman
2013   David Hampton
2014   Josef Kral
2015   Elwood Jones 
2016   Dan Welsh
2017   Kurt Frei and Peter Rea 
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Lucistic Tree Swallow 
This male Lucistic Tree Swallow nested in a box in an or-

chard near St.George This picture was taken by Robert
Mcaw. It was successful fledging 5 young. Hopefully it will
return next year. It was banded during the nesting. This is
the first time that I have had a lucistic bird nesting in one of
my nest boxes. Don Wills had a lucistic female Tree Swallow
several years ago that produced successful broods for 3 years.
I expect that this male will return next year. If it does I will
be sure to band the female it nests with. Tree Swallows have
high site fidelity. 

Nest Box Survey
Nest box reporting forms are included in this newsletter.

Please record all dead birds found in your nest boxes during
the entire nesting season. This includes both nestlings and
adult birds. This will help us assess the impact on both blue-
birds and Tree Swallows from the ice storm that lasted from
April 16-22, 2018. A copy of the reporting form can also be
downloaded from our website. 

Great Horned Owl Young 
Renée Hallman 

During checking of the Doon Valley golf course nest
boxes on April 27, 2018 Renée Hallman spotted these two

young Great Horned Owls sitting in a tree along one of the
fairways beside the Grand River. They were well camouflaged
and oblivious to the golfers walking by. We came back a few
days later but were not able to re-sight them, we did however
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This is a photo of 13 nestling Tree Swallows
taken by Glenn Barrett in one of environment
Canada’s nest boxes in Thunder Bay. Last year
this same box had 11 nestlings. All successfully
fledged. 
~ Glenn Barrett. 

Robert Mcaw



locate a number of prey items which included a Mallard
Duck. Bill Read is responsible for checking the 73 nest boxes
at the Doon course. 

Developing a Nest Box Protocol  
Bill Read 

When asked to give advice on any proposed nest box proj-
ect, I tell participants that building the nest boxes amounts to
only 5% of the total project – the placement, predator protec-
tion, monitoring and record keeping make up the other 95 %. 

The OEBS has developed a protocol that can be followed
when designing a nest box program for all cavity nesting
species. It is hoped by following this protocol, groups run-
ning these workshops will have a greater chance of success
attracting and being successful with the target species.
1. Plan all phases of the project before starting.
2. Decide on a target species and learn all about that species

before starting.
3. Determine nest box locations. If on private property make

sure you have the landowners permission before setting
up the nest boxes.

4. Determine what kind of predator protection will be used.
5. Decide who will monitor the boxes.
6. Decide who will keep the records.
7. If boxes are to be located in areas with high House Spar-

row populations decide how this risk will be mitigated.
8. Decide how many nest boxes to build.
9. It is best to start small with a few nest boxes and do it

properly. More can be added the following year. 

The Ontario Eastern Bluebird Society will not 
endorse any nest box trail that does not have 

adequate predator protection.

Youth Engagement
Getting younger people involved in organizations involv-

ing the natural environment is presently one of the biggest
challenges for most organizations. There are fewer youths
today, and with increasing urbanization, many young people
from all cultural backgrounds lack initiation in natural history
appreciation. Having youths be part of a successful nest box
project where they can see the target species up close and fol-
low its progress until the birds fledged might provide the
spark for those students to want to learn more about the nat-
ural environment. If the project is school based a camera
could be set up in the nest box so the students could follow
the progress in the classroom. This creates a memorable ex-
perience for student, and also helps the target species- a win
win for all. 

To this goal the Ontario Eastern Bluebird Society has
given Nature Ontario and the Ontario Field Ornithologists
$500 each to offset costs involved in running their youth na-
ture camps. Our aim is to continue this funding in future
years in order to promote the appreciation of our natural
world among our youth. 

Lucky the Bluebird 
by Renée Hallman

I am eager to share some unique and I believe rare blue-
bird behaviour I observed this past spring. While these ac-
tions can be found recorded in literature through the years,
it appears that the actual occurrence is indeed unusual to wit-
ness. In a conversation with OEBS president Bill Read, he
stated that in over 40 years of blue-birding and monitoring
nest boxes, he has never before witnessed this behaviour. It
has been observed in the southern United States where the
breeding season is much longer. I performed a literature re-
view over the internet, and I could find only one other ob-
servation of this behaviour and that was recorded in 1933.
What I witnessed was a juvenile first brood female Eastern
Bluebird feeding her parents second brood nestlings.  

This past spring I had tasked myself with monitoring the
progress of my 6 recently relocated bluebird boxes. Due to
House Sparrow problems at their previous location I had se-
lected a new venue for them near a Tree Swallow trail. This
new area had a significant number of existing boxes, was
miles away from any House Sparrows, but a bit of a hike for
me to get to. 
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On May 2, 2018 I visited my boxes to see if there was any
positive activity. Unfortunately there wasn’t much to observe
but it was a nice day so I camped out behind some shrubs
and waited to see if I could see any bluebirds around any of
the other boxes. After a short while I spotted a male squab-
bling over a box with a Tree Swallow. Eventually the bluebird
prevailed and the Tree Swallow conceded and chose another
nearby box. After some time a female bluebird arrived to in-
spect their chosen home. I decided I would monitor this pair
during the spring as the box was in close proximity to my
boxes. 

By the middle of May there were 5 eggs in the box and
on May 30th there were 5 apparently healthy nestlings. On
June 7th I asked Bill Read to come with me and band the
baby bluebirds. Unfortunately we found two dead nestlings
and only one live female. The remaining two nestlings were
gone (presumably they had died and had been removed by
the parents). We cleared the dead nestlings and Bill banded
the remaining live bluebird. I was scheduled to leave on a
camping trip the next day, so I was not able to return to the
boxes until June 14th, where I observed the nest to be empty.
I hoped that the lone female had fledged successfully. I saw
no signs of bluebirds on my walk that day. It is at this point
in the story where things get interesting. 

On July 6th I observed two adult bluebirds hanging
around a different box, not too far from the original one.  I
inspected 5 boxes along this particular path, finding two
House Wren nests and one bluebird nest with 5 eggs!!! I was
about to leave when I glimpsed a flash of blue up in a large,
dead tree. I took a very grainy picture of what I thought
might be another bluebird. When I got home I examined it
closer, confirming it was indeed a bluebird, with juvenile
plumage and sporting a silver band on her right leg! It ap-
peared our lone female baby bluebird was alive. Right then I
started referring to her as Lucky. 

On Friday July 9th I once again observed 5 bluebird eggs,
but no parents and no Lucky.

On Wed July 18th I brought Bill Read with me, and still
there were 5 unhatched bluebird eggs. I was hoping to see
some baby bluebirds before I left to go on yet another camp-
ing trip the next day. 

It was not until July 31st that I was able to return to the
boxes with Bill, both of us hoping for good news. We found
5 live healthy nestlings which Bill banded. As we returned to
the car parked some distance away, I leaned out the window
to take a few snaps of what appeared to be one of the parents
on the outside of the box feeding it’s young. When I zoomed
in on the photo I saw that it was not an adult, but a juvenile
bluebird, and it had a band on its leg. It was Lucky. Bill also
saw Lucky at the box through binoculars, but he could not
be sure if she was actually feeding her siblings or just hanging
around at the box.

I returned to the trail on the morning of Saturday August
5th with my daughter. I set up my camera and started record-
ing at 9:30 am. The babies were quite mature now and lean-
ing their heads and upper bodies out of the entrance hole.
Not wanting to risk a premature fledging I kept a large dis-
tance between us and them. The first interaction I witnessed
was the female adult bluebird carrying an insect, leaning in
and feeding a nestling inside the box, then removing a fecal
sac. At 9:35 Lucky landed on the roof of the box with a small
insect in her mouth. Her behaviour was quite different from
that of her mother. She alternated between two strategies.
First she would lean over the roof of the box and dangle the
food over the edge to one of her siblings, almost feeding
him/her and then pulling back. Then she would try hovering
in front of the box but not clinging to it and then returning
to the roof.  She did this several times over a 3 minute period,
before finally leaning over the entrance hole and depositing
the small morsel into her sibling’s open mouth, who eagerly
swallowed it. She remained very curious even after the little
one went back into the box and she continued to peer over
the edge, but did not enter the box to remove a fecal sac be-
fore flying off. 

You can see the video here or go to You tube and enter
rarely seen Eastern Bluebird behaviour https://
youtu.be/c7sax479cW0

I stayed and recorded video and photos for about 30
more minutes. I saw the mother bluebird feed 3 times, the
father bluebird twice and Lucky once. I did not wish to dis-
turb them unduly, so we left the area.

I regret now that I did not stay longer to observe that day
in order to collect further data, and that I had been absent
in the early days after hatching and subsequent fledging.

Although this is a small increment of data, it clearly shows
a juvenile fledgling from this bluebird pairs first nest actively
helping feed her parents second brood siblings. My feeling is
that perhaps her being an “only child” as well as a female
played a role in her interest in helping her parents.

I can only hope Lucky returns to her birthplace this com-
ing spring and I get to witness her start her own family. 

6

https://youtu.be/c7sax479cW0
https://youtu.be/c7sax479cW0

