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Hill Kemp, Many, LA
Bluebirder of The Year 2016

Hill joined the Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society in 2006, and currently serves as one of
the group's long-time board members. Along with his wife Margaret, Hill has monitored
and maintained the bluebird trail at Hodges Gardens in Many, established by Dr. Shirl
Brunell in 1985. LBBS took over monitoring and maintaining the trail in 2004 . Hill has
repaired many of the original boxes, and installed two new ones over the years.
Hill is an accomplished banjo player and wrote a song titled, "Oh, Bluebird, Take My
Blues Away," and performed it for our 2013 and 2014 annual meetings.
He and Margaret have been avid birders for all of their 53 years of married life.
LBBS thanks him for all his hard work and support and it is our pleasure to honor Hill
with the 2016 Bluebirder of the Year Award.
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From The
Perch
By:
Sheryl Bassi
President
Photo By:
David Kinneer

First, let me say Thanks to all of you for
allowing me to serve as President of LBBS.
To those of you who made the annual
meeting in Lecompte, we appreciate your
coming out to support the organization.
While the meeting was not large, we shared
a wonderful day. Our guest speaker,
Wildlife Photographer Jim Johnson shared
information and tips that I’m sure will
inspire all of us to get better photos of our
backyard visitors. Many thanks to Emily
Winners and her dedicated helpers for
setting up a wonderful annual meeting for
us. Many Thanks to Emily for serving as
our President for the last two years. She’s
done a wonderful job!
At my home between Oak Ridge and
Girard, LA, I only have to go as far as my
back porch to really see a show! While
this organization is dedicated to our native
cavity nesters, I would encourage all our
members to enjoy all our native birds, as
well as those that are just passing through.
I put out Banquet and a good seed mix
throughout the year to attract as many
species as possible. Speaking of backyard
visitors; it’s been a wonderful year for
birding out here in the country. While I
love being visited by “all the usual
suspects” (Bluebirds, Titmouse, Carolina
Chickadees, Carolina Wrens, Cardinals,
Jays, 5 species of woodpeckers, etc.), I
especially enjoy the “travelers” just passing
through that stop and pay a call at my
feeder. This year I’ve been visited by a
couple of species I’ve not had before in my
three years here.
Con’t on page 6
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The Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society
would like to express our thanks to Emily
Winners, Lecompte, LA, our outgoing
President. Emily served us well for four
years. LBBS was blessed with her hard
work, dedication, knowledge of our
bluebirds and cavity-nesting birds (including
the dreaded House Sparrow), enthusiasm,
and her work with young people in
conservation. She is involved in many other
organizations and still gave of herself this
way to LBBS. We are blessed that she still
plans to be involved in an officer position
and help our wonderful organization. Thanks
again, Emily!

Eastern Bluebird Winterkills: An Analysis of Sex and Age
Bob Peak
On March 20, 1978, under the direction of
founder Dr. Lawrence Zeleny and a core
group of charter members, the North
American Bluebird Society (NABS) was
incorporated as a nonprofit organization, with
a long-term goal of helping preserve bluebirds
and other cavity-nesting birds. About the
same time, many parts of the central United
States experienced three consecutive winters
in 1976-1978 that ranked among the coldest
of the past 150 years, and the heavy snowfall
and record-breaking cold temperatures during
those winters significantly reduced the
Eastern Bluebird population across much of
its wintering range. Some estimates from that
time period indicate perhaps as much as 70%
of the population perished. Fortunately, as a
result of milder winters during the interim
years and faithful assistance from members of
NABS, bluebird numbers increased to record
levels by the early part of the 21st century.
Today, the Eastern Bluebird population is
estimated to be about 19 million birds, and the
species actually has a much lower
conservation priority than most cavity-nesting
species (Gillihan 2014)
Although there has been an overall
improvement in bluebird numbers, recent cold
winters have again impacted bluebirds in may
parts of the U.S., particularly the Midwest. In
western Kentucky and western Tennessee, the
winters of 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 were
unusually harsh, especially in terms of the late
winter storms that sometimes catch migrants
and early nesters off-guard. Unlike some
species of small songbirds, such as Whitethroated Sparrows and Dark-eyed Juncos,
bluebirds are not well adapted to survive long
periods of subfreezing weather, especially
when snow or ice covers the ground. Much of
the winter mortality that occurs in bluebirds
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is due to the unpredictability of the timing
and endurance of this cold weather (Pitts
2011).
For the past 26 years, my wife and I have
monitored and managed over 200 bluebird
nestboxes located through Land Between
the Lakes National Recreation Area in
western Kentucky and Tennessee as well as
Lake Barkley State Resort Park in Trigg
County, Kentucky. The federal lands of the
national recreation area encompass
approximately 170,000 acres, and the state
park property covers about 3,700 acres.
During our tenure, over 30,000 bluebirds—
and over 2,000 juvenile birds for seven
other species—have fledged from the
nestboxes of these combined bluebird trails.
When we begin our nestbox monitoring in
late March of each year, we typically find a
dead bluebird or two that succumbed during
the winter months. More than half of the
years we have worked on the volunteer
project, we have found no dead bluebirds in
March, and prior to 2014, the greatest
number we had found in any given year was
seven. On March 29-30, 2014, we found
69 dead bluebirds in the nestboxes located
on the state and federal properties, and on
March 23-25, 2015, discovered 24
additional dead bluebirds in boxes on the
same properties. Of course, we immediately
wondered, why did this large number of
mortalities suddenly occur, and what could
we learn from these disturbing event?
During the winter of 2013-2014, most of
western Kentucky and parts of western
Tennessee experienced five major snow/ice
events, with two of them occurring during
February, and final one n early March. The
timing of the winter events, combined with
Con’t on page 4

Con’t from page 3

weeks, and then a few days after the ground
finally cleared, a record snowstorm dumped
more that 15 inches of snow in the same
county on March 4-5.
The landscape
remained snow-covered for several
additional days. When we checked the
nestboxes along our bluebird trails in late
March, we found 24 dead adult bluebirds.
Six of the dead bluebirds were discovered in
a single nestbox. The 24 specimens were
given to Dr. Pitts for analysis. Dr Pitts’
examination showed there were 7 females
and 17 males in the sample. Of the seven
females he examined, six were second-year
birds (hatched before the spring/summer of
2014) and one was an after-second year bird
(hatched before
the spring/summer of
2014). The male bluebirds consisted of 10
second-year birds, and 7 after-second year
individuals. Altogether, 15 (67%) of the
deceased birds in the 2015 sample were
second-year bluebirds and 8 (33%) were
after-second year bluebirds. Unlike the 2014
sample winterkilled bluebirds, age
apparently did have some effect on winter
mortality in the 2015 sample.
Stated another way, although one might
expect younger bluebirds to die at a
significantly higher rate than the older, more
experienced birds, there was no remarkable
discrepancy between the age groups in 2014.
However, although it was a much smaller
sample size, there was a distinct difference
in the age groups in the 2015 sample with
the younger birds outnumbering the older
birds by a 2.1 margin. Consequently, when
the ages of the winterkilled bluebirds in both
samples are compared, inconsistencies in the
data, make it impossible to develop a
definite conclusion about the impact of age
on winter mortality for the bluebirds in these
study areas. It is apparent that further study
of bluebird mortality is needed in many
Con’t on page 5

Eastern Bluebird Winterkills:
protracted snow/ice cover and unseasonably
cold temperatures, placed a great deal of
stress on bluebirds and other wildlife in
those areas. Each ice event even affected a
bluebird’s ability to secure food, but the late
winter events were perhaps the most
devastating because it was a time of year
when the birds’ fat reserves had dwindled
and food resources were very scarce.
Additionally, very cold temperatures
following the ice events prolonged the ice/
snow coverage of many bluebird foods-oflast resort (e.g., sumac seeds), and the birds
simply could not generate enough body heat
to survive—even after congregating in
nestboxes at night. (In one instance, we
found 11 dead dead bluebirds in a single
nestbox.)
After the dead adult birds were collected
from the nestboxes in March 2014, the 69
specimens were given to Dr. David Pitts for
postmortem analysis. Dr. Pitts is a recently
retired University of Tennessee biology
professor and an Eastern Bluebird authority.
Dr. Pitts’ examination revealed there were
24 females and 45 males in the winterkill
sample. Of the 24 females he examined, 14
were second-year birds (hatched in the
spring/summer of 2013) and 10 were aftersecond-year birds (hatched before the
spring’/summer of 2013).
The male
bluebirds consisted of 25 second-year birds
and 30 (43%) were after-second-year
bluebirds.
On February 16, 2015, more than 10
inches of snow fell in Trigg County,
Kentucky, followed by bitterly cold
temperatures, freezing rain, and windy
conditions later in the week. The ground
remained snow-covered for nearly two
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tive impact on the reproductive success of
the bluebird population where the deaths
occurred. In 2014, the nestboxes on the
state and federal properties yielded the
fewest number of bluebird nesting
attempts—and bluebird eggs—since 1998.
When compared to the previous nesting
season, it was a 40% decrease for the
combined areas. The following year, a
decrease occurred again, with the bluebird
nesting attempts and eggs drooping an
additional 10%. The end result was a
commensurate decrease in the number of
bluebird fledglings, with the 2014 nesting
season producing 36% fewer fledglings
than the 2013 season (1,814-1,150) and the
2015 season entailing a further decrease of
11% in fledgling numbers (1,160-1,029).
In 2015, the bluebird fledglings per nest
box ratio (f/b)- which is arguably the single
best measure of bluebird trail success—
was the lowest at the federal properties
since 1997 (4.5 f/b) and the smallest ratio
at the state park since 2002 (also 4.5f/b)
Interestingly, despite the highly
negative impact on bluebirds, perhaps the
lone positive outcome of the 2014-2015
bluebird deaths was the fact that smaller
cavity-nesting songbirds were provided
with numerous opportunities for nest sites
in the empty nestboxes. In 2014, the total
number of fledglings for other species
(Prot honot ar y War bler, Caro lina
Chickadee, Tree Swallow, Carolina Wren,
Tufted Titmouse) was the highest recorded
in 26 nesting seasons along our bluebird
trails– 109 fledglings– and a comparable
effect occurred during the 2015 season
included 49 Prothonotary Warbler
fledglings, a neotropical migrant species in
much more dire straits that bluebirds,
ranking seventh on the Gillihan
conservation priority list of cavity-nesting
landbird species. (The Eastern Bluebird
Con’t on page 6

Eastern Bluebird Winterkills:
geographic areas, with multiple groups of
winterkilled bluebirds, to gain a broader
understanding of how age affects winter
mortality in the species.
In reference to the sex ratio of
winterkilled birds, Dr. Pitts indicated the
natural tendency might be to assume the
ratio would be equally distributed between
the sexes—unless one has evidence to the
contrary. Surprisingly, the actual numbers
in the 2014 sample were 24 (35%) females
and 45 (65%) males, clearly indicating
male bluebirds experienced a much higher
rate of winter mortality than did females.
The same wide gap occurred with the sex
ratio of the 2015 sample, which had 7
(30%) females and 17 (70%) males. Why
is this the case? There appears to be no
single indisputable answer to the question,
but it is possible the male bluebirds had
already bonded to a nesting territory in late
February early March and were therefore
less likely to migrate to more hospitable
environs in the early stages of the nesting
season. Dr. Pitts describes this kind of
scenario in his (2011) book:
“The
bluebirds that live in the northern latitudes
and in the middle latitudes are gamblers.
Those from the north are gambling on their
ability to return home early enough in the
nesting season to be able to acquire a highquality nesting site before another bluebird
or some other cavity-nesting species claims
it. Those living in the middle latitudes are
gambling on their ability to survive the
winter weather as they attempt to remain
near their nest sites throughout the year.
Both groups sometimes lose, big time.”
After the winterkilled bluebirds were
found in 2014 and 2015, the ensuing
nesting seasons clearly revealed the nega5
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ranks 58th on the list of 63 species.)
In the future, when winterkilled
bluebirds are discovered in various places
throughout their range—especially in
nestboxes along bluebird trails—it will be
important to garner as much information as
possible about the circumstance of the
deaths and the individual traits of the birds
involved.
Although it’s shocking and
distressing to find a large number of dead
bluebirds, winterkill does at least provide a
rare opportunity to analyze and evaluate the
physical traits, behaviors, and biological
dynamics of the birds we are attempting to
help. Hopefully, as a counterbalance to
winterkill losses that occur in the future,
members of NABS will continue to assist
and nurture these beautiful creatures, and
bluebirds will remain an important part of
the world around us.
Article used with permission from the
NABS Bluebird Journal of The North
American Bluebird Society, Summer 2016
Vol. 38 No. 3
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Bob Peak is a retire public school teacher
who lives in Cadiz, Kentucky and his wife,
Judy, have been members of NABS since
1990.
Editor’s Note—Evelyn Cooper
Louisiana is so blessed that we don’t have
weather compared to those north of us, but
sometimes we do have long periods of rain
and cold making insects are hard to find.
Supplemental feeding during those times
can make a difference for young and old
alike!
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This Rose Breasted Grosbeak pair visited
my feeder this spring and were joined by
many of their friends. They love Black Oil
Sunflower Seeds.

Just last week I had a newcomer: A Rose
Breasted Nuthatch! The folks on LABIRD
Listserv tell me it’s an Irruption Year, and I
will probably see more! Keep your eyes
open for this one!
In the spring, the Indigo Buntings were like
a blue cloud!
There’s a pair of Pileated Woodpeckers
hanging out in the very back of my yard…
They love the Pear Tree!
I can’t wait to see who’s coming to visit
through the winter! I will be feeding a good
seed mix (no millet) as well as Evelyn’s
Bayou Blend (recipe on our website) and an
assortment of dried nuts and seeds. In the
next few weeks I’ll be “Winterizing” my
Con’t on page 7

Con’t from page 6 From The Perch
nest boxes so locals/visitors can use them to
roost if the weather gets really bad. Also, do
maintenance on boxes and guards on your
trail and backyard boxes now. We’ve been
blessed with an unusually long Indian
summer, but real November weather will be
her soon!
I’m looking forward to a great birding
year, and a great year for LBBS! I’m
looking for new projects for our
organization to tackle and new challenges
for our organization to meet! Feel free to
contact me with ideas!
Happy Birding!
Sheryl Cooper Bassi
President, LBBS

Joan Brown, Monroe, Emily Winners
and Gladys Ford, Lecompte, getting
ready for the Annual Meeting at
Smith’s Landing in Lecompte.

Pictures From The 2016 LBBS Annual
Meeting At Lecompte, La

Photo by: Sheryl Cooper Bassi

Pictured above is Pauline Humphries
showing the Nikon binoculars she won at
the annual meeting as keynote speaker,
Jim Johnson looks on.
Photo by: Sheryl Cooper Bassi

Emily, Pauline and Gladys at the
meeting.
A T T E N T I O N!
Shop www.smileamazon.com and
specify North American Bluebird
Society and a percentage of your
order will be donated by Amazon to
them!

Thank You!
LBBS thanks Shirl Cook, Luling, for her
generous donation to our organization
and for her service as a board member
for our organization!
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An organization devoted to conservation of all native cavity-nesting birds
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MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION FORM
(This form may be copied and distributed
($15.00, plus $11.00 shipping gives one year membership with free nestbox,
total $26.00)
NAME:_________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS:_____________________________________________________________
CITY, STATE & ZIP CODE:______________________________________________
E-MAIL & TELEPHONE:________________________________________________
{ } New Membership

{ } Renewal

__________Individual

$ 7.50

_________Family

$ 15.00

_________Lifetime

$250.00

_________Organization

$ 25.00

_________Small Business

$ 25.00

_________Corporation

$100.00

_________Donation

$_______

Your cancelled check will be your receipt. To save money, receipts are not issued
unless specified. Please ask if your company or your spouse’s company has a
matching gifts program to augment your contribution. Inquiries for information
concerning matching gifts may usually be made at the company’s benefit office.
LBBS is recognized as a 501 (c) (3) charitable organization and contributions are
tax deductible as allowed by law.

