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SPARROW SPOOKER, A VERY USEFUL TOOL
The top picture shows a Sparrow Spooker you can buy. Google it. The bottom picture
shows a home made Spooker. The shiny strips were cut from an insulated garbage bag. Put
the Spooker on after the first egg is laid. It protects the eggs, babies and adult birds. Take it
off after fledging, then repeat for the next cycle when first egg is laid. The bluebirds will
thank you!
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Well, I guess Puxatawny Phil was
wrong, because spring definitely seems to
have “sprung” in my little patch of woods.
Warm days and temperate nights have trees
budding and Bluebird thoughts turning to
nesting. While I’ve had no takers yet, I’ve
seen activity on all my boxes. Both males
and females having been perching on the
boxes and going in and out to look things
over. This means it is time to get prepared
for the nesting season to come. Here in NE
Louisiana, Bluebirds and other cavity
nesters quite often start their first cycle in
early March, so it’s just around the corner.
Now is the time to check nest boxes and
make sure that old nests are thrown away
(don’t discard close to your box). Clean
boxes, if needed, and make sure that
predator guards are in place and functional.
Don’t forget to add a thick ring of
automotive grease or all purpose grease
(found in the automotive section at WalMart) close to the bottom of the mounting
pole to defeat ants.
This is the time to consider what type of
predators you may have in your area and
what steps you can take to prevent
predation. I’m blessed in that I do not have
to deal with the HOSP, but I do have
snakes, raccoons, crows, and owls to watch
for. So far, stovepipe guards have done an
excellent job at keeping both snakes and
raccoons out of my boxes. The crows and
owls haven’t become a problem yet, but
I’m ready with an entry-hole extension
should that come to pass.
For those of you who do have trouble
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with HOSP, now is the time to purchase or
make your DYI Sparrow Spookers, so that
you can have them ready to mount on a box
as soon as the first egg is laid. They are
quite effective at keeping HOSP out of nest
boxes.
Also, now is the time to plan ahead for hot
weather. During second, third, and for some,
fourth nesting cycles, temperature inside the
box can rise to 105 and above degrees. This
can stress hatchlings and ruin eggs.
Oversized roofs can help to alleviate this
problem. Solar screening (available at home
improvement stores) can be used to wrap the
box and help cool the interior.
Con’t on page 7

Oh, No! Where Did the Eggs Go?
Bet Zimmerman Smith
There is nothing like the thrill of opening
up a birdhouse to find blue pearls nestled in a
meat little cup. Unfortunately, not all of those
eggs will hatch. In fact, sometimes eggs
disappear completely, leaving us to wonder
exactly what happened.
Unless you have a 24-hour nest camera
trained on your box, you may never know
where the eggs went. And, even if you ARE
watching, you may be in for a surprise. For
example:
1. USGS scientists monitoring ground nests
in North Dakota with video cam eras
were startled by footage of white-tailed
deer chowing down on eggs (and
nestlings).
2. A friend of mine was looking out the
window when he was supposed to be
working, and noticed a Red-bellied
Woodpecker hanging on a nestbox. The
woodpecker thrust his barbed tongue
inside and withdrew a House Wren egg.
3. Melissa Roman of Georgia had bluebird
eggs in a box outfitted with a nest cam.
The box was 85 feet from a wooded area.
One afternoon the unattended nest was
visited by a Carolina Chickadee. Over a
period of about eight minutes, the ‘dee
pecked the eggs, ate the shell fragments,
and then removed all three eggs. If you
don’t believe a “gentle” chickadee is
capable of this, watch the footage at
t i n yu r l . c o m/ k hu w 9 c m.
If eggs do disappear from your
nestbox, the three most common scenarios
are:
#1. the eggs were eaten (as a good
source of protein, fat, vitamins, and minerals)
#2. a competitor removed or destroyed
the eggs.
#3. miscreant humans vandalized the
nest.
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order to prevent recurrence. To identify the
culprit, look for clues. Are there broken
eggs on the ground under the box? (Note
that eggs thrown on the ground may be
eaten by other predators before you get a
chance to find them) Is the nest disturbed?
Did the visitor leave anything behind? (Fur?
Feces? Foreign nesting material?)
Also consider your location and set up.
What kinds of critters are common in your
area? Is it equipped with a predator guard
or baffle (see www.sialis.org/baffle.htm)?
Is the entrance hole bigger than it is
supposed to be? An entrance hole that is
too big makes it easier for predators to
access nestbox contents. Boxes mounted on
trees invite mammalian and
reptile
predators. A metal hole guard is a great
way to prevent rodents or woodpeckers
from enlarging the hole.
The Usual Suspects and Culprit Clues
HOUSE WRENS (Editor’s Note: Louisiana
does not have House Wrens nesting in
Louisiana)
House Wrens are terribly
territorial, sneaky and quick.
CLUES:
Eggs disappear but the nest is undisturbed,
or there are two tiny or one large jagged
hole in the eggs which are in the box or on
the ground nearby. Soon afterwards, sticks
appear in the box, or a House Wren is
burbling away on the roof. SOLUTION:
Install a “wren guard” after the first bluebird
egg is laid, relocate boxes at least a football
field away from brush, and avoid crowding
single boxes together. Instructions for wren
guard and more tips at www.sialis.org/
wrens.htm.
HOUSE SPARROWS: House Sparrows are
super aggressive competitors.
CLUES:
Eggs suddenly disappear, or are broken in
the nest or on the ground near the box.
Con’t on page 4
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Ground. SOLUTIONS: Make sure the hole
is not larger than it is supposed to be (i.e., by
using a metal hole guard), have an ample
roof overhanging the entrance hole,
eliminate perches including latches, use a
deeper nestbox (8.5” from bottom of hole to
floor, with saw “kerfs” on the interior to
enable fledging). Remove used nests after
fledging, to prevent the next user from piling
a new nest on top, leaving the contents too
close to the entrance.
UNUSUAL SUSPECTS
Occasionally, humans vandalize boxes in
public places. SOLUTIONS incluce using
square or star-shaped screws as a closure
mechanism, placing boxes out of reach, and
signage (i.e. Nests are protected by federal
law”).
Bluebirds do it too. Don’t underestimate
the competitive nature of bluebirds
especially when nest sites are limited. A
number of landlords have witnessed both
bluebirds and swallows removing eggs from
boxes.
SOLUTION:
Put up more
nestboxes, pairing them if desired, 15-20
feet apart. Put hole reducers on boxes
occupied by smaller birds like chickadees to
prevent larger cavity-nesters from entering.
You can find more detailed clues and
solutions for these predators and more at
www.sialis.org/predatorid.htm. Do keep
in mind that you can NOT prevent all
losses. However, if you are going to invite
birds to nest in your boxes, do your best to
increase the odds that young will
successfully fly out of the hole, safe and
sound.
Article used with permission from Bluebird
Journal of The North American Bluebird
Society. Summer 2015, Volume 37 No. 3
Bet Zimmerman Smith is a life member and
NABS board member and
belongs to
several state societies. She and her husband
maintain a 100 nestbox trail.

A male House Sparrow is chirping nearby
or atop the box, noodle-like feces are on the
roof or in the box. SOLUTIONS: Install a
“Sparrow Spooker” on the box as soon as
the first bluebird egg is laid (see
www.sailis.org/sparrowspooker.htm)
Take other measures as necessary to control
house sparrows (see www.sailis.org/
hosp.htm).
MAMMALS:
Mice, raccoons, rats,
squirrels, (flying, red, gray and fox)
chipmunks, weasels, and opossums all relish
eggs. CLUES: Raccoons typically pull
nesting material out of the hole. You may
find claw scratches or fur on the box, and
bits of eggs on the ground, or out-of-reach
eggs broken in the box. Rodents may eat all
or part of eggs, gnaw the entrance hole, or
fill the box with their own nesting material.
SOLUTIONS: Mount boxes on metal pipe
outfitted with a Kingston wobbling
stovepipe guard or PVC baffle, use a metal
hole guard to prevent enlargement of the
hole, put a large overhanging roof on the
box, and install boxes away from trees and
brush that can be used as climbing or
jumping-off points.
SNAKES: A variety of species such as
Black Rat Snakes will prey on eggs.
CLUES:
The nest is intact, but all (or
possibly some) eggs disappear suddenly.
Sometimes the snake is found still digesting
its meal inside the box, or you may see
snake feces.
SOLUTIONS:
Mount
nestboxes on a metal pole with a Kingston
stovepipe baffle.
LESS LIKELY AVIAN PREDATORS:
Magpies, jays, crows, ravens and starlings al
dine on eggs. (A cowbird will remove one
host egg and replace it with their own brown
speckled egg). CLUES: Eggs are missing
(one by one, or all) or found broken on the
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How Bluebirds React to Infertile Eggs
Lawrence Zeleny
The eggs of wild birds are usually but
not always fertile. In the case of bluebirds
it is quite common for one or more of the
eggs of a clutch to fail to hatch. If such an
egg is then broken open and there is not
visible sign of a partially developed
embryo, it can be reasonably assumed that
the egg was infertile. Occasionally a
partially developed embryo is found, in
which case the egg had been fertile, but the
embryo died during incubation because of
some inherent weakness or, perhaps,
because the egg had been exposed to
excessive heat or cold.
Infertility is usually a natural
phenomenon caused by some functional or
organic defect in the reproductive organs of
one of the parent birds. But, sometimes it
may be due to the ingestion by the parent
birds of some harmful chemical. Various
pesticides have been shown to reduce
fertility in a number of birds species.
Experienced bluebird trail operators
regularly encounter infertile eggs. The
percentage of eggs that prove to be infertile
seems to vary from year to year on any
trail, perhaps due to the difference in
weather and food supply or even in the
deleterious chemicals encountered. In my
own experience about 10 to 15 percent of
bluebird eggs prove to be infertile.
Some interesting observations have
been made on the behavior of bluebirds
when their eggs are infertile. Eggs that fail
to hatch are sometimes carried away and
discarded by the birds shortly after the
viable eggs have hatched.
More
commonly, however, the unhatched eggs
are simply left in the nest and remain there
after the young birds have flown.
Occasionally all of the eggs in a clutch
are infertile, and it is interesting to note the

Wide variations in how the bluebirds react
to this unfortunate circumstance. The
female will usually give up trying to hatch
such a clutch after having brooded the eggs
for periods less than the normal 13 or 14
days incubation period. She will then bring
in more nesting material and completely
cover all of the eggs, virtually building a
new nest on top of the old one. Then she
will lay another clutch of eggs which will,
it is hoped, be fertile so that she can raise
her brood.
On one occasion that I
observed, this procedure was repeated and
no fertile eggs were laid until the third
clutch.
How can the female bluebird know that
her eggs are infertile before she has
brooded them for the full incubation
period? One can only guess the answer.
Perhaps when she is brooding viable eggs,
she is able to feel the movements of the
developing embryos in much the same
manner that a human mother can feel the
movements of her unborn baby. Failing to
feel any such movements, the mother bird
may conclude instinctively that the eggs
will never hatch and that it would be
foolish waste of time to continue brooding.
But sometimes this decision to stop
brooding is made as early as the fourth or
fifth day of incubation, in which case it is
hard to believe that the bird could feel any
movement in the embryo. Perhaps under
these circumstances birds have a “sixth
sense” the nature of which is completely
beyond human comprehension. No one
knows the answer for sure, but we do know
that some of the birds’ senses are superior
to ours.
Not all female bluebirds are capable of
detecting infertile eggs, or, if the are, they
Con’t on Page 6
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the nest he was close by and attacked me
with such daring that I was often forced to
shield my eyes to protect them from possible
injury. My last visit before the nest was
finally abandoned was on September 19.
This time the spirit of both birds appeared to
be broken. They sat dejected nearby on the
fence, looking haggard and worn, and
scolded me in only a perfunctory manner.
But the eggs were still warm. Six days later
the birds were gone and the eggs were cold.
This female bluebird should receive a medal
of some kind. She spent five months trying
her best to raise a family during which time
she built 3 complete nests, laid 11 eggs, and
sat brooding eggs for approximately 117
days— all to no avail. Perhaps she deserves
a place in the Guiness Book of World
Records!
Article used with permission from Bluebird
Journal of the North American Bluebird
Society. Fall 2015, Vol. 37, No. 4.
2015 marked the 20-year anniversary of the
passing of NABS founder Lawrence Zeleny.
In his honor this article was presented which
appeared in the 1981 issue of Sialia (the
former name of the Bluebird ); it had
originally appeared in a 1976 issue of Nature
Society News, a publication for which Dr.
Zeleny contributed a regular column.

How Bluebirds React to Infertile Eggs
react differently. A few birds will continue
to brood complete clutches of infertile eggs
for the full 14 days incubation period or
even longer. A pair of bluebirds that I
observed quite closely during the summer
of 1976 experienced a long and pathetic
nesting season. The sequence of events was
so unusual that it seems worth recording.
Two nesting boxes, one standard type
and the other an experimental model, sere
mounted 16 feet apart on fence posts. The
bluebirds chose first the standard box and
built their nest in April. A clutch of 3 eggs
was incubated less than a week when the
female evidently decided they were infertile
and started to build a new nest over them.
But, she promptly change her mind and
oved to the nearby experimental box where
she built another nest and laid 4 eggs which
she brooded faithful for 28 days, twice the
normal incubation period, before deciding
they would not hatch. Then she returned to
the standard nesting box, which had, in the
meantime, been cleaned out, and built still
another nest. After depositing one egg in
this latest nest she evidently became
confused and returned to her previous nest
which still contained the 4 fertile eggs. Not
bothering to cover these eggs, she laid 3
more eggs in that nest. The nest then
contained 7 eggs, 4 of the previous clutch
and 3 of the latest clutch.
It would seem that the ill-fated bird was
proud of her large set of 7 eggs and that she
was determined to produce a brood from
them at all costs. For, believe it or not, she
sat on them 84 days and nights in a patient
but futile effort to bring forth baby birds.
The original of the 7 eggs, of course, had
been brooded for 112 days.
During all this time the male bird
remained faithful and unusually protective
of his mate and her nest. Each time I visited

Unusual Finds On My Trail—Evelyn

My picture of two females that laid a total
of 9 eggs in the backyard box. On the left
shows both females on the nest the first
night. After that, only one bird incubated.
Con’t on page 7
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Unusual Finds on My Trail– Evelyn Cooper

Bluebirds often add string to the nest
construction. This can be very
dangerous to the birds.
An oversize egg, one normal and one the
size of a pea found in a nestbox on the
Denbury/Cooper property line. (infertile)

Con’t from page 2
From the Perch
Nail a couple of 1x1 inch lengths of
wood stripping to the roof of the box
now so they will be in place to help
create an air barrier with the screening
when the heat begins to rise (like tying a
head scarf around the box). I’ve gone so
far as to tie on large flat pieces of
Styrofoam to help insulate the interior of
the box when it is exceptionally warm
outside.
Information is available on our website:
www.labayoubluebirdsociety.org for
construction of stovepipe guards,
Sparrow Spookers, and other types of
predator guards. There is also a wealth
of information in back issues of this
newsletter featured on the website.
With a little preparation at the
beginning of nesting season, you can
look forward to a successful and fun
year with your Bluebirds!

I’ve had quite a few white clutches, some
six eggs and many six clutch blue eggs.

Happy Birding!

HOSP laid her egg on the bare floor, in
such a hurry to take the box!

Sheryl
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LOUISIANA BAYOU BLUEBIRD SOCIETY
Joan H. Brown, Sec/Treas.
41 Hays Drive
Rayville, LA 71269
An organization devoted to conservation of all native cavity-nesting birds
www.labayoubluebirdsociety.org
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.

