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We are in the busiest 6 weeks of bluebird and tree swallow nesting activity from mid- May to late June 

so if it feels like things are happening fast on your trails and at your nestboxes it is probably because 

they are!! By mid -July most of the tree swallows will have fledged and there will be a definite quietness 

again to trail walks. Of course, bluebirds and house wrens (and the non- native house sparrow) can nest 

through late August so please continue to check you nestboxes at least every 10-14 days from mid -July 

to late August. Bluebird trails are like a box of chocolates- “you never know what you’re gonna get”! Its 

one of the many reasons we love checking nestboxes!  

 June 1st is the date that I try to obtain information about the early season contents of nest boxes on all 

Black River Audubon Society bluebird trails plus information from those who have bluebird nest boxes at 

their homes. Please check all of your nest boxes as close to June 1st as possible and report what is 

actually in each box around that date.  I am interested in knowing what species are using the nest boxes 

(bluebird, tree swallow, black capped chickadee, etc.) and how many eggs or chicks are actually present. 

Then please let me know if you have already had any fledglings- how many and what species. For 

example, your report might look like this:” Box 1 has 5 bluebird eggs and has already fledged 4 bluebirds 

this year, box 2 is empty, box 3 has 6 tree swallow chicks, box 4 has 4 bluebird young chicks.” If you 

found dead bluebird chicks this year please mention that in your note to me as well as how many were 

lost. I will compile all this information in an “early season report” and send the information to all of you 

in the next newsletter. Thank you so much!! I really appreciate it! You can email the information to me 

at pennybrandau@gmail.com. Thank you! 

        

The Spring meeting of the Black River Audubon Society Bluebird trail volunteers was held on March 4, 

2018 at the Amherst Public Library. Photos above. It was a great spring kickoff meeting! 

We also appreciated the wonderful responses and attendance at the “Bluebird Basics” classes on March 

26th at the Wakeman Library and on April 15 at the Amherst Library. These programs were open to the 

public and both rooms were full capacity at 35-38 attendees. Lots of new bluebirders joining our ranks! 

Pictured below:  

Wakeman Library Bluebird Basics Class.   Photo on the right, a male bluebird on a nestbox roof.  
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Pictured below: 

Diana Steele, Kathy Kleinman and Mari help install new bluebird boxes at North New Russia Township 

trail. Marty Ackermann works to relocate and repair boxes on his trail at Westwood Cemetery. 

                                                                                                

 

 

                           

Cat predation is a very real and serious problem. If all cat owners kept their pets indoors it would be a 

lot safer for both the cats and also native birds. The death of a female bluebird or swallow which is 

nesting could potentially cause the loss of an entire clutch of eggs/ young since the female incubates the 

eggs for around 14 days and then also helps keep the newly hatched chicks warm for the first few days 



of their lives. The killing of the mother bird could actually result in the death of potentially 4-7 more 

young birds due to her loss. ☹ 

If you are walking a bluebird trail or checking your backyard bluebird nestbox and find that a box has 

become infested with ants would you know how to help your birds survive the infestation? Ant 

infestations in nestboxes are one trouble shooting area of nest monitoring esp. in May and June when 

the temperatures are hotter and rainstorms sometimes blow into nests, making them wet and attractive 

to ants.  Ants can be deadly to young nestlings- they will swarm over them and cause bites and death. If 

the nest has no eggs nor young yet then simply remove the wet, ant infested nest and replace it with a 

new dry one which you can easily fashion from long dry grasses yourself. The nest should be at least 4-6 

inches tall. Place Vaseline clear petroleum jelly around the pole just under the nest box and also inside 

the pole at the top to deter ants from returning. (Pictured above). 

It is helpful to keep a container of dry grasses in your car trunk in case you need it. These should ideally 

be long unmown grasses without pesticide use. I use a clean empty plastic coffee can with lid to store 

dry grasses. If the wet ant infested nest does have eggs or young then first fashion a new nest from your 

available clean dry grasses. Next remove the nest and eggs/young carefully from the box, placing them 

in the container or on a soft paper towel on the ground. Loosely cover them with a light paper towel to 

block the sunlight from the young. Once you have scraped out the ants and replaced the old nest in the 

box with the new dry one you can return the young to the nest. Nest changes should not be attempted 

if nestlings are older than 12-13 days old since they are more likely to fledge prematurely if removed 

from the nestbox.  Here is a helpful website for more information about nest changes.                 

http://www.sialis.org/nestchange.htm 

 Nest changes are also recommended if a nest is heavily infested with blowflies. Valuable information 

written by Bet Zimmerman Smith about blowflies can be found on the website Sialis at 

http://www.sialis.org/blowflies.htm. 

 “Blow flies (Protocalliphora sp. and Trypocalliphora sp.) are flies that look kind of like houseflies. (I 

have seen it written as one word or two - I use both!) Bird blowflies lay eggs in birds’ nests, on or 

next to nestlings of birds including bluebirds, swallows, chickadees, wrens, warblers, flycatchers and 

raptors, shortly before or after the nestlings hatch. Multiple infestations can occur in nestlings that 

spend several weeks in the nest. Developing blowfly larvae tend to stay very close to the nestlings 

because it is warmer underneath the birds and this accelerates larval development. The gray maggots 

use a mouth hook to cut through the nestling's skin in order to suck their blood, ala vampires of 

myth.”  

The most common times to find blowflies in a bluebird or tree swallow nestbox are around the time 

the eggs should be hatching up to the actual fledge date of the young birds. Of course, you won’t be 

opening the nestbox once the young bluebirds or tree swallows are around 12 days old since you don’t 

want to risk premature fledging, so your inspections for blowflies are especially important during 

regular nestbox checks those first 12 days after hatching. By gently sliding your putty knife or nestbox 

spatula under the nest and gently  raising it about an inch you should be able to see if the nest has 

blowfly maggot larvae on the floor of the box or not. If there are a substantial number of blowfly 

larvae (greater than 5-10 per nestling) I would recommend doing a nest change. (See above for nest 

change information.) 

 

Photo of Blowfly larvae taken from the Sialis website. 

http://www.sialis.org/nestchange.htm
http://www.sialis.org/blowflies.htm
http://www.birdblowfly.com/


Last year our BRAS group did a mini study to see if placing a few sprigs of Augustofolia True Munstead 

lavender under the nest would deter blowflies and results were inconclusive in part due to the small size 

of the sampling numbers.  I would like to do a larger study next year with lavender- please let me know 

if you are interested in participating. 

 

Another heartbreaking problem which is sometimes encountered in a bluebird or swallow box during 

nestbox checks is finding the horrifically mutilated body of a bluebird or tree swallow due to a House 

sparrow attack. It always makes me sick to see the damage done to our native birds by the heavy 

determined beak of the House sparrow. PLEASE put up a sparrow spooker over nestboxes at risk for 

house sparrow predation. Spookers should be put up only after there is at least one bluebird or swallow 

egg however, and not sooner. We don’t want to frighten away the bluebirds or swallow parents. If they 

have at least one egg however they are committed to the nest and will accept the addition of a sparrow 

spooker.  

The sparrow spooker should always be taken down as soon as the young bluebirds or swallows fledge. 

Leaving it up after the young fledge can cause the House sparrow to become accustomed to it, lose his 

fear of it, and possibly cause it to no longer be an effective house sparrow deterrent. If I am putting the 

spooker up when it is a windy day I will often put a rubber band around the streamers and then remove 

the band the following day. This reduces the wild fluttering of the streamers in the wind and I find that 

the bluebird /swallow readily accept this temporary “less wild” version of the sparrow spooker. We 

always have spookers available so contact me if you need one or more. They can be a highly effective 

24/7 passive HOSP deterrent when used correctly. 

             

First photo shows a HOSP attack on a TRES. The swallow’s head was just a unrecognizable reddish mass 

of pulp and her body was covered by new HOSP nesting material.  

The second photo shows one way to put a rubber band around the six streamers of a sparrow spooker if 

it is put up on a windy day. The rubber band can be removed the following day. 

I would like to caution all bluebird lovers who choose active control of House Sparrows by inbox 

trapping to use diplomacy when removing live House Sparrows from the nestbox if bystanders are 



nearby. Not everyone understands or agrees with the practice of removing HOSP from bluebird trails. 

Many don’t know that the House Sparrow is not native to our country and has been one of the major 

reasons for the decline of bluebirds in North America. House sparrows are not protected by the 

Migratory Bird Treaty Act either. If bystanders ask questions it can be a teachable opportunity but 

please be accepting of differing opinions and aware of the need for diplomacy. Perhaps we can gain 

another bluebirder! 

   

Have you ever seen a male bluebird display his tail feathers like the one pictured above? Definitely 

gorgeous! And the beautiful tree swallows on guard at their nestbox are stunningly iridescent! It feels 

like a special privilege to be able to help these native birds successfully raise young. You know you are a 

Bluebirder when your happy place is on a bluebird trail! 

Al Batt said “Bluebirders are what is right about this world.” I couldn’t agree more! 

For me, bluebirds are special because when I am blue, the sight of one makes me less so. Their 

appraising sideways stare is endearing as well, more curious than wary. Their vigilance in parenting 

gives us all something to aspire to. They need, and seem to appreciate, a helping hand from me and I 

can see and hear the results of my efforts all around me every day. 

- Paula Ziebarth, Ohio, 2004 

 

Wishing you bluebirds to dance in your soul! 
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