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Project Partners: In 2018, the Bring Back the Bluebird Project operated for its 7th year in the 
Cowichan Valley and it was the 3rd year that the Western Bluebird population was monitored 
without the aid of translocations. The Cowichan Valley Naturalists Society (CVNS) began leading 
this ambitious project in 2017, taking over for the Garry Oak Ecosystem Recovery Team which 
lead the project from 2012 – 2016. This collaborative, international effort works closely with 
the songbird reintroduction expert Gary Slater, of Ecostudies Institute, and receives in-kind 
support through partnership with the Nature Conservancy of Canada and the Province of British 
Columbia.  

 
Population Summary: At least 15 adult Western Bluebirds (Sialia mexicana) were identified on 
Vancouver Island during the breeding season of 2018; all of which were banded and had been 
born in the Cowichan Valley. Thirteen bluebirds resided within the Cowichan Valley and the 
other two made brief appearances in the greater Victoria area, with one female building a nest, 
but no mating was observed. From five breeding pairs, nine successful nests fledged 42 young. 
Although fewer adults returned this year than in 2017, (18 adults in 2017), nest productivity 
was higher, (compared with 34 fledglings in 2017), and an exceptionally high nesting success of 
100% was observed. Additionally, a Cowichan born female successfully bred on San Juan Island 
(SJI) with a male from the SJI population. Since one of the long-term goals of this project is to 
support a regional recovery of Western Bluebirds, it is particularly good news to see another 
demonstration of connectivity between our Cowichan Valley bluebirds and those that have 
been reintroduced to the San Juan Islands. Visit  https://sjpt.org/ to learn more about their 
project. 

  
Nestbox Stewardship and Citizen Science: Since 2017, the CVNS has worked to assemble a 
well-trained group of volunteers for this project. CVNS Trail Monitors attended an annual in-
house training workshop in early spring and proceeded to look after 15 of the 18 nestbox trails 
surrounding Quamichan and Somenos Lakes. This nest box network totals nearly 250 nest 
boxes across 70 different properties. Along with staff, CVNS Trail Monitors kept these nest 
boxes well-maintained, supported landowner engagement in stewardship activities, and 
prevented invasive House Sparrows (Passer domesticus) from nesting in the boxes. Monitors 
also collected data on the nests of the six, native cavity-nesting species using these boxes 
including: Western Bluebirds, Tree Swallows, Violet-Green Swallows, Chestnut-Backed 
Chickadees, Bewick’s Wrens and House Wrens. 

 
Protecting Bluebirds: Although House Sparrows, outdoor cats, and other predators remain a 
threat to the recovery of this small Western Bluebird population, the staff and well-trained 
CVNS Trail Monitors experienced success with a variety of “predator-prevention” methods used 
to safe-guard nest boxes. These predator guarding methods include mounting boxes on free-
standing posts with a PVC sleeve, to prevent mammalian predators from accessing the nest, 
and installing “sparrow-spookers” on the top of the box to deter House Sparrows from harming 
bluebirds or their nests. Trail cameras are also used to monitor for predators and re-sight 
Western Bluebirds. Many of these techniques have been inspired by groups such as the North 

https://sjpt.org/


American Bluebird Society and Bet Zimmerman’s website www.Sialis.org, and have been 
refined by project staff over the years. Additionally, supplemental mealworms were provided to 
nesting bluebird pairs on a daily basis, for up to 5 weeks per nest, by a group of highly 
dedicated volunteers.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Victoria Activities: Julia Daly worked as a part-time coordinator to expand the project’s capacity 
to support future Western Bluebird recovery in the Greater Victoria area. With the help and 
enthusiasm of several Victoria Natural History Society members, two Western Bluebird 
individuals were identified and monitored. Several nestboxes were installed and some existing 
boxes were moved to more suitable locations. Outreach was conducted with several potential 
landowners, for establishing future nestbox trails and nestboxes at the Rocky Point Bird 
Observatory were checked for signs of possible Bluebird nests. Julia also gathered information 
about historical Bluebird nest sites, and nestbox locations from the Royal BC Museum. 
 
Outreach and Education: By using Western Bluebirds as a flagship species, this project brings 
attention to the many at-risk species that rely on the highly endangered Garry Oak ecosystem, 
within which Western Bluebirds thrive. Development and habitat destruction remain a 
significant threat to the availability of in-tact Garry Oak habitat. Through outreach and 
education, the Bring Back the Bluebird Project increases awareness and stewardship of Garry 
Oak habitat and the many threats it faces. In 2018, the Cowichan Valley Naturalists’ Society 
gave talks and presentations to over 400 people through events such as: the Cowichan Land 
Trust’s (CLT) AGM, CLT’s Board of Directors meeting, Somenos Marsh Society’s Wildwings 
Festival, the In-Bloom Wildflower Festival hosted by the Nature Conservancy of Canada, the 
Nature Conservancy of Canada’s AGM, and the Habitat Conservation Trust Foundation’s Board 
of Directors. Natural history presentations focused on the Western Bluebird were presented to 
several other Naturalists’ groups and school groups on the island including the Salt Spring Trail 

Figure 1: Nest box mounted on a free-standing post with a PVC sleeve. Figure 2: A male (left) and 
female (right) Western Bluebird pair sitting on top of a "sparrow spooker." 

http://www.sialis.org/


and Nature Club, the Comox Valley Naturalists, Maple Bay Elementary students, the University 
of Victoria’s Adult Education Extension Program, Vancouver Island University’s Bird Banding 
Station, and more.  
 
Sharing Information: Through weekly email updates and frequent social media posts, the 
project reached an estimated 350 people each week. Staff and volunteers also attended 
monthly Cowichan Stewardship Roundtable Meetings to share project updates to local 
stewards and concerned citizens.  Several articles highlighting the project were written and 
featured in the Cowichan Valley Voice, the Victoria Naturalist, and on the Habitat Conservation 
Trust Fund’s website. Additionally, a Western Bluebird Recovery Meeting was hosted by the 
CVNS and was attended by regional partners including Ecostudies Institute, The San Juan 
Preservation Trust, and the CVNS Bluebird Project Steering Committee.  
 
Community Building: The Cowichan Valley Naturalists’ Society also hosted several annual 
events dedicated to training, building community, and appreciating the many volunteers 
involved in this project. The annual Beer and Burger fundraiser, held at the Cowichan Bay Pub, 
was a great success with attendance by over 120 guests. Over $5500 was raised through 
donations and the silent auction which was sponsored by at least 20 local businesses, four non-
profits and 30 individuals. Trail monitors met for a mid-season potluck, to share some early 
highlights from the season. The annual Volunteer Appreciation Event, where volunteers receive 
thank-you gifts and share a potluck meal together, was attended by nearly 50 guests including: 
nestbox hosts, CVNS and VNHS volunteers, and project experts.  
 
A very special thanks to the volunteers who donated over 3000 hours on this project in 2018, 
including: CVNS volunteers, VNHS volunteers, our nest box hosts, nest box builders and all of 
our generous supporters. Many thanks to volunteer Genevieve Singleton, who served as the 
Project Manager in 2018 and has been engaged in the project since it began in 2012. A thanks 
to the rest of our hard-working Steering Committee including: Cheri Beaulieu, Treasurer; Phil 
Cheffins, Human Relations; Barry Hetschko, Field Operations; and CVNS co-presidents Eric 
Marshall and Carol Milo. Thanks to Ted Leischner for his dedication to growing quality 
mealworms for the bluebirds. Thanks to all of our Trail Monitors, Mealworm Feeders, and 
others, for the many days and hours spent in the field: Carol Blackburn, Trudy Chatwin, Phil 
Cheffins, Barb Chudyk, Deb Cleal, Caroline Deary, Jennifer Goodbrand, Willie Harvie, Barry 
Hetschko, Sieg Johnson, Bob Nation, Helen Nation, Hazel Neilsen, Gillian Radcliffe, Genevieve 
Singleton, Jim Wisnia, Lyn Wisnia, John Wheatley. Thanks to all past and 2018 project staff, 
including Julia Daly, Hannah Hall, and Ryan Hetschko. Thanks to Laurel Circle and Paul Ruszel for 
providing music at our events. 
 
Thank you to VNHS volunteers who responded to sightings, looked for bluebird nests at Rocky 
Point Bird Observatory and have helped with project activities in Victoria including: Ann 
Nightingale, Bryan Gates, Jody Wells and others. 
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CVNS 2018 Summary Report written by: project staff Hannah Hall and Braden Judson 
 
For additional information visit www.cowichanbluebird.ca or contact us at 
cowichanbluebird@gmail.com. You can follow us at www.facebook.com/CowValleyNaturalists 
and you can also donate to the project online.  
 
To learn about the history of the project, visit: http://www.goert.ca/activities/bluebirds/ and to 
learn about the work of Ecostudies Institute, visit: https://www.ecoinst.org. 
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