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Preface  

 Beginning in the 1950’s, Western Bluebirds (WEBL) experienced sharp population 

declines throughout western British Columbia. By the mid-1990’s, Western Bluebirds 

became extirpated from Vancouver Island, their last breeding sites in the Salish Sea area. 

The loss of natural nesting cavities, through habitat loss and competition with invasive 

species, like the European Starling and the House Sparrow, has been the biggest factor in 

the species’ decline. As an important ‘first step’ in restoring Western Bluebird habitat, the 

Garry Oak Ecosystem Recovery Team established a network of over 200 nest boxes in the 

Cowichan Valley, to provide these critical nesting cavities. From 2013 – 2016 Western 

Bluebirds were successfully translocated from Washington State to the Cowichan Valley. In 

their modified landscape, these reintroduced bluebirds rely on nest boxes to breed. This 

requires our continued conservation efforts, to ensure Western Bluebirds can thrive here 

once again. 

 Through ongoing maintenance and monitoring, this network can continue to 

support the bluebirds, and other native cavity nesters, for years to come. 

 

Trail Monitoring ‘Guide’ 

 This guide is intended to be exactly that – a guide. Though situations can be 

anticipated and planned for, the bird world is very much situational, and adaptability is an 

asset. Additional researching and reading on your own will make trail monitoring more 

enjoyable and will help build your skills as a monitor and naturalist. 

 

Things to keep in Mind: 

What is Expected of Volunteers 

Due to the nature of the project, caring for live animals, commitment and reliability 

are essential. Since the idea of the project is to take ownership of a trail/network of boxes, 

each monitor is entrusted with the responsibility to make sure boxes are well-maintained 

and checked at an absolute minimum once a month (ideally weekly in high-bluebird 

areas). If you are unable to monitor your boxes or can no longer commit to your trail, 

please report it right away so that we can ensure the boxes are being monitored.  

Please report any bluebird nests (or possible bluebird nests) to the staff ASAP so that 

they can confirm and provide further instructions. 



 

Landowner Relationship 

 A strong relationship with the landowners who host nest boxes is an essential 

component of bluebird success, since they are the ones who provide the habitat and allow 

us to access their land. You’re trail monitoring kit should have landowner contact 

information (phone number and/or email address). At the beginning of the season, 

monitors should contact their trail’s landowners, to re-establish permission to access 

the land, and to receive advice regarding access, dogs, livestock, etc. Be sure to ask the 

land owners their preferences regarding contact throughout the season (e.g. do they 

want to be contacted before each visit, what is the best method of contact etc.). 

 It is essential to contact landowners before the first check of the season.  

 Respect, Awareness & Animals 

Nearly all of our nest boxes on are on private land. Retaining good relationships 

with the landowners/nest box hosts is critical to the success of this project. Many of the 

nest sites are working farms and may represent a livelihood for the landowners. When 

you’re visiting the properties, avoid disturbing the animals and trampling crops (e.g. 

skirt a hayfield rather than cutting through). It is also important to avoid creating well-

worn paths when you approach the boxes, as predators can be attracted to trails. The 

nest boxes and bluebirds often coexist with farm animals such as horses, cows, sheep, and 

rams. You will likely have to deal with many gates, and even electric fences; always leave 

gates as you found them, to avoid unwanted escapees! If you do not have much 

experience around these animals please ask the landowners for tips, or best methods to 

avoid them. It is a good idea to ask about dogs in the pre-check phone call with 

landowners, as many farms have livestock dogs on duty. Be sure to follow your intuition 

and common sense.  

Safety & Precautions  

Your personal safety is extremely important, as well as your enjoyment of the trail 

monitoring experience, so please do not feel you have to do anything you aren’t 

comfortable with. If issues arise of this manner, please talk with the project staff to find a 

solution. Most risks in the field can be mitigated by using appropriate gear and with 

awareness. For example, boxes are often mounted in hayfields with tall grass and uneven 

terrain, which can pose a risk of rolled ankles or tripping. Wearing footwear with ankle 

support and watching your step are recommended. Long socks and pants are also 

recommended to minimize the risk of tick bites. Although it is rare for ticks to carry Lyme 

disease is rare in this area, it is important to check yourself for ticks after a day in the field. 

Insect repellents can also be used to deter ticks. Black Bears have also been seen along 



some trails later in the season. Carrying bear spray, knowing how to use it, and monitoring 

boxes with a partner can reduce the risk of an incident.  

It’s good practice to carry a cellphone while in the field, as all of the nest boxes 

are in locations with cell service. We encourage trail monitors to work together for both 

efficiency and safety. To respect landowner privacy and keep active bluebird nest locations 

undisclosed, always check with staff or the landowners before inviting others to join you. 

Project staff person are happy to lend a hand or find someone to help you monitor boxes 

when needed.  

 

Timeline for the Season: 

1. Beginning of the Season (End of March - April) 

a. Contact landowners; establish a protocol for visiting each property 

b. Make sure boxes are clean & keep an eye out for Bluebirds  

i. Bluebird nests usually appear by mid-late April (weather dependent) 

c. Stay in touch with BB project staff – we’re here to help 

i. Report bluebird sightings!   

ii. Let staff know of any safety concerns for bluebirds (e.g. cats, House 

Sparrows, etc.) or for yourself (e.g. unruly livestock, dogs) 

iii. If you need a hand checking your boxes 

iv. For any questions or concerns 

d. Record observations (see Data Sheet) and share these with staff 

e. Monitor boxes on the trail ideally 1x/every 1-3 weeks in early season 

f. ‘Bluebird Blitz’ – group Bluebird searches (usually 1 - 2 times in April) 

2. Peak Nesting Season (End of April – Mid July) 

a. If you have bluebirds on the trail, continue checking boxes (every 1 – 3 

weeks); boxes on other trails should be checked at least 1x/month or more 

b. Continue recording observations of species nesting in boxes; submit data 

c. Bluebirds usually re-nest around in early June, so keep an eye out 

d. Continue removing House Sparrow nests 

e. Stay in touch with staff if you need help with anything! 

f. Mid-season potluck: socialize, share stories, provide feedback 

g. Bluebird Banding: all monitors will have opportunity to attend at least once! 

h. Mealworm feeding: lots of opportunities throughout season, if interested!  

3. End of Season (Mid-July – August) 

a. 2nd clutch Bluebird nests fledge (usually by late July) 

b. Clean out boxes for next season when nests are no longer active (August) 

c. Fix or let staff know of any box/trail maintenance needs 



d. Be sure staff receives your data sheets 

e. Volunteer Appreciation Event (August)  

On the Trail: 

1. What to Bring/Helpful Equipment  

Essential Equipment: 

- Data sheets & pencils (clipboard 

or notebook) 

- Replacement nails for door latch 

- Needle-nose pliers 

- Hi -Vis vests 

- Felt marker to re-label boxes 

- Nest ID sheet 

- Map of box locations 

- Landowner Contact Information 

- Cell phone 

- Binoculars 

 

Other Useful Equipment: 

- Mechanics mirror to look in 

nests 

- Gloves 

- Dust mask 

- Screwdriver with a Robertson’s 

head 

- Tongs for nest removal 

- A wrist watch 

- Plastic bag 

- Camera (or cell phone camera) 

- Bear Spray 

2. Finding the Nest Box  

If you’re unfamiliar with your trail, use the satellite imagery maps provided to locate 

nest boxes. All box locations are also mapped and saved in the Project’s GPS, so if you ever 

have trouble finding a nest box, contact staff and we will help. 

2a. Missing nest boxes  

On occasion a nest box will be missing from where the map says it should be. 

This is not cause for concern – often nest boxes can be knocked down by farm 

animals or removed by the landowners for various reasons. If the box was originally 

in a good location, inquire with the landowner about reinstalling the box, or 

relocating it either higher up or to a different location altogether.  

3. How to Check a Nest Box 

After locating a nest box, approach the box from the side that opens, record the box 

number (i.e. COW-15-05) on the data sheet, and knock on the door to alert an adult bird if 

they’re in the box. Next, remove the nail that latches the door and open the box. Look inside 

the box at the nest within and record the type of nest (see NABS factsheet) as well as any 

nestlings/eggs inside it (using a mechanics mirror or cell phone camera). After seeing what 



 

is in the box, close the door again and make sure to replace the nail. Please refrain from 

touching an active nest or the eggs. 

Always scan the area for predators to avoid drawing attention to the box location and 

thus putting the nest at risk. Each time you approach closely to a box, take a new path 

to avoid making a worn trail. Also, avoid opening boxes on cold, rainy & windy days as 

this can put nestlings at risk. If you know a clutch is about 14 days old, avoid opening the 

box as it can cause nestlings to fledge early.  

 

4. Box Maintenance  

 The numbers on the nest box fade, so be sure to re-mark them in 2-3 locations with 

a sharpie at least once a season. It is also very important to ensure that the nest boxes 

remain in good, usable condition. If a box needs to be replaced or repaired, be sure to make 

note of this, so you, another volunteer, or staff can return with the necessary equipment to 

make the repairs. Please let staff know if you need them to replace or repair the box. When 

a nest box is replaced, mount it in the same location to keep GPS data consistent. Make sure 

to mark the new box with the same number code as the old one.  

 

5. Maintenance Equipment  

The Project maintains a cache of equipment such as a cordless drill, hammer, 

screwdriver, sledgehammer, etc. which can be borrowed by the volunteers to do box 

maintenance. To borrow this equipment, get in touch with the project staff.  

 

6. Other Nest Box Users  

The nest boxes in the trail will often be used by other cavity nesters to build nests and 

raise their young. On Vancouver Island, it is common to see native birds such as Tree 

swallows, Violet-Green swallows, Bewick’s wrens, House wrens, and Chestnut-Backed 

Chickadees using these boxes. These nests should be left alone until after fledging, and then 

cleared out to allow for another nest to occur. These birds are more than welcome to use 

the boxes alongside the bluebirds. As native species, their nests are protected under the 

Canada Wildlife Act and it is illegal to disturb or remove active native bird nests. It is a good 

idea to familiarize yourself with what the nests of other users look like to ensure data 

accuracy and that native bird nests are not inadvertently removed. Although House Wrens 

are a native species, consider removing boxes that are habitually used by House Wrens, as 

they can compete with bluebirds by destroying their nests & eggs. 



 

 

 

6a. House Sparrows  

House Sparrows are an invasive, non-native bird species which frequent nest boxes 

on the trails, especially in locations close to buildings, barns and houses. These birds are 

extremely aggressive and are detrimental to other native bird species. If a House 

Sparrow want to use a nest box that is already occupied, they have been known to poke 

holes in eggs, dispatch nestlings (or adult birds if they happen to be in the box), and to 

drive other birds to abandon their nests. With a small reintroduced Western Bluebird 

population, we can’t afford to lose bluebird nests or breeding females to House 

Sparrow attacks. Therefore, House Sparrows should not be taken lightly; it is 

recommended by professionals and other bluebird societies to remove house sparrow 

nests or remove chronic house sparrow boxes altogether. It is better to have no box 

at all than a house sparrow box. House sparrows are not protected by federal law. 

See http://www.sialis.org/hosp.htm for active and passive management methods.  

PLEASE NOTE: If you have House Sparrows nesting near Bluebirds, a cautious 

approach is advised. House sparrows have been known to retaliate if their nest is 

removed, by destroying other nearby nests. Contact staff for advice if you have Western 

Bluebirds and House Sparrows nesting nearby on your trail. 

 

6b. Mice & Wasps  

Thankfully, rodents using nest boxes on our trails has been relatively rare so far. 

However, if you come across this, we recommend that you use gloves and a dust mask 

to remove the nest material to mitigate health risks. Bees, wasps and spiders also like to 

use the boxes for shelter. If you are comfortable, please remove these to make way for 

the birds (tongs can be helpful). If not, please let staff know so we can take care this. 

 

7. Data Collection 

Good data is essential to any scientific activity. The staff will provide data sheets at the 

beginning of the season which should be used when checking nest boxes. It is ideal to fill 

out these sheets in the field as you go. These sheets will allow both yourself, the staff 

(and anyone else who’d like the data) to easily access it and maintain a robust collection of 

nest box data.  

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


 

It is helpful, if you are able, to enter the data from your paper sheets into the digital 

spreadsheet. Ideally this should be done throughout the season to allow the staff to keep up 

to date with your trail. At the end of the season, staff would like to gather the paper copies 

of the data sheets. You can arrange to meet us or drop the sheets off at Genevieve’s.  

12. Predator Protection 

If there is a bluebird nest present on your trail, there are measures that can be taken to 

protect them from predation by both mammals and House Sparrows. A staff member 

should be involved with/make final decisions on any modifications to active 

Bluebird nest boxes, as timing in the nesting cycle is an important factor.  

Here are some best practices developed on the project: 

- If bluebird nest boxes are mounted on a fence post or tree, relocating the box onto a 

metal ‘U-Post’ sleeved with 5’ of 4” PVC pipe, is ideal. 

o Obtain permission from landowner to relocate the box/install a post.  

- Alternatively, you can increase the height of the nest box using a 3-4’ piece of 

lumber and wrapping the lumber with a large dog cone. (See photos below). 

- To deter house sparrows, Sparrow Spookers have proven to be quite effective. 

Sparrow Spooker building instructions: http://www.sialis.org/sparrowspooker.htm 

o Pre-screw the Sparrow Spooker to minimize time at the nest box.  

o Try to use a hand screwdriver (rather than the drill) to attach. 

- Modifications are ideally made in the first few days of incubation, to increase 

likelihood of the breeding adults ‘accepting’ the changes. Never attempt before the 

first egg has been laid, to minimize the chance of nest abandonment.  

o Modification attempts are safest when weather is warmest (e.g. afternoon); 

do not attempt when weather is particularly windy or cool.  

- Do not attempt multiple modifications at once. 

o However, moving the box to a post and adding the PVC sleeve should be done 

simultaneously. 

o Raising the box and adding the cone should also be done simultaneously. 

o Add a Sparrow Spooker the following day, if possible. 

A modification attempt is considered ‘successful’ if one of the adults re-enters the 

nestbox within 25 minutes of the change. If they do not, return the box to the way 

it was and try again in a of couple days.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Reading leg bands 

Each of our bluebird nestlings receives a unique set of leg bands, when they’re 

between 11-14 days old. This allows us to identify individuals throughout their life span; 

each bluebird usually receives 4 leg bands in total:  two plastic coloured bands on one leg, 

and an aluminum band and a coloured band on the other leg. The aluminum bands are 

provided by the Bird Banding Lab, a joint Canadian Wildlife Service/US Fish & Wildlife 

Service agency, and possess a unique nine-digit number. An individual may receive fewer 

than 4 bands if its leg is too short or has a deformity/injury.  Be aware that individuals 

can lose colour bands. Also note: some older red bands have faded to a peachy colour.  

Always record the bird’s left leg combination first (upper band then lower 

band), followed by the right leg combination (upper then lower). Ten different colours 

(plus aluminum band) are currently in use and each colour has a one-letter code associated 

with it (see table below). Only use the codes if you are comfortable with it, otherwise just 

write down the colour names, in the order specified above.  It is essential to confirm the 

order is correctly recorded. Report sighted band combos (along with any pictures if you 

have them) to cowichanbluebird@gmail.com.  

Colour  Code  Colour Code 

Aluminum band   Al  Orange O 

Black  B  Pink  P 

Celeste (light blue)  C  Red R 

Green  G  Violet V 

Dark blue  L  White W 

 

Have a look at the juvenile on the cover – it’s bands would be written Al/V CB 

because on its left leg it has the aluminum band above a violet band, and on the right the 

celeste band is above the black band.  

 

Injured Birds and Other Emergencies 

mailto:cowichanbluebird@gmail.com


 

Unfortunately, things do happen in the wild and birds can be injured. If you find an 

injured bluebird, or a landowner informs you of something they noticed that is of concern, 

please call the staff immediately.  

 

Helpful Bluebird Resources 

There are many resources you can use to learn more about bluebirds and cavity 

nesters. Two websites which contain ample useful information are www.sialis.org and 

www.nabluebirdsociety.org  

The following books contain helpful facts about bluebirds & more information on 

bluebird trail monitoring:  

 Bluebird Trails: A Guide to Success edited by Dorene Scriven (ISBN 0963966111) 

 The Bluebird Book: The Complete Guide to Attracting Bluebirds by Donald Stokes 

(ISBN 0316817457)  

 

NOTES: 
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