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The Secret Life of Western Bluebirds

Eastern Bluebird

Western Bluebirds are well-loved due to their exceptional beauty,
friendly nature and beneficial behavior of eating great quantities of
insects. Many people confuse them with the larger, more aggres-
sive Western Scrub Jay.

North America has three species of bluebirds: the Eastern, the
Mountain and the Western Bluebird. The range of the Western
Bluebird is from British Columbia into Mexico and from the Pacific
Ocean to western Montana and west Texas. The bluebird is a small
thrush (like a robin), about 7” in length with a small straight bill.
The male has cobalt blue upper parts, throat, wings and tail with
rust-orange breast. The female is brownish gray with chestnut
across the breast and aqua blue in wings and tail. They are mainly
insectivorous but eat shrub and tree berries when insects cannot
be found. The bluebird’s call is a rather faint and brief few-few-
fawee.

Their habitat is open woodland with low grass and scattered trees
similar to parks, golf courses and edges of forests. They perch on
low branches to spot insects on the ground. They drop down to
snag the insect and usually fly up to eat it or take it to their young.

Bluebirds are among 84 species of birds in North America that nest
in holes in dead trees, commonly called cavities. For this reason
they are called cavity nesters. Because bluebirds lack the bill and
anatomy suited to excavating, they make their nests in natural
cavities in trees or in the nest holes made and later abandoned by
woodpeckers. Historically dead limbs and dead trees have been
critical nest sites for bluebirds. The steady removal of dead trees
across developed landscapes has impacted bluebirds as well as
other cavity nesters. Due to this shortage of natural cavities,
bluebirds will use birdhouses or try other enclosed spaces that are
often unsafe.

All year long bluebirds investigate holes in search of suitable
cavities. This is why nest box monitors leave birdhouses in place all
year. In late winter bluebirds search in earnest for a nest site and
defend it from competitors such as other bluebirds, House Wrens,
Bewick’s Wrens, Tree Swallows, Oak Titmice, Nuthatches, House
Sparrows, European Starlings and others.



In the spring and summer nesting season
the male flies around his territory singing a
beautiful song at dawn to announce his
ownership. He courts the female by wing ,
waving and offering food. The nesting season usually
starts the first of April and ends in early August. The
male shows his mate more than one nest site. She
chooses one and starts building a nest using dried
grasses and/or pine needles depending on what is
available. Leaning her breast on the pile of grasses,
she kicks backward pushing the material against the
walls. By turning, she makes a circular cup that she
finishes with soft grasses. It is common for her to in-
If she finds

plastic strings she may include them in the structure

clude feathers and pieces of cellophane.

but this presents great danger of tangling the bird’s
feet. With favorable weather, it takes her five or six
days to complete her nest. Then she starts laying one
blue egg per day until the clutch is complete. The
most common clutch size is five and occasionally six.
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By hanging on the hole and look-
g back at his mate, sometimes
ith an insect in his bill, the male

appears to signal that he is ready
to feed her during incubation.
Only females incubate the eggs. Though males
feed their incubating mates, females may leave
the eggs periodically to find food as well. To help
keep the eggs warm she creates a brood patch
on her lower abdomen by pulling out feathers.
This allows heat to be transferred from her
body to the eggs.

Eggs hatch from 13-14 days from the time the
last egg is laid. Chicks are unable to regulate
their body temperature when less than a week
old. If the female dies, the nestlings are unlikely
to survive. When the eggs hatch the female may
eat the shell which recycles the precious calcium
for her body. More commonly she removes the
pieces some distance from the nest.




Both adults feed small insects to the newly hatched chicks. They make quiet raspy sounds to wake the chicks
to eat. Birdhouse owners can whistle to get the chicks to raise their heads and open their mouths so the tan-
gle of chicks can be counted. The parents remove the white fecal sacs from the nest and drop them away
from the cavity. It is thought that this may reduce the chance that predators can smell the chicks.

The new hatchlings are pink with closed eyes and a little gray down. They grow very rapidly and can eat
larger insects in three to four days. In four to five days their skin darkens in some areas where the
pin-feathers are developing. By about day 13-14 they look fully feathered. By day 15-16 the white eye-ring
shows and is a sign that the nestlings will be active and able to bolt out of the cavity if frightened. They are
unable to fly at this stage, however. It is important not to disturb the chicks over two weeks old.

Between approximately 19-24 days the nestlings are able to fly out of the cavity and become fledglings. Their
first flight is safer if there are branches nearby for their first landing. Soon they move high in the trees and
hold very still looking like little pine cones in their gray-brown feathers with white spots front and back. In a
day or two they move more and gather and play with their siblings. They call and flutter their wings when
hungry so their hard-working parents can continue feeding them for several weeks. At about 7-10 days after
fledging they can begin to pick up insects but will not be self-sufficient for a couple more weeks. Meanwhile
the female may begin a second (or sometimes a third) nest and lay more eggs. As the new brood grows the
older siblings may help their parents feed the new chicks, or they may go off exploring in groups.

Nesting is usually finished by the second week in August in southern California. July, August and September is
the time for molting as the parents get new feathers and the juveniles lose the camouflage feathers with
white spots to begin taking on adult plumage. To identify the juveniles from the parents during molting, look
for a string of pearls around the neck of the youngsters. Those are the white spots around the neck that are
the last to shed. The family loosely hangs together and travels where they can find insects or berries. In
some areas they gather in flocks. Many stay in southern California. Others disappear for weeks and their
travels are not well understood. Frequently the birds will return to check on their nest cavity during this non-
nesting period. As late winter approaches the parents usually chase their offspring away from their territory,
though if their territory is a rich one, first-year males may be allowed to remain as helpers. Continued.........
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If juvenile males remain as helpers, scientific studies
suggest that they are likely to delay breeding for a
year or more until they have their own territories.
Eventually the new generation has to find their own
territories and nesting sites.

Bird surveys have shown bluebirds are increasing
after a steep decline in the last century. That
decline was caused by the accelerated removal of
dead and dying trees and by aggressive competition
posed by two imported cavity nesters. These are the
House Sparrow and the European Starling whose
populations have dramatically spread across North
America. Another cavity competitor is the imported
honey bee. In addition to these serious habitat
issues, bluebirds are harmed by several other things:
man-made strings which birds weave into their nests,
insecticide poisoning of their food, ants eating the
chicks, outdoor cats which are deadly non-native
predators, window strikes, hawks and crows.

Educating people to the problems has resulted in
improved conditions, however many cavities are
needed at all times for the 84 species of cavity
nesting birds in North America.

Everyone can educate others about the beneficial
work of bluebirds and the critical need for cavities.
Tree owners can help by saving a dead limb approxi-
mately 5” or more in diameter and 3’ feet long.

Interested persons can learn to be a monitor by
contacting the Southern California Bluebird Club.

Please refer to the additional nest monitoring
guidelines available from the Southern California
Bluebird Club at: socalbluebirds.org. To learn
more about how dead trees are valuable to
bluebirds and wildlife, and how to safely retain
some of them, visit: cavityconservation.com
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