
Monitoring Bluebird Nestboxes
WHY MONITOR YOUR NESTBOX?
I is very imporan ha bluebird nesboxes be acvely moniored (checked) a leas once a week. Bluebirds are oleran
o humans, and will no abandon a nesbox ha is properly moniored. All bluebird boxes should be buil so ha hey can
be opened eiher rom he side, ron, or op.

A box ha is nomoniored may do more harm o bluebirds han good.
Monioring increases he chances o success or bluebirds using he box.
When good records are kep, i is also valuable or deermining populaon
rends.

Monioring nesboxes will aler you o problems birds may be having wih
predaors and compeors. House Sparrows (somemes called English
Sparrows) and European Starlings are non-nave species inroduced
rom Europe. Their aggressive seizure o caviy nes sies is a primary
reason or declines in bluebird populaons. Sarlings nes in many o
he naural nes sies bu can be excluded rom nesboxes by using 1½
or 1⁹⁄₁₆ inch enrance holes. House Sparrows are smaller, so hey can
readily ener bluebird nesboxes. They requenly kill adul and nesling
bluebirds, desroy heir eggs, or drive hem rom heir ness. A no me
should hey be allowed o successully nes in bluebird boxes. Doing so will increase he House Sparrow populaon and
urher reduce he number o bluebirds. See he NABS acshee on House Sparrow Conrol (available on our websie a
www.nabluebirdsociey.org/bluebirdacs.hm).

A paper wasp ormouse nes will drive nesng birds away rom he box, and should be
removed. Take appropriae precauons o avoid breahing he dus rom a mouse nes.

Knowing wha species is using he box is also benecial. Bluebird sociees would like
you o monior and repor all species using your nesboxes, no jus bluebirds. Tree
Swallows, mice, chickadees, Carolina and House Wrens and nuhaches are all nave,
benecial birds. Remember: I is illegal o remove an acve nes o any natve cavity-
nesng bird. Keeping records on a weekly basis, and sending survey orms in a he end
o he nesng season increases our knowledge o caviy-nesng birds.

Afer any nesng eor has ended, eiher due o nes ailure or successul edging o he young, remove he used nes
rom he box. When a bluebird nes is successul, re-nesng in he same box may be encouraged i he rs nes is
removed. This can be done as soon as all chicks have lef he nes. Females usually build a new nes.

WHAT TO MONITOR
When you monior a box, deermine which species is using i by examining nesng maerial and eggs. Record he
dae and he number o eggs or young observed. Knowing when he eggs were laid will help you deermine i hey
are inerle, or when hey should hach and when he young would be expeced o leave he nes. In he case omos
caviy nesers, one egg is laid one each day unl he enre cluch is complee. Incubaon will hen begin. For bluebirds,
incubaon ypically lass approximaely 12–14 days. Afer haching, he chicks will remain in he nes or abou 17–21
days. Your monioring should be limied o viewing rom a disance afer he 12–13th day, or he chicks migh jump or y
rom he box premaurely.
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Mouse nest



HOW TO MONITOR
Nesmonioring should only be done during calm, mild, and dry weaher condions o reduce he chance o chilling
chicks or eggs. Open he nesbox careully, and do no o allow he eggs o all ou or chicks o jump ou. Songbirds have
a poor sense o smell and will no abandon he nes due o monioring he nes, eggs, or chicks. Even so, you should
avoid ouching eggs or neslings.

Complee monioring as quickly and quiely as possible o minimize disurbance. Avoid disposing o used nesmaerial
near he nes sie as imay atrac predaors—insead pu i in a paper or plasc bag and dispose o i in he rash ar
rom he nesbox. Always be cerain o close he box door securely beore leaving. Record wha you observed.

HOW TO IDENTIFY NESTS AND EGGS BY SPECIES

Day 0 Day 1 Day 2 Day 3

Day 7 Day 8 Day 9 Day 10

Day 14 Day 15 Day 16 Day 17

Day 4 Day 5 Day 6

Day 11 Day 12 Day 13
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Eastern Bluebird Daily Growth
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Bluebird: The 1–4 inch all, relavely
nea nes is buil wih ne grasses or pine
needles wih a airly deep nes cup. Eggs
(4–6) are powder blue or occasionally whie.
Mountain and Western Bluebird nests may
conain bis o rash or eahers.
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Tree and Viole-green Swallow: Their
nes is also made o grasses bu hey
may use somewha coarser bers han
a bluebird. I generally has a ater cup
than the bluebird’s and is usually lined
wih many eahers. Eggs (5–7) are
whie, poiny on one end, and smaller
han hose o a bluebird.

House Wren: House Wrens ll a
nesbox wih scks and hen line he
deep nes cup wih ne plan bers
or eahers. “Dummy ness” wihou
he nes cup are ofen buil in oher
cavies wihin he male House Wren’s
erriory o reduce compeon or
resources. The ny eggs (6–8) are
glossy whie/an, heavily speckled wih
pinkish-brown spos.

Chickadee: Chickadees build a nes o
moss and plan down, wih a small,
deep nes cup lined wih hair, ur or
plan down. They lay 5–8 whie or
cream non-glossy, ny eggs ha are
covered wih reddish-brown speckles.
Eggs are ofen covered wih a plug o
hair or ur when he emale leaves he
box.

House Sparrow: House Sparrows build
a all, sloppy nes o coarse grasses
(usually wih seed heads), ofen wih
feathers and pieces of scrap paper,
cloh, cellophane, or oher garbage.
The nes in a large box or in he open
orms a canopy wih a unnel-like
enrance. The 5–7 cream- or greenish-
colored, non-glossy eggs have heavy
brown markings.
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The Norh American Bluebird Sociey, Inc. is a non-prof educaton, conservaton, and research organizaton
ha promoes he recovery o bluebirds and oher natve caviy-nestng bird species in Norh America.

www.nabluebirdsociety.org

Oher ness somemes ound in bluebird nesboxes (depending on he area) include hose o Ash-hroaed Flycachers,
Bewick’s Wrens, Carolina Wrens, Eurasian Tree Sparrows, Grea Cresed Flycachers, House Finches, nuhaches, mice,
and Prohonoary Warblers.

Revised May 2012

Eastern Bluebird nest House Wren nest

Tree Swallow nes Carolina Chickadee nes House Sparrow nes

Cutaway Views of Nestboxes
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Some Common Cavity-Nester Eggs

Tufed Timouse: The nes omoss,
ur, and sof plan bers is similar o
ha o chickadees; may be made
primarily of crumpled dried leaves
wih grass, also bis o snakeskin,
cellophane, and bark srips. The cup
may be padded wih hair, ur, bis o
sring, or cloh. The eggs are similar
o he House Wren's bu larger and
less heavily marked.
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