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A Feathery Field of View
Winter has been fickle this season as an unusually 
warm December has given way to a consistent diet of 
rain and cold. Folks may not like the bitter cold, but 
we’re glad it’s finally here! We’re actually hoping for 
more to come to help assess some important questions 
associated with Brown-headed Nuthatches.

The nuthatch nest boxes that we used successfully 
during the 2015 breeding season seem like perfect sites 
for nuthatches to use as well during winter. When over-
night temperatures drop toward freezing, nuthatches 
regularly gather in communal roosts in an effort to stay 
warm. This type of communal winter roosting occurs 
in other songbirds, but it doesn’t always work as Ann 
Stewart, a birder in Rome, Georgia, discovered.

“I have noticed while watching all my feeder 
birds during the snow and bad weather that my little 
Brown-headed Nuthatches seem to have disappeared,” 
she posted in a note sent to Georgia bird watchers in 
2011. “Well I opened one of my bluebird boxes this af-
ternoon and much to my surprise and dismay - 3 dead 
Brown-headed Nuthatches in the box. They apparently 
were roosting in the cold weather and froze to death.”

The unfortunate 
outcome followed 
three nights where 
temperatures dipped 
into the mid-20s 
(with a bit of snow 
tossed in). We’re 
not hoping for 
anything quite that 
severe, but just a 
bit colder weather 
might induce more 
nuthatches to use 
the boxes now set up 
across Tall Timbers. 
We’re checking them 

nightly to monitor 
use, and then re-
turning well before 
sun-up the next day 
to determine which 
marked birds are 
roosting together.

Communal 
roosting provides a 
twist on group living 
because it could 
have less to do with 
family ties and more 
to do with simply 
having multiple 
warm bodies around 
on a cold night. 
When temperatures 
plunge below freezing, a stranger might be as welcome 
as a close relative, and this benefit could lead in turn to 
some of the non-familial arrangements we regularly ob-
serve. Young nuthatches often disperse from nesting lo-
cations only to take up residency with unrelated adults 
that hold a territory. These unrelated juveniles are not 
booted out of the territory and may provide some as yet 
unknown benefits during winter months. The unrelated 
birds also often end up helping their adopted families 
during the following breeding season.

We’ve stumbled across communal winter roosts 
now and then over the years, but we’re hoping the boxes 
will provide more predictable encounters. We’ve tried 
following individuals late in the afternoon when cool 
temperatures are forecast, but birds often launch off 
on long-distance treks as night approaches and simply 
leave us standing in their airstream. The closely relat-
ed Pygmy Nuthatch is known to fly over a mile to join 
communal roosts that may contain 100+ individuals. 
The Pygmy occupies much colder pinelands out west 
and survives the harsh winter conditions thanks pri-
marily to communal roosting behavior.

Jim Cox at new nuthatch box.

Nuthatch inspecting box.
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Saturday, February 6
Bird Watching Basics 10–11 AM. 
Native Nurseries, Tallahassee, FL. 
Registration required (850-386-
8882).
Thursday, February 18
Sex in the Sitta. Manatee County 
Audubon, 6:30-8:00 PM, Hope 
Church, Bradenton, FL.
Thursday, March 3 
The Intriguing Lives of 
Brown-headed Nuthatches. 
Magnolia Chapter, Native Plant 
Society, King Building, FSU,  
Tallahassee, FL.
Saturday, March 12
Field trip to Tall Timbers Re-
search Station for Magnolia Chap-
ter, Native Plant Society, Tallahas-
see, FL. Contact jim@ttrs.org. 
Saturday, April 16
Bird Banding Demo,  
Wakulla Springs Wildlife Festival, 
Wakulla Springs, FL.
Saturday, May 7
Banding Red-cockaded Wood-
peckers on Tall Timbers. We’ll be 
banding nestling woodpeckers 
provided we have a nest at an 
appropriate stage of development.  
Contact jim@ttrs.org.

Michael Keys is a tree surgeon who’s never felled a tree. His chainsaw is 
deafening and wood chips scatter about like hundreds of pesky flies when 
he works, but, when Mike finishes a job, the tree stands pretty much as 
it did before he stared. There’s even some spray paint added for artistic 
measure.

Mike is one of a small cadre 
of tree surgeons who constructs 
new homes for the endangered 
Red-cockaded Woodpecker. The 
Red-cockaded Woodpecker is the 
only woodpecker that excavates its 
dwellings exclusively in living pine 
trees. It often takes a woodpecker a 
couple of years to complete a cavity, 
but land managers can provide ar-
tificial cavities ready for immediate 
occupancy. The cavities help both to 
bolster populations and also expand 
woodpecker populations into unoc-
cupied areas.

Thanks to a special grant from 
the Bill Terrell Avian Conserva-
tion Grant of the Georgia Ornitho-
logical Society, Mike, Joe Burnam, 

and other woodpecker home builders have been active in the Red Hills for 
the past couple of years. The grant enabled us to create eight new wood-
pecker territories by constructing artificial woodpecker cavities in unoc-
cupied areas. As of January 2016, two of the new territories were occupied 
each by a single woodpecker. 

The grant also enabled us to replace 74 old, dilapidated artificial cavities 
that were distributed among 33 established woodpecker territories. If an 
artificial cavity is not used by a Red-cockaded Woodpecker within a few 
years following its excavation, it can be claimed by other woodpeckers as 
well as flying squirrels that often enlarge the entrance holes and fill up the 
cavity with debris. We focused our rehabilitation efforts on six properties 
that contained >20 artificial cavities excavated prior to 2009.

Cavity construction is still an arduous process for humans and not for 
the faint of heart. Using chainsaws and gas-powered drills while standing 
atop a 30' ladder takes endurance, strength, and a great deal of training. A 
special video is available on the Tall Timbers website for those interested in 
seeing the process.

Two types of artificial cavities can be constructed. An artificial insert 
cavity is created by placing an industrial-strength bluebird box in the side 

Grant provides new homes for woodpeckers

Support Tall Timbers!
Become a member. 

Join today.

Sawing cavity for artificial nest box.

mailto:jim%40ttrs.org?subject=
mailto:jim@ttrs.org
http://talltimbers.org/red-cockaded-woodpecker-rcw-cavity-construction/
http://talltimbers.org/support-tall-timbers/
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of a tree. A chainsaw is used to cut 
out a rectangular section of the tree 
so the artificial cavity is flush with 
surface of the bole of the tree. The 
second type of construction process 
features use of a gas-powered drill. 
The drill is used to ream out an en-
trance hole and interior cavity using 
scores of wrist-numbing strokes. The 
advantage of an insert cavity is that 
it can be used almost immediately 
once completed. Drilled cavities 
need to be screened off for a couple 
of months while sap produced by the 
excavation process dries. However, 
once ready, drilled cavities have a 
more natural look and also provide benefits to species such as Northern 
Flickers that make use of enlarged Red-cockaded cavities.

The construction of artificial cavities has played a big role in sustaining 
woodpeckers in the Red Hills region. The new territories established should 
lead to even greater expansion over the coming years. The properties where 
we created new territories contain additional habitat that could be occupied 
once additional artificial cavities are provided. However, it’s appropriate to 
move slowly to give woodpeckers a chance to take hold on the properties 
before an excess of artificial cavities is provided. Red-cockaded Wood-
peckers typically do not disperse very far from home base, and a surplus of 
artificial cavities created too far from active territories could simply become 
shabby and ruinous before woodpeckers occupy the structures. Han, K., J. Cox, and R. Kimball. 

2015. Uncommon levels of 
relatedness and parentage in 
a cooperatively breeding bird, 
the Brown-headed Nuthatch 
(Sitta pusilla). Wilson Journal of 
Ornithology 127(4): 593-600.

 Cox, J., J. Cusick, and E. DuVal. 
2016. Sex in the Sitta: the 
intriguing biology of the Brown-
headed Nuthatch. Birding 
Magazine 48(1) 40-50.

Gray, M. M., E. Schunke, and 
J. Cox. Accepted. Tool usage 
by juvenile Brown-headed 
Nuthatches (Sitta pusilla). 
Southeastern Naturalist. 

The progress made last year in 
developing a captive breeding 
population of Grasshopper 
Sparrows has led to additional 
work in 2016. The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife is providing us with a 
grant to test methods for releas-
ing captive-reared sparrows back 
into the wild. Four unpaired 
males currently housed at the 
White Oak Conservation in 
Jacksonville will be transported 
to our study site in Bainbridge, 
GA, and released in March. 
We plan to use a soft-release 
approach where sparrows will 
be held in a small aviary for a 
couple of weeks before doors 
are opened and birds allowed to 
come and go as they please. We 
will continue to provide food 
and water for 2-3 weeks follow-
ing the release.

A big addition of many small gems 
The Natural History Museum at Tall Timbers has been enriched with some 
precious bits of rich color this past year.

Bob Sargent was an ardent bird bander who spent months each winter 
chasing down hummingbirds visiting feeders across several southeastern 
states. Folks with hummingbirds sipping at their feeders would drop a note 
or give Bob call to let him know about these unusual winter visitors. When 
he had a critical number of birds lined up in a city or a hint of some really 
rare hummer, he’d load up his van and head off to capture and band the 
small wonders.

Bob passed away last fall at the age of 77. He founded the Humming-
bird Study Group and trained scores of other hummingbird banders. It’s 
estimated that he banded over 800 hummingbirds just in his backyard in 
Clay, Alabama, and perhaps more than 10,000 hummingbirds throughout 
eastern states. 

Pine tree with artificial cavity insert.
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Thus far, only a couple of the 20 
boxes we’ve set out have been 
used, so we’re still scratching our 
heads on how best to monitor 
this behavior. A pair of adults has 
been using a box consistently for 
several weeks, but other groups 
seem to be using natural cavities, 
if, that is, they are actually roost-
ing communally. Keep those fin-
gers crossed for more cool weath-
er in hopes we can crack this 
nuthatch question before breeding 
gets underway in late February.

It’s a legacy that lives on with the recent donation of the data associ-
ated with all the hummingbirds Bob banded in Florida. The collection is 
now part of the Tall Timbers Natural History Museum and includes photos, 
measurements, and 1-4 feathers collected for 448 individuals representing 
seven different species. The Ruby-throated Hummingbird, the only species 
that breeds east of the Mississippi River, is the most common bird in the 
collection (198 individuals). Black-chinned and Rufous hummingbirds are 
the next most common species followed by Buff-bellied, Calliope, Allen’s, 
and Broad-tailed hummingbirds.

“Bob would go almost anywhere to catch a winter hummingbird,” says 
noted Tallahassee hummingbird bander Fred Dietrich. “I started working 
with Bob at his summer banding program in Elkins, West Virginia,” Diet-
rich recalled. “I got hooked quickly and went up every summer to be put to 
work. I helped process over 1000 hummingbirds until Bob retired in 2008, 
and with a bit of extra training was able to secure my own special banding 
permit.”

The data Bob and fellow 
banders amassed have led to 
some great new discoveries. 
Most hummingbirds are 
captured in December and 
January suggesting a lot of 
movement may occur up 
to this point in winter. Sex 
ratios for captured birds 
are male-biased for juve-
niles and female-biased for 
adults, suggesting different 
survival rates may occur. 
Female Rufous Hummingbirds also exhibited the greatest site fidelity and 
regularly returned to the same feeder each winter.

Some bigger surprises uncovered through hummingbird banding are 
the extremely long distances that some individuals moved. In 2014, Di-
etrich caught a 2-year-old male Rufous Hummingbird at the Tallahassee 
home of Roy Brown on Jan. 20. Eighty-seven days later on April 17, a hum-
mingbird bander in California recaptured the same Rufous Hummingbird 
at her banding station nearly 2,000 miles away. In June 2010, a female 
Rufous Hummingbird that Dietrich banded in Tallahassee was recaptured 
in Chenega Bay, Alaska. This 3,500 mile trek was the longest documented 
migration route of any hummingbird species.

Field techs Mary Mack Gray and Adrienne Doyle have organized and 
entered the data into a database on rainy days that preclude pursuit of field 
activities.  The records will be posted on line, and we’ll digitize both the 
data cards and the feathers soon to ensure the great information and bright 
colors are readily accessible and do not fade with age.

Buff-bellied Humingbird banded in Tallahassee

Congratulations to Jess Cusick for passing 
her preliminary exams at Florida State 
University. As a result, Jess officially 
enters the Ph.D. program and will be 
honing the research questions she plans 
to tackle with the Tall Timbers nuthatch 
population. Read more on her website. 

http://www.talltimbers.org
http://bio.fsu.edu/duval/cusick.html

