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A Feathery View

Untimely Recognition?
James Bond escaped a number of near-death threats 

during his career, but he’ll never escape his unusual link 

to a bit of bird trivia. 

Ian Fleming, author of the James Bond series, lived in 

Jamaica in the early 1950s, and was a keen bird watcher. 

Fleming knew James Bond to be the authority on Carib-

bean birds, not a British spy, but he appropriated the sci-

entist’s name for his fictional character because he found 

it to be “as ordinary as possible.”

James Bond, the birder, proposed that a population of 

nuthatches restricted to Grand Bahama Island was a sub-

species of the Brown-headed Nuthatch found throughout 

southern pinewoods. There was steady agreement on 

this classification for decades, but recent studies by the 

Stoddard Bird Lab (SBL) help to paint a different picture.

SBL field technician and FSU student Heather Levy 

recently assessed whether nuthatches in north Florida 

recognized the calls of their kin in the Bahamas. Birds are 

well known for their discriminating ears, and responses to 

songs are used regularly to determine whether isolated 

populations have diverged to the point that they might be 

distinct species.

Heather established 

20 sampling stations 

on St. Marks National 

Wildlife Refuge last fall 

to assess the response 

local nuthatches had 

to recorded calls of 

(1) Brown-headed 

Nuthatches from 

Virginia, (2) nuthatches 

from the Bahamas, (3) 

Pygmy Nuthatches, a 

western form recognized as a distinct species, and (4) 

House Wren, a winter visitor that is not closely related 

to nuthatches. Heather visited each station 12 times 

and blasted one of four different recorded vocalizations 

through a small MP3 player. She then scored whether a 

strong territorial response occurred along with other 

aggressive displays.

Our local nuthatches were quick to defend, scold, and 

even dive bomb the MP3 player when calls of the Virginia 

nuthatches were played. In contrast, local nuthatches 

did little more than squeak when calls of the Bahama and 

Pygmy nuthatches were played—if they came into view 

2018 has been one heckuva year. Our field work spanned 

5 states as well the Florida Everglades (in July no less). 

We measured 2,200 woodpecker cavity trees, installed 

60 artificial cavities, and banded 70+ Red-cockaded 

Woodpeckers in prep for a new reintroduction effort to 

Dixie Plantation. We also maintained a 12-year nuthatch 

study, translocated a record number of Grasshopper 

Sparrows, reintroduced nuthatches to a site in south 

Florida, and launched new work on woodpeckers in old-

growth forests. 

The bustle has abated, but there’s still lots on the 

horizon. We’ll be moving Red-cockaded Woodpeckers to 

Dixie Plantation in a few weeks. We’re also working on a 

new multi-state effort to put fire back in coastal wetlands. 

This project has the potential to improve coastal 

management from Florida to Texas and benefit scores of 

rare birds. 

All of this is possible thanks to the support we receive 

from you and many others. Creating a brighter future for 

declining bird populations is important, and we hope you 

will help by making a contribution to BirdQuest 2018, 

our most important annual fundraiser. We hope to raise 

$15,000 this year to support an intern for our study of 

old-growth forests and also purchase small instruments 

that will document migration for Grasshopper Sparrows. 

Please, don’t delay; see the next page and make your 

pledge today.

Bahama Nuthatch. Photo by Gary Slater
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Untimely Recognition continued–

Throughout the fall/winter months 
ahead, we will be hosting infrequent 
field trips on Tall Timbers as well 
as special winter sparrow drives at 
various locations near Tallahassee 
and Thomasville. Sparrow drives 
require suitable weather conditions 
that can be hard to predict far into 
the future. Accordingly, we are asking 
folks to drop a note jcox@talltimbers.
org to receive notice of upcoming 
drives or to watch the Tall Timbers 
Events Calendar for specific dates. Dr. 
Marianne Korosy, Director of Bird 
Conservation with Audubon of Florida, 
will be lending her talents to these 
very special outings that provide a rare 
chance to see the dramatic colors and 
patterns found on “Little Brown Jobs.”

Monday, October 8 – Presentation to 
Bay County Audubon City, 6:30 PM 
(CDT). Science and Discovery Center, 
308 Airport Road, Panama City.

Saturday, November 2 – Field trip, Jon-
athan Dickinson State Park, Meet at 
Elsa Kimbell Education Center Parking 
lot in Jonathan Dickinson State Park at 
9:00 AM 

Sunday, November 3 – Field trip, St. 
Sebastian State Preserve State Park, 
Meet at 9:00 AM at Education Build-
ing, 1000 Buffer Preserve Dr., Fells-
mere, FL 32948-9611

Friday, December 7 – Field trip for Or-
ange County Audubon, Tall Timbers.

Friday-Sunday, January 18-20 – Win-
ter Field Ornithology Program hosted 
by Tall Timbers and Birdsong Nature 
Center (link).

January 30 – February 2 – Coastal 
Burning Workshop, Tall Timbers and 
St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge. 
Contact jcox@talltimbers.org for 
more information.

Like us on Facebook to learn about our 
upcoming events. 

BirdQuest is Coming – Thursday, Oct. 11
Our most important fundraising event takes place soon and provides every-

one with a chance to support the important projects featured in the Firebird.

BirdQuest 2018 will be held on Beechwood and Elsoma Plantations just 

south of Thomasville. The properties feature a mix of mature, well-managed 

upland pines as well as fields, marshes, and streamside hardwood forests. 

Staff with the Stoddard Bird Lab will hit the woods before dawn and count 

all the species they can see in a single day. By day’s end, we hope to have 75 

species tallied.

We encourage everyone to make a pledge NOW for the number of spe-

cies seen on Thursday, Oct. 11. Contributions to BirdQuest 2018 will support 

an internship for our study of cavity-nesting birds, and also help us purchase 

30 geolocators to study migration patterns for the Grasshopper Sparrow 

population near Bainbridge, GA. Geolocators are tiny devices that record 

ambient light and can be used to map migration routes and important staging 

areas for small songbirds. 

To make a pledge, drop a note to cdavis@talltimbers.org 

or visit our on-line pledge form at this link. Fixed contribu-

tions after the grand day of birding are also greatly appreciat-

ed. This QR code will also take you to the pledge page.

at all (which happened less than 30% of the time). Responses to Pygmy and 

Bahama vocalizations also were very similar to the lukewarm responses our 

local nuthatches gave when presented with calls of House Wren.

Recent genetic assessments SBL has performed in collaboration with 

Kin-lan Han and Rebecca Kimball at the University of Florida also provide 

evidence supporting the distinctive qualities of Bahama nuthatches. We 

secured genetic samples from Florida and Bahama populations in 2012 

and found the genetic divergence was equal to the divergence reported for 

another Bahama bird (Yellow-throated Warbler) that has been classified as a 

distinct species relative to its Florida counterpart.

Recognition as a distinct species seems warranted for the Bahaman 

Nuthatch, but it may come late in the game. The Bahama population teeters 

on the verge of annihilation and consists of just a handful of birds that are 

consistently seen in only two areas. The population was actually thought to 

be extinct following a 2016 hurricane, but an island-wide survey conducted in 

2018 found a single pair of adults with a juvenile in tow. 

The future seems bleak, but our close ties with the captive breeding 

specialists at White Oak Conservation Foundation near Jacksonville may 

help. We’re working with other organizations to outline the next critical 

steps. If these last-ditch efforts fail, this curious isolated population may be 

recognized as a distinct species only after it becomes extinct. 

mailto:jcox@talltimbers.org
http://events.r20.constantcontact.com/register/event?oeidk=a07efnlyuzm66e01e7d&llr=d7ha4neab
mailto:jcox@talltimbers.org
mailto:cdavis@talltimbers.org
http://talltimbers.org/birdquest/
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– Jump-starting Sparrows continued on next page

Other Highlights
Graduate student, Mary Mack 
Gray received a Cruickshank 
Research Award from the Florida 
Ornithological Society in 2018. The 
highly competitive award provides 
an internship and travel assistance 
to help with Gray’s work on a 
reintroduced nuthatch population 
in Everglades National Park.

Dr. Tom Radzio received the 
first Wade Tract Fellowship to 
help support his study of Gopher 
Tortoises on the tract. The fellowship 
is part of a much larger effort to 
support research on the Wade Tract. 
To learn more, contact Crystal Davis 
(cdavis@talltimbers.org).

Stoddard Bird Lab and FSU 
graduate students Samantha 
Dietz and Jessica Cusick gave 
presentations at the International 
Society for Behavioral Ecology in 
Minneapolis, MN.

Heather Levy began her MSc 
project at the University of Georgia 
focused on the cavity-nesting birds 
associated with old-growth forests 
of the Red Hills region. Eight plots 
have been established where cavity 
use and species richness are being 
monitored. This will be the first such 
assessment ever performed in our 
old-growth longleaf pine forests.

Jump-Starting Grasshopper Sparrows
The Stoddard Bird Lab (SBL) is honing some new tools that may turn the tide 

for the highly imperiled Florida Grasshopper Sparrow in 2018. Four years ago, 

SBL helped to establish a captive breeding population of Eastern Grasshopper 

Sparrows at White Oak Conservation Foundation near Jacksonville. The 

Eastern Grasshopper Sparrow is a close cousin of the Florida sparrow, and 

the goal was to develop tools for captive breeding and release of Eastern 

Grasshopper Sparrows before such procedures were attempted for the 

critically endangered Florida birds. 

Captive breeding has never been attempted for these small, ground-

dwelling birds, but we overcame the first hurdle in 2015, when White Oak 

successfully eased wild-caught adults that we provided from the Bainbridge 

study site into the large flight pens on their property. The sparrows were 

breeding successfully the very next year and bringing new options to the table 

in terms of Florida Grasshopper Sparrow management. Nesting success is 

extremely low for Florida sparrows in the wild (ca. 15%). However, because 

of the much higher nesting success that takes place within the safe confines 

of a captive breeding facility, 10-12 nesting pairs in captivity might produce as 

many independent young each year as 70 nesting pairs of Florida Grasshopper 

Sparrows in the wild. 

The next question, naturally, is how best to re-wild the young birds being 

produced in captivity.

 During the first year of our repatriation efforts in 2016, we established 

the age at which the independent young bred in captivity had good chances 

of survival after being released back onto the Bainbridge study area. Young 

sparrows that were ≥40 days post hatching fared well after their releases 

while young that were only 30-35 days post hatching did not. The available 

literature suggested young sparrows became independent of adults 30-35 

days after they hatched. This may work in the wild, but adding a few more days 

really improves survival for captive-bred young.

Mary Mack Gray and Jim Cox  at a 
sparrow holding pen

Heather Levy with a nuthatch she banded 
on Tall Timbers.

mailto:cdavis@talltimbers.org


13093 Henry Beadel Drive
Tallahassee, FL 32312-0918

PH 850.893.4153, x223
www.talltimbers.org

Support Tall Timbers!

Join Today

Jump-starting Sparrows continued from front page 3 –

In 2017 and 2018, we began 

testing several methods for releas-

ing the captive-bred young. Fortu-

nately the sparrows raised at White 

Oak do not interact with humans 

and come to us acting as wild as the 

young sparrows we’ve caught and 

banded on the Bainbridge study site. 

They kick, scold, and bite when we 

handle them, and they’ve also been 

exposed to snakes and other preda-

tors that try (unsuccessfully) to get into the flight pens at White Oak.

We experimented initially with an indirect release method where captive-

reared birds were held in small pens for 3+ days before being released. These 

individuals fared well and remained in the vicinity of the pens if they survived 

the holding period. However, we also lost several young birds to ants and other 

predators that slipped into the holding pens. Ants can of course be treated, but 

the birds also appeared to experience stress when they were initially placed in 

holding pens that were smaller than the flight pens at White Oak.

We also assessed two types of direct release where holding pens were 

not used. In the first series of trials, sparrows were taken from the transport 

boxes by hand and released as we would any wild bird that we caught and 

banded. Most birds released in this manner took long initial flights that reg-

ularly exceeded 500 yds. It was truly impressive to see captive-bred young 

undertake such long maiden voyages in an effort to evade the big hairy beasts 

that had just yanked them from the boxes. However, many individuals also 

ended up at the edge of the study area (and its suitable habitat) and were not 

seen the next day. We suspect many of these birds were spooked at some 

point in the night and launched on another long-distance journey that took 

them off the study area. 

In the second form of direct release, we placed the transport boxes on the 

ground, opened the door, and then walked away without interacting with the 

birds in any significant manner. We came back every 10 minutes to check on 

their locations without actually getting so close as to flush the bird. Within 20-

30 minutes, the birds were safely out of the boxes and foraging nearby in the 

wild for the first time in their lives. More importantly, over 80% of the young 

birds released in this manner survived their first month of life in the wild. 

Captive breeding and release of the imperiled Florida Grasshopper 

Sparrows is scheduled to start next year thanks in part to the information this 

work has provided. White Oak Conservation Foundation established a large 

captive population of Florida sparrows in 2016 and will start repatriating 

young Florida sparrows as early as next spring to provide a critically 

important boost to natural populations. We need to figure out methods for 

perpetuating Florida sparrows in the wild without captive breeding, but we 

can’t do that without having wild birds to study, regardless of whether they 

spend their first 40 days of life in captivity or in the wild.
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Grasshopper Sparrow juvenile with radio transmitter.
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