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– Feathery Field of View continued on page 2

BirdQuest is Coming
Thursday, October 3 at Four Oaks Plantation

There’s a lot to like in this edition of the Firebird Newsletter. 

Our work with rare birds is making a difference, and we hope 

you will take a brief moment to support our most important 

annual fundraising event effort!

BirdQuest 2019 takes place on October 3 on the beau-

tiful Four Oaks Plantation in Brooks County, Georgia. Many 

thanks to the staff at Four Oaks for providing us with this 

opportunity to document the bird diversity of this stellar 

property.  Four Oaks features wonderful longleaf pine forests 

with native groundcover, bays and other forested wetlands, 

and a mix of old farmlands and oldfield forests that are sure to 

harbor a great diversity of birds. 

Staff with the Stoddard Bird Lab will rise before dawn and 

count all the species they can see on Four Oaks Plantation in a 

single day. By day’s end, we hope to have 100 species tallied.

Please make your pledge now for the species 

seen on October 3. BirdQuest 2019 supports a graduate stipend for Heather Levy ($15,500) and will 

enable her to wrap up her graduate study of cavity-nesting birds in the Red Hills region in May 2020. 

To make a pledge, visit our on-line pledge form at this link. This QR code will also take you there.

Feathery Field of View
The picture was fuzzy and off center, but it captured a huge highlight for 2019. 

Heather Levy took the picture of the marked male Grasshopper Sparrow by 

holding her phone against a spotting scope. The bird was in constant motion 

chasing other territorial males, but it stopped for a moment to belt out a song. 

This picture documented the first time that a captive-bred sparrow re-

leased as an independent juvenile had been spotted months later as a breeding 

adult. This male hatched in captivity and spent its first 40 days living with its 

parents in a cage.  He is pictured here singing jovially after managing to establish 

his own breeding territory.

This study has helped work out the kinks of captive breeding before those 

methods are applied to the endangered Florida Grasshopper Sparrow in south Florida. 

There’s little room for error for the Florida population given a critically low population of 

30-50 breeding pairs.  

http://talltimbers.org/birdquest/
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The Birds are Back in Town
Two major ingredients needed to maintain resilient 

wildlife populations are (1) a large population number 

and (2) a broad geographic range.

Large populations totaling 150-300 individuals can 

withstand the ups and downs brought on by subtle local 

changes in food, predators, and weather. A population 

distributed across a broad geographic area ensures that 

tornados, hurricanes, flooding, and other catastrophic 

events don’t affect the whole.

When Tall Timbers began management of Dixie 

Plantation in 2015, an opportunity for enhancing the 

geographic distribution of the Red Hills population 

of Red-cockaded Woodpeckers was ripe for harvest. 

Located east of the Aucilla River, Dixie could extend the 

geographic distribution of the Red Hills’ woodpecker 

population significantly. Thanks to the fine management 

underway, Dixie also appeared capable of supporting 

a small regional population of 10-15 breeding groups, 

perhaps with opportunities for expansion to neighbor-

ing properties.

Woodpecker Conservation Specialist Rob Meyer 

oversaw the reintroduction project that began in 2018. 

Slathered in sawdust and sweat, Rob spent weeks in the 

hot summer wielding a chainsaw 35' above ground creating artificial cavities. Red-cockaded woodpeckers only use 

cavities excavated in living pine trees, so Rob took a 4"x 8" section out of 40 living pines and inserted a ready-made 

nest box to create artificial cavities.  

“Dixie staff insured that good habitat was ready for the birds,” Rob says.  “But these woodpeckers take years to 

make a cavity on their own. If there weren’t artificial cavities ready for use, woodpeckers would ignore the good forag-

ing habitat provided and instead continue to search for a decent cavity.”

The next piece of the restoration puzzle was getting woodpeckers to take notice of the new housing, which re-

quires a special catch-and-release op-

eration. Individual woodpeckers reg-

ularly eke out a living within a mile or 

two of the place where they hatched, 

and to get birds to sites like Dixie that 

lie miles away from any active territo-

ries, individuals must be captured and 

then moved via truck (with birds safely 

buckled in of course). 

Rob banded 66 nestling wood-

peckers in the Red Hills region in May 

of 2018, including a couple dozen 

young in the recently reintroduced 

population on Tall Timbers.  

–Birds are Back continued p. 3

Feathery Field continued from front page–

Most details have been successfully vetted through collaboration 

with White Oak Conservation Foundation near Jacksonville, but this 

was an important final piece to the puzzle showing that captive-bred 

sparrows could effectively enhance wild populations. This is great news 

given the low nesting success in the Florida population. A captive breed-

ing population of 12 pairs might produce as many young as about 120 

pairs in the wild.

This edition of Firebird features other projects where rare popu-

lations have been helped using slightly unnatural means. This type of 

management has become increasingly important as wildlife habitats 

continue to wither in size and become increasingly isolated. A helping 

hand may be the only way to keep rare species on the landscape, and 

developing effective tools is both timely and extremely important.

Rob Meyer making an insert for a nest cavity box.
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Birds are Back continued from page 2 —

The bands help to identify the young birds later in the 

year once they’d matured and become independent.  Adults 

have strong homing capabilities and are likely to fly back 

home if captured and released. Independent young lack 

strong site fidelity and are more likely to stay on site after 

translocation.  In many respects, translocation simply guides 

dispersing young birds to new areas at a time when they are 

naturally on the move.

On a late October night, biologists with Georgia DNR 

helped Tall Timbers staff gather woodpeckers to seed the 

new Dixie population. Juveniles are caught at night when 

woodpeckers are reliably using a cavity.  One person holds 

a pole with a large net over the entrance to the cavity while 

a second person climbs the tree and coaxes a bird out by 

slapping on the tree. 

Woodpeckers were 

gathered up, moved to Dix-

ie, and then released the 

next morning. Two nests 

were recorded in May 

2019, and a small crowd 

gathered on Dixie to watch 

Rob and intern Bree Ward 

band the nestlings. 

This project is supported by the Longleaf Stewardship 
Fund of the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation. 

Along with other woodpecker management underway 

in the Red Hills region, the new Dixie population helps to 

expand the occupied range by nearly 10% from roughly 200 

square miles to nearly 220 square miles. That may seem like 

small change, but the range has been extended 6 miles east 

and across the Aucilla River. That’s not the distance needed 

to survive a direct hit by a hurricane, but it could avert a 

catastrophic loss if a hurricane hits a bit west of the region. 

The Dixie population will also help lessen the threat posed 

by tornados, which occur somewhere in the region every 5-7 

years.  A major tornado that hit south of Thomasville in 2009 

took out 4 woodpecker territories in a matter of minutes. 

The forest that supported those woodpeckers will take 

60–80 years to grow back.

“It was wonderful to see the birds nesting on Dixie within 

the first year, “Rob says. With a few more groups, we can 

help insure that the Dixie woodpeckers will be here for years 

to come”

We’re gearing up for another woodpecker transfer this 

fall and hope to have 8-10 breeding groups in 2020.  

Cultivating Appreciation
Something to Crow About  – Pebble Hill Plantation
Saturday, October 5 
Jim Cox talks about one of our most intelligent feather 
friends. 
9–11 AM. Registration required. Contact Kitty Spivey

Safe Harbor Workshop –Jones Ecological Research 
Center at Ichauway
Thursday, October 10
Learn about this important conservation program that 
benefits landowners and the imperiled Red-cockaded 
Woodpecker. Field tour and lunch provided.  
9 AM – 1 PM  
Registration required. Contact Amy Allen

Herbert Stoddard and the Foundations of Ecosystem 
Management
Tuesday, October 10
7–9 PM
Presentation to the Florida State University 
Environmental Service Program (link)

Red Hills Fall Field Day–Four Oaks Plantation
Friday, October 18
Field tour and lunch (register). Contact Amy Allen

Osher Lifelong Learning Institute
Birdwatching Class – Tall Timbers
Saturday, October 26 
Learn more

Bird Trail Strolls– Tall Timbers
We’ll host several walks along the Stevenson Bird 
Trail this fall/winter. All trips leave from the Wade 
Research Center at the dates and times listed below. 
Contact Jim Cox
Wednesday, October 16; 6 PM
Sunday, October 20; 9 AM (with FSU Environmental 
Service Program)
Saturday, January 11; 8 AM (with Apalachee Audubon)
Saturday February 22; 8– 11 AM (with Apalachee 
Audubon)

Red Hills Fire Fest – Tall Timbers
Saturday, January 25, 2020; 11 AM–3PM
Our biennial festival featuring fire, fun, and up-close 
encounters with feathered beasts.
Contact Brian Wiebler

Moving Beyond Cardinals in Five Easy Steps: 
Introduction to Bird Identification
Thursday, February 20
Apalachee Audubon Monthly Presentation
7:00-8:30 PM
King Building, Florida State University (link)

mailto:kspivey@pebblehill.com
mailto:aallen@talltimbers.org
https://nolecentral.dsa.fsu.edu/organization/esp
http://events.r20.constantcontact.com/register/event?oeidk=a07egiqunglfc876f8e&llr=d7ha4neab
mailto:aallen@talltimbers.org
https://www.campusce.net/fsu/course/course.aspx?C=890&pc=45&mc=&sc=
mailto:jcox@talltimbers.org
mailto:bwiebler@talltimbers.org
https://www.apalachee.org/chapter-programs
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Wildlife translocation is essential for restoration, but 

it’s also a potentially stressful process that could have 

long-lasting effects. In instances where a new population 

is being established, individuals are captured, trans-

ported, and then released in a novel setting that doesn’t 

contain many familiar faces. These unnatural conditions 

could lead to lasting changes for a new population.

When field technician Mary Mack Gray started look-

ing for prospective graduate projects, her focus turned 

quickly to a Brown-headed Nuthatch population re-intro-

duced to Everglades National Park nearly 20 years ago. 

The Stoddard Bird Lab has studied the nuthatch for many 

years and become well-attuned to the complexities of 

nuthatch behavior. 

“Everything suggested this reintroduction had been 

successful,” she says, “but I wanted to see whether sub-

tle behavioral changes had taken place as a result of the 

process.” 

Dog owners know that our four-legged friends differ 

in terms of playfulness, aggression, and other behaviors. 

This type of individuality occurs among other animals as 

well, and has recently been a hot topic for research. 

“If you place a wild bird in a chamber within nothing 

but perches, the anxious, fast exploring individuals often 

bounce around like crazy, while more sedate, slow explor-

ing individuals sit quietly staring at the walls,” Gray notes. 

“These behaviors are consistent and repeatable for differ-

ent individuals, and they are also inherited from parents 

and firmly fixed for life.”

“What I was interested in looking at was whether the 

Everglades reintroduction led to changes in the prev-

alence of different nuthatch personalities as a conse-

quence of reintroduction process.”

Mary Mack and intern Marie Chappell hauled a large 

observation chamber into the Everglades in 2018 to 

gather data. They captured 17 individuals and placed 

them in the chamber with a video camera overhead to 

record their movements for 10 minutes. The researchers 

then traveled 60 miles to Naples and collected similar 

data from the large source population used to re-estab-

lish nuthatches in the Everglades.

“The Everglades population had a much larger num-

ber of sedate, slow-explorers,” she found. “In fact, two 

Everglades birds sat in the same location for the entire 10 

minute trial while none of the individuals from the source 

population showed such patience.”

“The prevalence of slow explorers can tell us a great 

deal about how animal personalities might influence 

which birds survive and thrive when unceremoniously 

placed in an unfamiliar landscape.” 

“Selection for sedate, slow exploring individuals is 

likely to occur regularly as part of reintroduction efforts,” 

she concluded. “During those first few years, sedentary 

individuals are more likely to stay on or near the release 

area and maintain contact with one another and breed.  

Fast explorers probably wandered quickly over larger 

areas and are either picked off or unable to stay in touch 

with the small bird network.”

“While the reintroduction process may favor less ex-

ploratory individuals, we also know that individuals with 

fast exploring characteristics convey benefits to a popula-

tion,” she adds. “Sometimes they secure and defend better 

habitat. Other times they help to colonize unoccupied 

areas.”

“Getting those fast explorers into the population could 

enhance its resilience, so reintroduction efforts need 

to take the long view,” she adds. “Once a population is 

successfully established, it likely would help to continue 

to transfer a few individuals annually for several years so 

you can be sure you maintain the full breadth of behavior-

al diversity.” 

“You might even try to move slow-exploring individu-

als during the first few years of re-establishment and then 

follow up with transfer of fast-exploring birds,” she adds. 

“That could be more efficient and effective.”

Slow and Steady Wins the Day in Translocation

Mary Mack Gray with a Brown-headed Nuthatch
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Other Notables
Recently graduated M. S. student Mary Mack Gray won the Mark Hauber 
Award for the Best Student Presentation in Behavior at the American  

Ornithological Society Meeting in June. Mary Mack provided details on the 

Everglades nuthatch research featured in this issue of Firebird.

Dr. Tom Radzio completed the most thorough Gopher Tortoise census 

ever conducted on the Wade Tract in late May. Highlights from the census 

included: 

• 68 adults and 47 juveniles captured and marked 

• 70% of adults captured were initially marked nearly 20 years ago

• Juveniles accounted for 40-50% of the population. 

• Annual survival of juveniles >3” in length is ~ 80%.

Rob Meyer and intern Bree Ward 

launched a new study of Red-cockaded 

Woodpecker home range within old-

growth forests of the Red Hills region.

Grad student Heather Levy 

wrapped up her final season of field 

work in late July. Heather and intern 

Zach Vickers collected tons of data on 

the cavity-nesting bird communities 

of old-growth forests and conducted 

behavioral research.

Grad students Jess Cusick and 

Samantha Dietz successfully graduated 

and are now working up research re-

sults for publication. A recent nuthatch 

article was profiled in Audubon Magazine 

and Current Biology (29:370-372) where 

reviewers had high praise for the study.

Intern Bree Ward with an adult  
Red-cockaded Woodpecker.

Gopher tortoise researcher 
Tom Radzio takes notes at 
the entrance to a burrow 
on the Wade Tract. Tom 
performed the most 
comprehensive census ever 
undertaken on the tract last 
May.
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