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THE BLUEBIRD TRAIL AT IBM

By Alex Aiken and Irene
Beardsley

Introduction

The Bluebird Trail project at
IBM’s Almaden Research Center
completed its third season this sum-
mer. The Bluebird Tralil is a joint

‘,f roject between IBM and CCRS;
' CCRS provides banding materials

and expertise, and IBM provides vol-
unteers to monitor nest boxes dur-
ing the breeding season. IBM
Almaden is located in the Santa Te-
resa Hills in South San Jose on 691
acres of former ranchland. The re-
search center itself occupies only a
small portion of the site; the rest is
set aside as open space and contains
within its borders examples of the
major habitats found in the South
Bay: oak woodland, chaparral, grass-
land, and even a small riparian area.
This year the Bluebird Trail
consisted of 78 nest boxes in four
separate areas. The Ridge Trail has
20 boxes placed along a ridge top in
typical oak woodland. Lone Tree
Hill and the Serpentine Meadow to-
gether comprise a second trail of 12
boxes set in an open meadow/grass-
land habitat. Both of these trails
were established in 1989, although
5 of the boxes in the Serpentine
Meadow were added this year. The
Eucalyptus Grove consists of 22
boxes placed in a ravine filled with
eucalyptus trees and adjacent to a

chaparral-covered hillside. The
Creek Trail consists of 24 boxes
placed along Santa Teresa Creek
and along a grassland/chaparral
boundary at the base of a hill.
These last two trails were new this
year.

Highlights of the Season

To the surprise of everyone in-
volved with the Bluebird Trail, the
results this year were significantly dif-
ferent from last year (see Riparia-
News, Vol. 5, No. 3 for last year’s
report). Western Bluebirds (WEBL),
Plain Titmice (PLTI), and Ash-
Throated Flycatchers (ATFL) were

B —

present as expected. However, by
every measure Bluebird activity was
down along the old trails. Violet-
Green Swallows, which have nested
in each of the previous two years,
were absent. Two new species,
House Wrens (HOWR) and Chest-
nut-Backed Chickadees (CBCH),
were recorded this year. There was
a single Bewick’s Wren nest (BEWR)
again this year.

The highlight of the year was
the discovery of a Plain Titmouse
nest with a clutch of 10 eggs! This is
probably a record for this species;
after some investigation, we found
previous records of nests with 9
eqggs, but none with 10. This nest

Alex Aiken tenderly holds a 5 day old Western Bluebird chick prior to banding. Photo by Carole
Tinnin.
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servative estimate; the actual mean
may have been earlier.) The mean
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Figure 1. Nesting chronology for Western Bluebirds in Western Bluebird ] ———— S— den. some-
1991 - IBM Almaden Research Center, San Jose, Cali- S
fornia. times raise a
second brood.

produced 9 nestlings, all of which
fledged successtully.

The Bluebird Trail volunteers
keep tabs on birds besides the hole-
nesters at IBM Almaden. Notable
this year was the first record of Black-
Shouldered Kites breeding on the
property. While the nest was not lo-
cated, the adults were seen several
times with three fledglings.

IBM Almaden received some
recognition this year for the Bluebird
Trail. The Wildlife Habitat Enhance-
ment Council, a non-profit venture
between conservation groups and
corporations, designated IBM Alma-
den as a "Corporate Wildlife Habi-
tat" for the efforts to provide nesting
sites for the Western Bluebird.

A Late Start

The heavy March rains appar-
ently delayed the start of breeding
activity this year, and this may be
the reason for the decline in Blue-
bird nests. In 1990, the first Blue-
bird nests were found (fully formed)

on March 22. The mean hatching
date for the first 7 nests of bluebirds
in 1990 was day 114 and the me-
dian was day 115; most of the eggs
hatched within a few days of each
other around the third week of April.
In 1991, it did not stop raining until
the beginning of April, and the first
Bluebird nest was not found until
April 22. The mean hatching date
for the first 7 Bluebird nests in 1991
was day 138 and the median was
day 133; hatching of this first group
of eggs was spread out from the sec-
ond week of May through the first
week of June. Figure 1 shows the
nesting chronology for all Western
Bluebird nests for 1991. The dates
in Figure 1 are approximate, be-
cause nest boxes were inspected
only once per week.

Other species also had a late
start this year. Figure Z shows the
nesting chronology of all non-Blue-
bird nests for 1991. The mean
hatching date for Plain Titmouse
clutches was day 117 in 1991 and
(approximately) day 109 in 1990.
(The number for 1990 is only a con-

As Figure 1 shows, this year, with
the possible exception of one nest in .
Box 16, there was no "second wave"
of nests among the Bluebirds. Pre-
sumably, it was just too late in the
summer to start a second brood
once the first had fledged. Last
year, there were two distinct waves
of nests, with 7 broods raised in
April and May, and another 6 in
June and July. This year the West-
em Bluebirds fledged 36 young in
10 nests on the old trails, compared
with 45 young in 13 nests last year.
It is worth noting that our
judgement of this year as a "late sea-
son" is not completely justified, since
we have only two years of complete
records. (In 1989 nest boxes were
not installed until after the breeding
season was underway.) It is possible
that last year (an exceptional
drought year) was an "early season"
and that this year is closer to the
norm. However, observations at
CCRS support the idea that events
were delayed this year in the Bay
Area as a whole. |
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in the Serpentine Meadow (the 5
new boxes in the Serpentine
Meadow went unused). In the new
areas, there were only 9 nests in 46
boxes; the Creek Trail was especially
under-utilized. Unfortunately, the
boxes along the Creek Trail are par-
allel to and 10-20 meters distant
from the riparian area, and few birds
crossed the intervening grassland to
nest. We hope to move some of
these boxes closer to the creek be-
fore next spring.

The four nests of House Wrens
were another of this year's surprises.
House Wrens commonly occupy
Bluebird boxes, but it is somewhat
puzzling that they should show up in
force this year, when boxes have
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been present for two previous years
(2 of the 4 nests were on old trails).
We learned that House Wren nest-
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Figure 2. Nesting chronology of other species using weeks old, de-
nest boxes at IBM Almaden. _ Nhliatd m._wnmaua_.\_ —— sscs00e cided to fledge
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_ Plain Titmouse | —— - and escaped.
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eggs were laid; eventually 130 birds
fledged from the nests, of which 124
were banded. No boxes were used
more than once. Figure 3 gives the

overall statistics for each species nest-
ing at IBM Almaden this year. As

usual, the Ridge

known to use
nest boxes, it is
considered un-
usual. There were no Violet-Green
Swallow nests this year, although on

. one occasion a swallow was found
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nests in 20 ) .
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Chicks Hatched | | '~ Tree Hill young perished during each stage of
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> and Serpentine
207 Chicks Banded | | 1 ow played of 155, or 91\%, of the eggs
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& . tile egg in a clutch, with the excep-
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Figure 3. Nest productivity data for all species nesting in boxes at Almaden Re- ozw:..m_ boxes
search Center.
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of nestlings were lost to predation,
presumably by raccoons. Raccoon
quards were installed on all nest
boxes last fall, and there were no
problems with predation this year.

For next year, we hope to
move some of the boxes to more de-
sirable areas. We also plan to make
some effort to capture the adult birds
next year; a number of birds found
sitting on nests this season had
bands (presumably our own) but
none were recaptured.
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CCRS BANDERS ON SANTA CRUZ
ISLAND

By Maryann Danielson

In early October, three CCRS
members traveled to Santa Cruz Is-
land on a Navy supply boat to assist
Nature Conservancy personnel in
their ongoing efforts to protect and
restore the natural environment of
this unique island. Santa Cruz Is-
land is the largest and most diverse
of the four channel islands which lie
off the coast near Santa Barbara.
Ninety percent of the island is
owned and managed by The Nature
Conservancy and landing on the is-
land is by permit only. It was the
knowledge that many island endem-
ics (both plant and animal) would
be seen plus the chance that south-
ward traveling migrants might stop
over that spurred us to make the
trip. Mike Rigney had helped the
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resident manager Rob Klinger (a
CCRS member) conduct point
counts of birds last spring but for
Rita Colwell and I, it was a new area
and an oppotunity to band and
study some new and interesting
birds.

The island is about 24 miles
long, with a long central valley
bounded by mountains along its
east-west axis. The rugged terrain,
traversed by unimproved roads
heightens the wilderness feeling of
the island but limits easy access to re-
mote areas. After setting up nets in
three different areas in four days, we
can really appreciate the permanent
status of nets at CCRS. Based upon
Mike’s census work and knowing
that birds are attracted to riparian
areas, we set up nets in two stream
beds, one near headquarters in the
central valley and the other in a can-
yon drainage on the south side of
the island. The island endemic
Scrub Jay worked through the trees
in both areas. This subspecies is
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larger than our mainland Scrub Jay,
is brighter blue and has a much
larger bill - a most handsome bird!
Another common resident of the oak
woodland and riparian habitats is
the Bewick's Wren, also an endemic
subspecies. On the south-facing
drainage we banded the island race
of Western Flycatcher, and Song
Sparrow and saw a young Rufous-
crowned Sparrow, also an endemic.
Among the other birds we captured
were Lincoln's and Chipping Spar-
rows and one Warbling Vireo.

Cattle, sheep and pigs were
brought to the island by early set-
tlers. The Nature Conservancy staff
have removed nearly all the cattle
from the island and are working in-
tensively to remove the now feral
sheep and pigs. Because of years of
intensive grazing, tall fields of fennel
have out-competed the now pro-
tected native plants. However, it is
in these fennel fields that birds
abound. In only one morning's
banding we captured five species of
sparrows plus the island races of Or-
ange-crowned Warbler and Logger-
head Shrike. The shrike was
noticably smaller but just as pugna-
ceous.
The Conservancy staff would
like to eliminate this invasive plant;
but a management question has
arisen as to how important these
stands might be to local bird popula-
tions. CCRS plans to work with
Conservancy staff to explore this
question.

Banding on Santa Cruz Island
is not easy because of the steepness
of the terrain but that also is a part
of the Island’s beauty. This year's
banding crew is eager to go back.
Look for a future report on upcom-
ing expeditions.
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- THE 1991 SUMMER SEASON

by Bill Bousman

The Station was in operation
through June and July except for 17
June, 21 June, 20 July, and 30 July.
Compared to previous summers
there were few surprises in the birds
that were banded. Mostly we en-
countered species that breed along
the creek or nearby such as Black-
chinned Hummingbird, Allen’s Hum-
mingbird, Common Yellowthroat,
Black-headed Grosbeak, Song Spar-
row, and Northern Oriole. It can be
difficult to ascertain the breeding sta-
tus from banding summaries, but
the data being obtained by Grant
Hoyt and his census crew will make
clear which species are commonly
breeding in this riparian area and

which are birds dispersing from
other habitats.

The most exciting news this
summer came from the census team,
specifically Mike Mammoser, who
found two Black-chinned Humming-
bird nests along the creek. He
found the first nest on 5 May in a
cottonwood on the east side of the
creek. The nest was 30 feet up in
the tree directly over the creek in
classic Black-chinned fashion. The
female appeared to be incubating at
the time. Mike did not follow the
progress of this nest, but a later in-
spection suggests that the young
fledged uneventfully. He found the
second nest on 12 May in the Pilot
Revegetation Plot. It was about six
feet above the ground in a 30-foot
tall western sycamore. The nest was
easier to observe and Mike made a

number of visits, the last being 25
May when he watched the female
feed the two nestlings. These are
the first Black-chinned Humming-
bird nest found in the county since
Mr. Unglish was birding the Gilroy
area in 1907. Let's hear it for ripar-
ian revegetation!

A few species were banded
well away from their known breed-
ing areas. Two Swaison’s Thrushes
banded on 24 June were a good dis-
tance from the Santa Cruz Moun-
tains where we expect them, but
they may breed more closely in a
few locations on the west side of the
Diablo Range. Two Lazuli Buntings
banded on 12 June were at a low el-
evation for this species. The Least
expected bird was, of course, the re-
captured Hammond's Flycatcher
that was mentioned in the spring col-
umn.

BANDING BIOLOGIST HIRED

By Michael Rigney

Many of you by now have met
Kristin Shields, our newest em-
ployee. Kristin takes over the job of
coordinating volunteers for the band-
ing program. She also is working to
ensure that the proper ageing and
sexing criteria are being used. Al-
though Kristin has only been with us
a short time, she has already compu-
terized our band inventory, organ-
ized and hosted a party for banders,
and is nearly finished with a
bander’s handbook.

Kristin has a B.S. degree from
the University of California at Irvine
and an M.S. in Avian Sciences from
U.C. Davis. Before moving to the
Bay Area she worked as a biologist
for an environmental consulting firm
in San Diego where she was in-
volved in censusing coastal sage
scrub areas for California Gnatcatch-
ers. Prior to that she worked with

Dr. Barbara Kus of U.C. San Diego
assisting her with mist netting and
color banding of Gnatcatchers at
Otay Ranch near San Diego. Kris-
tin also had the privilege of being a
Condor Observer at the San Diego
Wild Animal Park where she video-
taped courtship behavior of captive
condors for the Condor Recovery
Team. During the summer of
1988, Kristin completed a research
internship at Manomet Bird Obser-
vatory in Massachusetts where she
investigated the duration of court-
ship feeding after the onset of egg
laying in Common Temns. She also
participated in Manomet's land bird
banding program.

Kristin has been an invaluable
asset to our banding program.
Anyone who has worked with her
could not help but sense her enthu-
siasm and desire to make our band-
ing efforts more enjoyable and pro-
ductive.

Banding Biologist Kristin Shields in front of the
Mewaldt Memorial Oak
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MORE ON SWAINSON’S

THRUSH MIGRATION

By Chris Otahal

As development has pro-
gressed in the San Francisco Bay
Area, there has been considerable

fragmentation of native
wildlife habitats. One
habitat in particular --
riparian habitat -- has
been hard hit. As one
looks at these losses
one wonders "What is
the importance of the
habitats we are loos-
ing" and even more im-
portantly, "What is the
value of the remaining
fragments." One way
we at CCRS are ad-
dressing these ques-
tions is by looking at
the capture/recapture
data of Swainsion’s
Thrushes occurring
within our thin riparian
strip.

Swainson’s
Thrushes are common
Neotropical migrants
which use the narrow
strip of dense vegetation
along Coyote Creek as an
important migratory path-
way. Despite the fact that
the riparian habitat at
CCRS is highly frag-
mented, both by sur-
rounding urban
development and the
flood control work started
on the site in 1989,
Swainson’s Thrushes still
use the area extensively.
Spring migrants use the
area from roughly April
21 through May 31 peak-
ing around April 16-21
each year (Figure 1).
Fall migrants move
through the area from
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Figure 1. Timing of spring mi-
tion in Swainson’s Thrushes
in five day increments.

year (Figure 2).

Once we deter-
mined when the birds
were moving through
and presumably using
the creekside habitat, we
analyzed individual cap-
ture/recapture records to
determine how long indi-
viduals stayed in the
area. By counting the
number of days between
the initial capture of the
bird and the last time it
was recaptured, we were
able to determine the
minimum length of stay

for that individual. It is
interesting to note that
most of the individuals
stayed in the area a short
time (1-7 days) but a few
individuals stayed for
long periods of time (up
to 23 days)(Figure 3).
It is also of interest that
very few individuals
were recaptured during
fall migration as com-
pared to spring. This indi-
cates that more spring

roughly August 16 Figure 3. Swainson’s Thrush length of stay during spring and fall migrato ns. Dat migrants tended to stay

through October 15 peak-  reflect birds captured between 19g817 and 13190‘.1 S i e aa longer ip the vicinity of

ing near August 25 each the Station (possibly ‘
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using the area to feed and build up
fat reserves), whereas, few fall mi-

¥ grants tended to remain for any ap-
preciable length of time. This is of
interest in that this is opposite the
"normal" pattern seen in other mi-
grants. We would expect, for in-
stance, Yellow andOrange-crowned
Warblers to spend less time in one
place during the spring migration
than in fall.

Next we looked at whether
birds were actually using the site as a
"fueling" stop (building up migratory
fat reserves) or if they were simply
resting on the site. To determine this
we compared the birds weight upon
initial capture with the weight of the
bird at the time of its last recapture.
We then plotted these data to see if
any trends were apparent (see Fig-
ure 4). In this case only the spring
individuals (1978-1990) were used
since the number of fall birds were

so low. It is interesting to note that
the median weight change was a
gain of 1.5 grams. The birds which
did lose weight usually lost a small
amount (less than 2 grams) whereas
most of the individuals gaining
weight put on substantial amounts
(up to 9 grams). This indicates that
most of the individuals are using the
area as an important fueling site
rather than simply using it as a rest-
ing area.

As these data indicate, the frag-
mented riparian system at CCRS is
an important stop-over and refuel-
ing site for Swainson's Thrushes.
These remaining fragments of habi-
tats may be critical to the survival of
this species (and probably to other
species as well). It is imperative that
such sites, acting as important refuel-
ing sites between breeding and
wintering grounds during migration
be studied and preserved.
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Figure 4. Swainson’s Thrush length of
stay during spring and fall migratory
seasons. Data reflect birds captured
between 1987 and 1990.
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GRANTS TO
CCRS

By Michael Rigney

We would like to acknowledge
the contributions of funds or equip-
ment from the following companies
and foundations:

oChevron Corporation - General
Support

oIBM Corporation - Donation of 2
PS/2 computers

eBleitz Wildlife Foundation -
Support for Yellowthroat Project and
continuing general support

We are currently applying to
other foundations and charitable or-
ganizations for support of our reveg-
etation projects, completion of our
five year Santa Clara County Breed-
ing Bird Atlas, support for our Band-
ing Biologist position and additional
funding for Salt Marsh Yellowthroat
studies.

In these hard economic times it
is difficult to raise money to support
ongoing environmental projects.

We would appreciate input from
members who would like to ap-
proach the companies they work for
or who have "inside connections"
with charitable foundations. To get
the ball rolling on securing addi-
tional program support, we are es-
tablishing a fund raising committee
to tackle this immensely important
task. If you have any experience in
fund raising and would like to help
us out we would definitely like to
hear from you. We would be grate-
ful for any advice you might be able
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