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Bird Biology: Ecological Niches

iche (nich), n. 1.

a recess in a wall,

as for a decora-

tive object. 2. a
suitable place or position. 3.
the position of a particular
population in an ecological
community.

Every part of the earth,
except the polar icecaps, is
inhabited by two or more bird
species living and interacting
in the same area. Bird com-
munities vary but are defined
in three ways: the number of
species in the ecosystem, the
number of individuals of each
species, and the roles that
different species play in the
community i their ecological
niche.

Our Cincinnati area back-
yards are typically visited on
a regular basis by about 20
species of birds; | have ob-
served more than 70 different
species in my Milford back-
yard over the past 14 years!

In order to coexist in your
backyard, different species
must have
styl eso. I f bi
not evolved with these differ-
ences, many would have been
killed off or starved out by

the competition.

In order to minimize the
competition, birds have di-
verse dietsf owls are carni-
vores; woodpeckers, nut-
hatches, and wrens are insec-
tivores; and blue jays, robins,
and most sparrows are omni-
vores meaning they consume
both animal and plant
matter.

Different species also for-
age for food in various waysfi
woodpeckers and nuthatches
glean insects from under the
bark of tree trunks and
branches; robins seek worms
in the yard and garden; war-
blers search in foliage for
insects; sparrows, doves, and
cardinals prefer to eat on the

di-f fe

ground; and swallows catch
insects while in flight.

Nesting habits also vary.
Some species nest in cavities
or birdhouses (woodpeckers,
chickadees, bluebirds); some
build cup style nests in trees
or shrubs (cardinals, robins);
and some nest right on the
ground (killdeer).

In future issues of Bird-
Chat, we will explore in more
detail how birds differ in
their eating (Fall 2009) and
breeding (Spring 2010) habits
and how these differences
allow them to coexist in your
backyard.

Reference: Cornell Lab of Orni-
t h ol oHpmedStudy Course in
Bird Biology, Second Edition
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Species Specifics: Rose-breasted Grosbeak

he rose-breasted grosbeak is a
neo-tropical migrant. Like
other members of the Cardi-
nalidae family (cardinals, bun-
tings) grosbeaks have large, conical bills
for eating seeds. The rose-breasted gros-
beak is a stocky, 8" bird with a pale bill.
The male has a black head and back, a
white belly, and a triangular red patch
on his chest; the female is streaky
brown, resembling a large, big -billed
sparrow. In flight,
isrosy-pi nk; the f geala ed

The diet of most grosbeaks consists
of seeds and fruits; in spring/early sum-
mer they forage high in flowering trees
to feed on buds. Rose-breasted gros-
beaks eat more insects than other gros-
beaks; during migration they visit feed-
ers for sunflower seeds.

Rosebreasted grosbeaks nest in the
eastern and mid-western forests of North
America. The males usually arrive in the
Cincinnati area in early May; the females
follow a few days later. Both the males

and females
they start courting and nest -building. In
2-3 days they construct a very loose nest
of twigs usually about 10' off the ground
in trees on the edge of open areas. Both
the male and female incubate the 3 -6
pale blue, brown -speckled eggs for 12-14

-lsii hgo as @r

0The male has a
and back, a white belly,
and a triangular red patch
on his chest

days. Both parents feed the nestlings,
rarely leaving them alone in the nest.
Sometimes the female leaves the nes-
tlings before they fledge (9 -12 days after
hatching) to start a second brood. The
male will then take over the parenting
duties of the first brood for their 2 -3
week fledgling stage.

Top Ten Ways to Help Nesting Birds

ornell 6s Lab of
has provided this list of things
you can do to help the birds
nesting in your backyard.

1. Keep cats indoors. The more than
90 million cats in the United States Kill
hundreds of millions of birds every year.
Nestlings and fledglings are the most
vulnerable.

2. Make your windows safe.  Win-
dows kill at least one hundred million
and as many as a billion birds a year in
the United States alone. Stretch netting
across windows so birds bounce on im-
pact. Set birdfeeders directly on or
within three feet of windows: birds are
more likely to notice glass at close dis-
tances and
speeds if they do hit.

3. Stop using pesticides. Pesticides,
including common lawn weed killers and

irBecticides, kit dn estirgated 72 million
birds in the United States every year.

4. Improve backyard habitat. ~ Plant
locally -native trees, shrubs, grasses, and
flowering plants useful for nesting birds.

5. Provide nesting material. A few

dondt hav echoicas madude dally scatoeed rfaturbli g h

fiber yarns, twigs, leaves, dried grasses,
feathers, and pet hair (if the pet has not
been treated with flea and tick repel-

l ents) . Dondt offer

In early fall, the grosbeaks begin
their long trek back to Central and South
America. The male no longer sings and
his molt has turned his head streaky
brown and black.

P.S. Have you ever noticed that the
bird | use in my logo is a rose-breasted
grosbeak?!

Reference: Rosebreasted grosbeak sketch by
Ann Geise

about six inches.

6. Provide nest boxes and plat-
forms. Many birds nest in cavities but
dondt excavat e
the right size and materials improve the
chances for these birds to successfully
raise young. Learn how to select or build
nest boxes at www.nestinginfo.org.

7. Join NestWatch . Discovering and
monitoring nests provides a wealth of

data that scientists need to learn more
about nesting birds and how to help

t hem. ltds also fun!
search for and observe nests, and find

out how to submit your data, at
www.nestwatch.org.

8. Provide calcium. Producing eggs
and young requires a great deal of cal-
cium. Setting out crushed eggshells can

continued on page 3
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Remembering 1989

o you remember what was
happening in 1989? Well,
here are some reminders!

The Berlin Wall was torn down.
An earthquake hit San Francisco just as
the World Series between San Francisco

and Oakland was about to begin.

Hurricane Hugo ripped through the east
coast.
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Dan (how do you spell tomato) Quayle
was Vice President of the United States.
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Wild About Birds opened its doors in
Milford, Ohio on April 1st, 1989 and
thanks to customers like you we are still
growing strong todayfi 20 years later!!!

TOp Ten WayS to Help NeSting Birds continued from page 2

help. Use shells from hard-boiled eggs,
or bake uncooked egg shells at 250 de-
grees for 20 minutes (to protect birds
from salmonella).

9. Delay mowing. In fields and grass-
lands, delay mowing for as long as possi-
ble after the Fourth of July. Ground -
nesting grassland species including
meadowlarks, bobolinks, upland sandpi -

10. Know what to do if you find a
nestling out of its nest.  If you find a
songbird nestling, return it to its nest if

with a short stubby tail and capable of
hopping or walking), leave it alone or, if
itdéds in danger
imminent danger, place it in a nearby
tree or shrub. Parent birds virtually al-

0...delay mow
long as possible after
the Fourth of

i h gway§ rgtyrn togheir fledglings as long as
they donét detect n
3 chuqingl hurgans.

pers, quail, prairie grouse, and many Reference: Cornell La
native sparrows lose many eggs and at all possible. If you find a fledgling (a 0BirdScoped Vol .22 (2
chicks every year to mowing. young bird covered with downy feathers, www.birdscope.org
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Hey BirdGal, I have a birdbath i n my vy ar Abrllksuwas Vi@l About Biidsn20th Angi- o

| have to clean it so often because of algae. How can | keep the algae out of my bird-

bath? CD

Dear CD, During the hot summer months algae does become a real problem but there

are a few ways you can cut

down

on the

your birdbath clean. Less algae will develop if you put the birdbath in a shady spot
and replace the water daily. If algae does develop, use a scrub brush to wash the bird-
bath with a 10% bleach and water solution. The stiffness of the brush bristles should
be based on the type of surface of your birdbath bowl. Rinse the birdbath very well

before refilling with fresh water. We carry a product called Carefree
tor which is a liquid enzyme, safe for all animals and plants, that yo
birdbath water to slow down th
reports about its effectiveness from customers who have used it.

Birdbath Protec-
u add to clean

e growth
BG

Hi BirdGal, My feeders are being overrun by blackbirds and grackles. Help! Jerry

Dear Jerry, Change the seed you are using! Grackles and blackbirds will not eat saf-

flower seed. Safflower is a small white seed similar in appearance,
black oil sunflower seed. Like sunflower seed, safflower is an oil se
mi ce and other songbirds | ove
do not like safflower because of its bitter taste. BG

but smaller than,
ed. Cardinals, tit-
saffl ower
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versary! We thank you for 20 years of sup-
port by offering you a 20% discount on a
different item every week through 2009.

We wondt tell you wh
mowe tt @ fc ovoe ki ry oaurdd |
know, one week your favorite feeder might
be 20% off!
AfAf

Mot her 6s
Sunday, May 11th

AnnuallSigeavalk Sal& |%

Fat her 6s

June 19, 20 & 21

Join us on Saturday (6/20) for our official
20th Anniversary Party; refreshments, raf-
fles (all proceeds to RAPTOR, Inc.), special
Affd"

surprises all day!
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