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	When I began my career, as an Extension Agent some 20 years ago, one of the hot topics was the decline of the American Bluebird.  As Extension educators, we gave programs to both youth and adults about the decline and provided information to people about how we could help bring back this beneficial native species.
	One of the first big programs I conducted in Lee County was a bluebird management workshop at our auditorium here in Opelika.  I found a guy down in Coffee County who besides being an avid proponent of the bluebird was a skilled carpenter.  We charged $5.00 for attending the program which included a bluebird box and plans on how to build more.  My carpenter friend brought us enough pre-cut piece of wood so everybody could see how to hammer their box together and prepare them to be able to make more.
	For several years, the junior 4-H wood science project was to make a bluebird house.  Although there are several plans out there, we developed one that was both simple for the youth to build and a very effective nesting box for the birds.  It utilizes a slot entrance instead of the traditional 1 ½ inch hole.
	This design is the one that I use.  It is simple and can be made with a minimum amount of cuts.  You can get 2 boxes from a single ten foot one by six piece of lumber.  It is available from our office or from the website.  It is publication number YANR -7a.   We also have ANR 687, Eastern Bluebirds available as well.  
Understanding Bluebird Biology Essential for Proper Management

	Life History:  The Bluebird, like the robin, prefers open areas such as roadsides, cutover woodlands, old orchards, parks, and yards in cities and towns. These cavities are often hard to find, because non-native species such as the house sparrow and starling also use cavities for nesting.  Normally bluebirds produce 2 to 3 broods per year in Alabama.  The female begins the first nest in mid April.  She lays one light-blue egg per day for 4 to 6 days.  The female incubates the eggs for about 12 days.  Soon after hatching, the young bluebirds begin sprouting feathers.
	The male is in charge of the young bluebirds when they leave the nest.  He fees them and teaches them how to find food to feed themselves.  He continues this training phase for several days after they leave the nest.
	In the yard and around the garden, bluebirds consume grasshoppers, flying insects, beetles, and caterpillars.  They also eat berries and fruits found near their nests, especially during the winter when insects are scarce.
	Location of boxes:  Put nest boxes up by the end of February in areas around open fields, pastures, golf courses, cemeteries, gardens, and large lawns.  Place boxes 4 to 6 feet above the ground and 50 to 100 yards apart.  Try to select places where trees, shrubs, utility wires, or fences are within 25 to 100 feet of the boxes. 
	Starting in early March, check the boxes once a week and continue to do so until July. To check a box, carefully open it and look in.  Look for evidence of nest building, eggs, or any other signs of bird activity.  Be sure to record when nest building begins, when and how many eggs are present, and when and how many birds hatch.
	During the summer after the young birds leave, clean out the old nest material so re-nesting can occur.  After the last brood leaves late in the summer, leave nesting material in the box over the winter.  This old material provides better insulation for birds taking refuge in the boxes on cold winter nights.  In February of the following year, clean and repair the boxes for the new nesting season.
	Looking around the past few weeks, I have noticed numerous, bluebirds in many different locations.  School yards, Golf courses, Open areas in parks and even suburban residential neighborhoods all provide excellent habitat for bluebirds.  I would like to think that all the effort not only Extension agents but numerous other organizations and individuals put forth so many years ago has helped bring this population back to where it is today.
