NEST BOXES

Conflicts

Birds aren't the only things that like to enter nestboxes. Predators and insects may also take up

residence.

Birds such as sparrows and starlings often take over nesting holes used by tits. Most tits are able to
defend a box successfully, provided that the intruder cannot get inside. A hole size of 25mm will exclude
larger species. Do not fix a perch on the front of any box, as this will encourage intruders. Birds don't

need a perch in order to use the box.

By putting up nestboxes with different sized holes, you'll cater for a variety of species. Please remember
that sparrows and starlings are in serious decline and may need help even more than the tits. Do not

place sparrow boxes too close to ones intended for other birds, especially house martin colonies.
Predators

Nestbox predators include cats, squirrels, rats, mice, stoats, weasels, woodpeckers and, in case of open
fronted boxes, members of the crow family. As predators mainly hunt early in the morning, most people

are unaware of their presence.

A metal plate fixed around the entrance hole may deter woodpeckers and squirrels, while barbed wired,
gorse or rose clippings above and below the box will give some protection against most mammals, such

as cats. Various commercially available deterrents may also help reduce predation.
Insects and nestboxes

Bees, wasps or earwigs will, on occasions, take over nestboxes and there is little one can do to prevent
it — apart from using insect sprays. As many of the insects are useful food for birds, it is best to leave
them alone. Insects often move in after birds have finished nesting. Any young found dead are likely to

have died of other natural causes.

It is not unusual for the same type of insect to return to the box in subsequent years. Leave that box in

situ and put up another one a few feet away. It is rare for both to be lost to insect invasion.



Curious behaviour

Putting a nestbox up may enable you to watch some fascinating bird behaviour up close. Here are a few

things to look out for.

Tits are regularly seen hammering away at the entrance hole of a nestbox. This is probably a form of

display by the male, rather than an attempt to enlarge the hole.

Later, the female will also peck vigorously: natural holes may have all the surrounding bark chipped
away. This may help her to judge how soft the wood is and whether the hole will provide a safe,
predator-proof home in which to raise her brood. Blue and great tits will also hammer at the inside of a

box or nest hole, perhaps as a form of display.

Nuthatches leave tell-tale signs of their residence in a nestbox. They peck at the entrance hole,
deliberately enlarging it. They then plaster the edges of the hole with mud, making sure the hole a

perfect fit for their bodies.

Pied flycatchers are fast nest builders. They have been known to take over a nestbox in use by another

bird, and build their own nest and lay eggs on top of a fresh clutch - or even live chicks — within days.

Many birds roost in nestboxes, especially during a cold winter night. These roosts are frequently
communal with the birds packing together for extra warmth. The record number of birds found in one

box is 61 wrens!



