STEWARDSHIP
' By Gary L. Slater
at uccess e B ST T
®  past six months, those words best describe

my thoughts concerning the eastern blue-
: "~ bird reintroduction program in Everglades
-  National Park. Granted, during that period,

- - - - 3 I often muttered other, less wholesome,
phrases. For example, those days when my
field crew and I awoke before dawn to
drive to our research site, only to be taunt-
ed by bluebirds that refused to be trapped
or even be found. As time passes, however,
the unpleasant memories fade, while the
accomplishments become more evident.

Perhaps the biggest reason for
this year’s success was the participation by
golf courses. Last December, George
McBath and I began talking to golf course
superintendents in Naples to see if courses
would be interested in donating bluebirds
to the reintroduction program (see Florida
Green, Spring 2001). The response by golf
courses was extremely positive and as the
breeding season approached, five courses
each agreed to donate a pair of bluebirds.

Without George’s help, this proj-
ect would not have been possible. George
is an enthusiastic advocate for conserva-
tion on golf courses and has helped many
courses become certified in the Audubon
Cooperative Sanctuary Program. It's no
wonder that he has become known in
southwest Florida as “the bluebird man.”
During this project, he guided me to nest
boxes where we could trap, and he moni-
tored bluebird nest boxes after birds were
removed. With his help, we moved 10
adult and five nestling bluebirds from golf
courses to a new home in Everglades
National Park.

We captured and translocated the
first breeding pair of bluebirds from Royal
Poinciana Golf Club on Feb. 20, and fol-
lowed that with captures of pairs from
Grey Oaks CC and Foxfire Golf and CC
on March 5.

All the pairs were captured with
a large (30’ x 25” ft) net designed to catch
birds, a live lure bluebird, and speakers to
play the bluebird’s song on either side of
the net. The net was placed next to a nest
box where breeding behavior by bluebirds

Gary Slater tries to locate and track bluebirds in the Everglades National Park by had been observed, and the lu"? bird was
radio signals from tiny transmitters attached to the birds. Photo by Liliana Menacho. placed on top of the nest box in a small
cage.
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Male bluebird with radio transmitter
attached to his back. Photo by Liliana
Menacho.

In most cases, the bluebirds
responded quickly to the invading lure
bird, vocalizing loudly with displeasure,
diving at the intruder, and even landing on
the cage to scuffle — beak to beak — with
the obnoxious intruder. The pair was then
captured as they flew back and forth across
the net in response to the lure bird on one
side and the bluebird song coming from
the speaker on the opposite side.

Once captured, the bluebirds
were driven to Everglades National Park in
a small cage, placed in an aviary, and given
a gourmet diet of mealworms — typically
a routine affair.

Can you imagine our surprise
when we found the female from Foxfire
had laid an egg in the transport cage?
Because it was so early in the breeding
season, we didn’t realize that she might be
that close to egg-laying or we would not
have attempted to capture her. Fortunately,
she appeared to be physically unaffected
by what must have been a traumatic expe-

rience for her.

After spending three weeks in
the aviary to become better adjusted to
their new surroundings, the bluebird pairs
were ready to be released. Before release,
however, we attached a small, pinto-bean-
sized radio transmitter to the back of the
male. The transmitter emits a steady beep
for about six weeks that we can detect with
a radio receiver and antennae up to two
miles away. This device greatly improves
our ability to locate and track released
birds, which often move six to eight miles
daily, for the first few days after release.

We had hoped the birds would
set up a territory and begin nesting before
the radios fail.

That was not to be the case.

The Foxfire pair split up; I'm
afraid the egg-laying experience may have
persuaded the female to ditch her mate.
The other two pairs stayed together, and,
like the Foxfire male, moved widely
throughout the pine forest in Everglades
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This bluebird nestling, shown here after banding, is the offspring of a Foxfire male
and a Royal Poinciana female relocated to the Everglades National Park. Photo by

Elizabeth Crisfeld.

National Park. When the radios failed, no
evidence of breeding had been found and
we lost track of all the birds.

In mid-April, about the time the

radios failed, we moved bluebirds from
two more golf courses. This time, though,
we moved bluebird pairs and their
nestlings. From the Glades Golf Club we

removed a pair of bluebirds with two
nestlings and from Eagle Creek CC we
removed a pair and three nestlings.

As before, we transported each
family to Everglades National Park and
placed them in an aviary. The nestlings
were put into a new nest box, where they
were fed by the adults until they fledged.

One tragedy occurred when a rat
snake got into the Glades aviary and swal-
lowed the two fledglings — the lumps
were obvious. Unfortunately, this seems to
occur once a year regardless of our effort
to exclude predators. Small-mesh wire is
placed around the aviaries to deter snakes
and other predators from entering, but
because the ground is limestone rock it’s
impossible to completely secure the aviary.

Adults are able to get away from
a predator inside the aviary, but the slow,
uncoordinated flight by juveniles makes
them vulnerable. More frustrating, was
that these birds were to be released in just
a couple days.
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After three weeks, the males
from both courses were radio-tagged and
the families were released. Immediately,
the pairs split up. The Glades adults were
seen on a couple occasions near the park’s
entrance, but neither has been seen since.
The Eagle Creek male abandoned its mate
and young and set up a territory near a
nesting bluebird pair about four miles from
its release site.

By early May, ten bluebird adults
and three juveniles from golf courses had
been released to Everglades National Park.
But we knew the whereabouts of only one
bird — not a great success story. To make
matters worse, we had found only two of
the eight bluebirds translocated from Big
Cypress National Preserve, and only a few
nests had been found.

Overall, the scene was discour-
aging and I must admit that a few of those
unwholesome words escaped from my
mouth.

Fortunately, our luck was about
to change, and in this case it happened
swiftly. One morning in early May, we
found the female from Eagle Creek with
one surviving juvenile near one of the
Park’s research buildings. An hour later,
we found a nest across the street! The
Foxfire male and the Royal Poinciana
female had mated and were nesting in the
back of a small shed.

We had been looking for golf-
course birds in the forest; these birds were
hanging out near buildings, people, and
well-maintained lawns. I guess old habits
die hard.

A few days later, we found the
Grey Oaks pair nesting in a natural cavity,
and a few weeks later, we located the male

from Royal Poinciana nesting with a
female translocated from Big Cypress
National Preserve.

The pair nesting in the small
shed won the most fledglings contest for
all of the territories in Everglades National
Park. Their first nest yielded three juve-
niles, which we banded with color bands to
mark them uniquely. To our pleasant sur-
prise, they nested again and raised five
more juveniles — a rare event — to bring
their total to eight. The Royal Poinciana
male and its mate produced three juve-
niles. hHowever, the Grey Oaks pair failed.
In summary, we found seven of the 10 golf
course adults released in the park. This is a
great success rate and higher than previous
years where we had seen 40%-60% of
translocated birds remain in the Park.

Also, the three adults that disap-
peared may still be in the park; it’s an enor-
mous area and impossible to survey com-
pletely. Golf course bluebirds produced 11
of the 38 (29%) juveniles that fledged in
Everglades National Park this year. I could
never have anticipated such great success.
I expect all the birds to remain in the park
and be ready to breed again next year.

Back at the golf courses, blue-
birds were successful too. George moni-
tored the nest boxes at four golf courses,
while Dr. Harold Dowell of the Foxfire
Nature Group monitored the nest boxes at
Foxfire Golf and CC. At only one course,
Royal Poinciana, did new bluebirds occu-
py the nest box where we removed blue-
birds. However, all courses had significant
numbers of bluebird nests (see table), and
the juveniles produced this year will find
an available nest box ready for them
next year.

The bluebird population in
Everglades National Park increased in size
substantially this year with the help of
translocated bluebirds from golf courses.
Last year we found only four breeding ter-
ritories. This year the number jumped to
16 breeding territories (I think we missed
some last year).

With 38 fledglings produced this
year, the population at the end of the
breeding season is around 70 individuals.
With such a large population established,
we have decided to stop translocating birds
and just monitor the population for a cou-
ple of years to evaluate its status.

That means an end to the golf
course donor program, but not to the golf
course bluebirds. Next year, golf course
bluebirds and their offspring will continue
to be monitored by me in Everglades
National Park, by George on courses in
southwestern Florida, by the Foxfire
Nature Group on its home course, and by
other bluebird enthusiasts on golf courses
throughout Florida.

Finally, I want to thank the par-
ticipating golf courses again for taking part
in this reintroduction effort. Your coopera-
tion was great and I think our partnership
makes for a great conservation story that
the entire golf industry can be proud of.
For me, it was also a learning experience
about golf courses and the role they can
play in conservation. I certainly hope to
have the opportunity to work with golf
courses again.

Gary L. Slater is a research biologist with
ARC Institute, Inc. If you have any ques-
tions or comments, he can be reached at

305-213-8829, or by e-mail:
glslater@yahoo.com.
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