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INTRODUCTION

Each year we receive several hundred phone calls and letters request
ing information about birds of the city. The requests can be classified 
into two categories: (1) how to help or enjoy city birds, and (2) how to 
solve specific bird problems. The present publication is intended to answer 
many of these questions. It was originally published in August 1975; this 
revision was prepared in September, 1975.

HELPING CITY BIRDS

Bird Feeders

Many people like to maintain bird feeders so that they can view birds 
more easily and also help the birds through times of stress. Such feeders 
can be a benefit to the birds if maintained properly, but the feeders can 
become a hazard to birds if improperly maintained. If you do wish to feed 
birds, the following guidelines should be observed.

Place the feeder near some natural vegetation. This seems to give birds 
some sense of security and they will utilize it more readily. Be careful, 
however, not to place the feeder next to objects that would represent good 
ambush points for animals like cats. Food provided should include a variety 
of seeds, such as those sold in food markets. Suet (fat) hung from feeders 
or trees will attract woodpeckers and some small birds. Some people smear 
peanut butter on trees, and although birds seem to like it, there is some 
thought that this item poses problems for the birds, i.e. it sticks to the 
outside of the bill and picks up dirt and other materials.

The above type of feeder should be opened in late fall, prior to winter, 
and maintained through early spring. Timing is especially important. If 
feeders are put in operation too soon, migrating birds will stop instead of 
going south naturally. If the feeders are closed too soon, birds that, have 
been attracted to a particular area and have become dependent upon feeders 
for survival will perish. In the latter case, a feeder can do more harm than 
good. For most birds a feeder is unnecessary from late spring through early 
fall. Natural food is abundant during this time. Additionally, most birds 
switch from a seed or suet diet to an insect diet during the nesting season.

One special type of feeder should be considered for hummingbirds. Many 
such feeders are maintained during the summer in or near the mountains. These 
feeders should be filled with a sugar solution. Honey should not be used, 
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since a fungus that is harmful to hummingbirds grows readily in honey solutions. 
With sugar, use a ratio no stronger than one cup water to one-fourth cup sugar. 
Feeders should be sterilized frequently to kill bacteria which cause fermenta
tion. The preceding advice comes from the Denver Audubon Society Newsletter 
(June, 1975). Although some people put red food coloring in the water, there 
is some concern that the coloring is not good for the birds. Since this issue 
has not been resolved, it can be avoided by merely painting the feeder red 
and not using the food coloring. There is no doubt that hummingbirds are 
attracted to bright colors.

Water Baths

In a relatively arid area such as Colorado, water baths will usually be 
heavily utilized by birds in the summer. In deciding upon a proper location, 
the same guidelines can be used as described for bird feeders above.

Bird Houses

Only a few species of city birds will use bird houses. Wrens are prob
ably the easiest to attract with small houses. For wrens, it is critical 
that the entrance to the house not be larger than a quarter coin. Bluebirds 
will use houses, but the problem is that they require a larger opening. The 
large opening allows access by House Sparrows and Starlings. In fact, most 
houses with an opening greater than the size of a quarter will end up being 
occupied by the latter two species in urban areas. Purple Martin houses are 
not good bets in Colorado, since this bird is of rare occurrence in the state. 
Robins will sometimes use wooden platforms (one foot square) placed under the 
eaves of houses. This may be worth a try.

Habitat Improvement

Any area can be made more attractive to birds with the proper habitat 
considerations. In a yard the presence of trees and shrubs (especially those 
producing berries) will increase the number of birds using the area. A clump 
of three or four trees is more attractive than the same number of trees widely 
separated.

Citizens with an interest in maintaining birds, as well as other forms 
of wildlife, in urban areas can frequently join together to accomplish more 
than can be done individually. Citizen input can influence city governments 
to establish green belts. Such areas often times possess a potential for 
attracting wildlife. If your city is considering developing such an area 
with wildlife in mind, they should contact the Colorado Division of Wildlife. 
We have a program designed to offer technical assistance in the development 
of urban wildlife habitat.
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Nests and Young

Each spring and summer we receive many calls regarding the care of nests 
and young. These calls can best be considered in terms of the time of the 
nesting cycle.

Frequently, eggs are found on the ground, as the result of falling out 
of a nest. If you find such an egg, the best thing to do is leave it alone. 
There are several reasons for this decision. First, these eggs have usually 
cooled to the point that the developing embryo is already dead. An attempt 
to put the egg back in the nest can easily cause the adult birds to completely 
abandon the nest. Trying to hatch such an egg and raising the resultant 
young will almost certainly be a failure as described in the next section 
on young. In explaining this decision to children it should be pointed out 
that such mortality is part of nature -- there are always more offspring pro
duced than can possibly survive in a world of limited resources. In fact, 
if all offspring did survive it would mean reduced food for all individuals 
and the consequences could be even worse than having a few individuals die 
early.

During the nesting stage, occasions arise where a landowner wants to 
spray a tree with a pesticide when the tree contains an active nest. About 
the only hope in such cases is for the landowner to do one of two things. 
Either avoid spraying the immediate nest area or cover the nest with plastic 
temporarily. The latter choice is a last resort, since the adult birds may 
abandon the nest. In all cases, it is best to try to find a pesticide that 
is not harmful to birds. Check on this with the person that sells the pest
icide .

Once the young have hatched they also frequently fall from the nest. 
The adult birds by now are strongly attached to the nest and will not usu
ally desert their young. In fact, contrary to popular opinion, birds have 
a poor sense of smell and they will not abandon young because of human scent 
on the young. Therefore, if at all possible, put the young back in the nest. 
If this is not feasible the only other realistic option is to leave the young 
alone with the chance that the adults will still care for it. It is not feas
ible to try and raise the young. They require special food at frequent inter
vals and such detailed care can only be provided by the adult birds or people 
specialized in the care of birds. Unfortunately, the number of small young 
found each spring far exceeds the number of people trained to care for birds. 
Again, such mortality is part of nature and must be recognized as such. 
Attempts at raising young will only result in more heartbreak at a later stage.

There is one final reason for not attempting to care for baby birds. 
With the exception of the House Sparrow, Starling, and Common Pigeon, all 
birds, their nests, eggs and young are protected by a combination of federal 
and state laws. Possession of the protected species can result in arrest 
with resultant fines. Although such laws may seem harsh to the person with 
a young bird in their hand, overall they provide a tremendous service to the 
birds since many abuses are eliminated.
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period of a few days where they can be found in the bushes and on the ground. 
The adults stay in the vicinity and feed the young while also teaching them 
how to feed on their own. Again, for the same reasons as stated above, the 
young should be left alone. Taking them into the home will only deprive them 
of a critical phase of their learning and lower their chances for long-term 
survival. This should be stressed to children, since many go through a phase 
where they want to try their hand at raising some animal.

It should be noted that many young birds in this latter phase are highly 
vulnerable to predators such as cats and dogs. The most positive step, there
fore, that a person can take to help these birds is to keep pets confined from 
about May-July. An alternative is to place bells on the pets so that they 
can not sneak up on the birds. In green belt areas, all pets should be kept 
on leashes.

Injured Birds

Cities, with their complexes of fences, high-wires, and traffic, pose 
special problems for birds. Many birds receive injuries from these obstacles 
and from pets as mentioned above. Again, because of the volume of such in
juries there is no facility for caring for them. This should be understand
able to anyone who has ever taken a pet to a vet and incurred the bill. There 
is one exception to this rule. The Colorado Division of Wildlife does have a 
special program to care for injured hawks and owls and endangered birds such 
as the White Pelican and Greater Sandhill Crane (in Denver).

If you find a small, injured bird the best thing to do is put it out of 
its misery. This can be accomplished by laying it on its back and grasping 
the sides of the breast near the junction with the wings. Squeeze inward and 
hold until the bird has expired. This collapses the lungs and is as humane 
as possible. The procedure may sound cruel, but it is far more humane than 
letting the bird die a slow death from starvation or infection.

Many injuries could be prevented if children were not allowed to shoot 
at birds with BB guns. Such guns are fine when used under supervision of 
adults to learn the basics of gun safety. Unfortunately, many parents allow 
their children to hunt with BB guns and birds suffer the consequences.

Banded Birds

Many birds are banded each year by researchers and frequently these birds 
are recovered by members of the public. The majority of these birds possess 
bands issued by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. On the back of these 
bands is an address as follows:

Fish & Wildlife Service
Washington, D. C.
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Send the number of the band, date of acquisition, and location to the 
above address. You will be performing a valuable service and will receive in
formation on where and when the bird was banded. If you encounter a band not 
possessing the above address, contact someone in the Colorado Division of 
Wildlife.

BIRD PROBLEMS

Woodpeckers

Woodpeckers, especially flickers, can cause extensive damage to the siding 
of houses. Unfortunately, there is no pat solution to this problem. An ef
fective repellent has not been developed, although some people have claimed 
limited success with an application of clear "penta" (a post preservative). 
Harassment is sometimes effective, utilizing several techniques. Luckily, 
most damage occurs as the birds work on a specific spot (a potential nest 
site). Hanging a loose sheet of plastic over the damaged area may repel the 
birds. Hardware cloth can be used to temporarily cover a potential hole and 
the birds may leave the area.

It is possible to obtain federal and state permits to collect a Woodpecker 
doing damage, but such permits are issued only under dire circumstances. Further
more, by the time the necessary permits are issued, the damage is usually done. 
Even with such permits, one must then contend with local city ordinaces against 
shooting firearms.

About the only consolation is that research is being conducted on this 
problem and a solution may be found in the future.

Magpies

These birds are also protected by state and federal laws except when 
they are causing damage problems. In cases of damage, they may be collected 
without a state or federal permit, but city ordinances may still prevent 
shooting -- this should be checked. Although they attract a lot of attention 
because of their vocal abilities, they are beneficial, since as scavengers 
they clean up the remains of other dead animals. When minor problems are 
created, repeatedly chasing them away will sometimes suffice.

Starlings, House Sparrows, Common Pigeons

Any of these three unprotected species are considered exotics in that 
they are not native to the U.S. -- they were imported from Europe. They have 
become well-adapted to urban areas and sometimes cause problems. Such problems 
are outside the realm of the Colorado Division of Wildlife’s responsibilities, 
but some of the larger cities have control programs. On a local level popula
tions can be controlled most effectively by making sure that unlimited food 
supplies are not available. Garbage should be kept in containers. Since
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Starlings and House Sparrows are attracted to pet food containers, feeding 
pets in the evening so that food is not available during the daytime will help 
considerably. Also, it is possible to tear down nests when they are being 
built.

Pigeon control is more complex. Wild pigeons in large concentrations 
can pose health problems, since they carry such diseases as coccidiosis, New 
Castle’s Disease, and pigeon fever. Again, some cities have special control 
programs for pigeons. Wild pigeons, however, are not to be confused with 
those raised and cared for by individuals. For instance, pigeon racing is a 
popular sport and provides a wholesome activity for urban dwellers. Pigeon 
fanciers spend a lot of time caring for their birds and these birds are no 
more of a health hazard than any other pet -- your cat or dog.

Blackbird Concentrations

Blackbirds sometimes form large flocks that can become a problem on a 
local basis. Such flocks are especially likely around large feedlots in the 
winter. Under these conditions a feedlot owner does have the right to use 
accepted methods (chemicals or shooting) to control the problem. The Division 
of Wildlife, however, must be notified of the control efforts.

On a smaller scale we frequently receive complaints in the fall regarding 
blackbird concentrations. These concentrations are the result of the bird 
flocking up prior to fall migration; consequently, they are usually only 
temporary.

On some occasions these flocks are attracted to an area because of a 
locally abundant food source. If a crop is involved, they can do damage. If 
city ordinances do not prevent it, such birds can be shot. This only applies 
when blackbirds are causing damage; otherwise they are protected. Before taking 
such action, however, you should closely examine the cause of the bird concen
tration. For instance, I received one complaint and it turned out that the 
blackbirds were concentrated because of a high insect (food) density -- the 
birds were doing the landowner a favor!

CONCLUSION

I have tried to cover those topics that appear to be of the most interest 
to city dwellers. As more and more land is converted to living space for people, 
it is essential that we do everything possible to minimize our effect on wild
life. The present publication was prepared with this intent in mind. If you 
have additional questions, please contact your local Wildlife Conservation 
Officer or write me directly.






