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Black Fly Not a 
Major Concern in 
Wisconsin 
By Kent Hall, Data Collection 
Officer, BRAW
  In this publication the topic of black 
flies gets considerable ink. One could 
interpret these articles as something 
that should be of major concern to 
bluebird monitors across WI. I do not 
agree. I think the problem is minor 
and should be of little concern for 
Wisconsin monitors in general. That 
does not mean, however, that when it 
happens to a monitor it is of minimal 
consequence. On the contrary, some-
one who experiences black fly deaths 
of bluebird chicks goes through 
considerable trauma and should be 
prepared for the psychological conse-
quences if it happens to them. But it is 
going to happen to very few WI blue-
bird monitors.
  This conclusion is based on two 
observations: 1) In the 8 years I have 
coordinated the Audubon Bluebird 
Trail for central WI (4,124 nest box 
years), we had trouble with black flies 
in only one location in one year: 121 
boxes at Ft. McCoy in 2008.  2) I have 
completed 4 years as data collection 
coordinator for BRAW. In that time, 

I have had data from 29,968 nest box 
years sent to me. Only in one year, 
2008, was there a problem with black 
flies and it affected only about 300 
nest boxes reported to me.  My expe-
rience tells me that black flies are a 
problem in only very wet years and 
only if nest boxes are close enough to 
the hatching sites in slowly moving 
rivers.
  In 2008, we collected “freshly killed” 
chicks of the Eastern Bluebird and 
personnel at the Wildlife Health 
Laboratory (WHL) in Madison found 
black fly specimens in the ear canals 
of these birds. They concluded that 
black flies had killed our chicks at Ft. 
McCoy (we lost nearly 100). These 
chicks were collected less than 24 
hours after being killed. Our first 
specimens were collected more than 
24 hours after death and had deterio-
rated so badly that they could not be 
used for analysis. To my knowledge, 
only one other specimen has been sent 
to the WHL and it was found to be 
“black fly negative”.  It was a fresh-
collected specimen, but a single speci-
men can not be used to conclude that 
a trail is not being affected by black 
flies.
  The infestations by black flies in the 
boxes at Ft. McCoy occurred in un-
vented nest boxes.  It has been argued  
that if there are other “leaky” areas in 

an un-vented nest box, it can produce 
enough CO2 flow from the chicks to 
attract black flies. I won’t argue that 
point. What I will argue, however, is 
that it is typical for wooden nest boxes 
to shrink and to cause “leak sources” 
within one year of their construction.  
Few people go to the trouble of caulk-
ing their boxes around the tops and 
sides away from the opening.  Even 
if they do, however, the front/side 
door is still a problem.  I know of no 
way that doors (front or side) can be 
caulked and still open the door.  Air 
leaks that allow a flow of air into the 
box are inevitable.  
  In summary, I contend that: 1) there 
is little or no problem with bluebird 
mortality from black flies in WI blue-
bird chicks and 2) it is essentially 
impossible to prevent air flow through 
wooden boxes because they shrink 
after being put up outdoors.  I con-
clude that we will have to put up with 
black fly mortality in the few years 
and locations that they occur.
  Finally, it is still appropriate to 
minimize ventilation in nest boxes to 
prevent wind chill for chicks raised 
in April & May in WI.  Also, caulk-
ing aging boxes to prevent this wind 
chill is encouraged.  But don’t expect 
your efforts will eliminate the threat 
of black flies.

Save a chickadee or 6 or 8
By Pat Ready, WB Editor
  Gary Gaard told me once that you can sometimes 
tell when a chickadee has chosen one of your nest 
boxes even before she begins bringing nesting 
material to it. They pick at the bottom of the box 
removing little chips of wood. On one of my trails 
I noticed this in a box in late April. So I added a re-
ducer to the front of that box to prevent larger cavity 
nesters from stealing it from mama chickadee. I cut 
mine from scrap cedar with a 1-1/8 inch diameter 
hole to go over the larger hole for bluebirds etc.
  In late April or so Tree Swallows will begin nesting and they 
will take over the chickadee’s nest and push eggs down and 
nest over it booting the chickadee out. Bluebirds and house 
sparrows may do the same.
  The reducer gives the little chickadee an advantage — with a 
little help from a friend. The larger birds can’t get into the box 
with the smaller entrance. After the chickadees fledge (5-8 on 
average) in mid-late June remove the reducer so swallows or 
bluebirds can use the box.
  Some bird specialty stores sell entrance hole reducer/protec-
tors made from metal that could be used as well.

Above: The begin-
nings of a chickadee 
nest.

Left: A completed 
chickadee nest, lined 
with animal fur.

Above: A nest box with a 
reducer added to prevent 
larger birds from forcing 
the chickadee out. 




