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Nest Guide to Cavity Nesters
by Patrick Ready/BRAW

Eastern Bluebird
Fine or coarse grasses, 
pine needles, lined with fine 
grasses.

Black-capped Chickadee
Moss, fine grass, lined with 
animal hair.

Tree Swallow
Similar to bluebirds, coarser 
grasses & straw, lined with 
feathers when eggs are laid.
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House Wren
Sticks and twigs jammed in 
tightly. Lined with a small 
amount of fine grass and hair. 
Often builds dummy nest with a 
few sticks but without lined cup.

House Sparrow
Grass, straw, 
feathers, paper, 
plastic, etc. and 
they usually swirl 
the grass upward 
to fill the box, 
then tunnel down 
in. Sometimes 
when a nest is first started it 
may be hard to tell what spe-
cies is nesting. Wait a day or 
two to see how the nest devel-
ops. Feathers and wrappers 
early on with some grass piec-
es are 
definite 
signs of 
House 
Sparrows.

Species Identification of Cavity Nesters

Above: Peterson box filled 
with straw, grass, and 
garbage indicates a House 
Sparrow nest.
Middle: Eggs-white or grey 
with brown specs.

Male & female Eastern Bluebird.

Fledgling Eastern Bluebird.
Black-capped Chickadee, 
sexes similar.

Female & male Tree Swallow.

House Wren, sexes similar.

Left: Beginning nest. Similar 
to bluebird and tree swallow 
but note chicken feathers and 
debris are signs of a House 
Sparrow nest.
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Make a Predator Guard
Materials:
1 x 4” pine or cedar board
Hardware cloth cut to 16”x6”
3 Screws 1-1/2” long
Tools:
Staple Gun
Drill
Hammer (to pound staples down firm)
Cut the wood to 4-1/2” length
Drill a 1-1/2” entrance hole or an oval hole
in the piece.
Starting on the bottom wrap the hardware 
cloth around the wood piece stapling it sev-
eral times as you go. Drill 3 holes for screws 
in the wood piece for easy fastening to the 
box.

The wood block is optional. You can attach the wire directly to the front of the box with 
several screws but the block of wood makes a sturdier guard.

3/4” Conduit Mounting System
By Bob Tamm
1.	 Using a standard 10 ft. section of ¾” EMT conduit (avail-

able at Menard’s, Home Depot, etc.), cut off about  
2 – 2 ½ ft. (hack saw) and discard.

2.	 Flatten tip of the 7 ½ ft. or 8 ft. section with hammer or 
sledge. This makes it easier to pound pole into ground, 
and prevents it from turning. 

3.	 Loosely attach ¾” EMT conduit 2-hole straps to back of 
box using ¾” deck screws. (Note:  ¾” deck screws are hard 
to find. I get mine at Menard’s.)

4.	 Using post pounder, pound long conduit section into ground, 
allowing about 6 to 6 ½ ft. above ground. 

5.	 Slip box with straps onto conduit and adjust box for height. 
Then tighten screws.

 Use a nail or screw on the back to prevent box from slipping down 
the pole.
Note: If you would like to use the entire 10 ft. section, try this:  
Measure two sections to 6’-8” and cut. You will have two left over 
3’4” sections, which will make a third 6’-8” section if you use a 
coupler. If you drive these sections about 14 inches into the ground, 
you will still have enough conduit above ground to mount a box on the 5 ft. 
above ground conduit. You then have three mounts from two 10 ft. sections.
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Recommended Oval Hole Plan

1-3/8"

5-1/2" Drill two 1-3/8" 
holes & chisel 
sides flat to oval

9" 9-7/8"

10-1/2" approx. 1' 1-3/4"

Drainage 
corner cuts

3-3/4"

Side Side

Roof
BackFloor

9"

6-5/8"

5"

5"

Front

Pivotscrews
Pivot

screws

Saw
cut

6-5/8"

Drill hole through back and side of
door to hold door closed with nail.

Recess bottom 
1/2 inch

Recess bottom 
1/2 inch

Bottom opening side

Alternative option if desired

Top opening side

Recess 
bottom 
1 inch

Entrance 1-3/8"oval (see above)

7-1/2"

2 to
2-1/4"

Front View

NABS style Bluebird Box
Cedar, 7/8 " lumber preferred.
8" wide for top
6" wide for back, front, sides & bottom
All angle cuts are 10 degrees
Roof is 7-1/2" wide x 10-1/2 " long
Sides 9-7/8" long x 5" wide
Floor is 5" x 3-3/4"
Back & front 5-1/2" wide

More nest box plans can be found on our 
website: braw.org.

Pivotscrews
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Figure 1– Installation
Installation is quick and  
simple provided there is a 
screw intact.

Figure 2– The 
visible red bulls eye  
invariably suggests a 
trapped sparrow.

Use the Van Ert Trap to Solve Your 
House Sparrow Problems

Install the trap and set it per 
instructions. Watch to see if 
you catch a House Sparrow or 
return to the box after a short 
time to check to see if the trap 
was sprung. You don’t want 
to trap a bluebird and leave 
it trapped. To check caught 
bird put a large, clear plastic 
bag over the box and slightly 
open the side. The trapped 
bird will fly to the top of the 
bag for you to see what you 
have. Release bluebirds and 
remove House Sparrows.

Common Predators of Eastern 
Bluebirds: Raccoons, House  
Sparrows, Black Flies and Mice
1) �Raccoons: To prevent raids of your nest 

boxes by raccoons, three preventive mea-
sures are suggested: A) Use steel wool or 
a wire brush to smooth off oxidized PVC 
and/or B) smear car wax paste on the post. 
C) Predator Guard on front of box.

2) �House Sparrows are an introduced species 
from Europe. They have no legal protec-
tion from the USFWS in North America. 
They have a strong, seed crushing beak 
that easily out-competes the slender/
weaker insect-eating beak of other song-
birds. The best way to prevent these pests 
from occupying your nest boxes is to keep 
them away from livestock (especially 
cattle) or homes with feeders using millet 
and/or cracked corn as these locations 
attract large numbers. Control sparrows 
with the Van Ert sparrow trap. Van Ert 
traps are easy to insert and highly effective 
when used properly.

3) �Black flies are a menace like no other to 
cavity nesting songbirds. Female flies are 
attracted by CO2 given off by incubating 
hens or immobile chicks and bite them for 
a blood meal. Female bluebirds are driv-
en off their eggs by the persistent biting 
of black flies but chicks can’t get away 
from black flies and are killed by dozens 
of black fly bites. We now have a way to 
prevent black flies. It’s best to use Perme-
thrin-10 poultry insecticide. Dilute it to 
0.50% concentration and place it into an 
aspirator bottle such as a “Windex Bottle”. 
When you find black flies around your 
nest box spray the opening and all cracks 
on the box, both inside and out. If there are 
eggs or chicks in the nest, put a small, clear 
jar over the eggs and spray the nest box 
thoroughly.  The 2nd week, spray the hole 
and cracks on the outside of the box only.

4) Mice: Mice will often use a box to nest in. 
Cover your nose & mouth before removing 
mice nest as their feces can carry hantivirus 
bacteria which can be inhaled causing severe 
illness.

Order traps online from Van Ert Enterprises at  
vanerttraps.com

Approximately $10.00 + Shipping
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