














USE OF NEST BOXES BY CACTUS WRENS
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Santiago canyons in the foothills of the Santa Ana Mountains. During limited
observations, we saw the adults bringing food to the nest, indicating the pres-
ence of nestlings; the adults were seen entering and exiting the box only via
the gap under the hardware cloth. On 17 and 30 June, Hamilton observed
a pair of Cactus Wrens with at least two fledglings in cactus scrub adjacent
to this box and presumed these to be the adults and fledglings from the box.
Inspection of the box revealed an unhatched, presumably unviable Cactus
Wren egg that had apparently been pushed through the bottom of the nest.

On 7 October 2010 we noted a Cactus Wren roost nest at 33.692° N,
117.684° W in a tilted nest box within mature cactus scrub adjacent to a
grove of avocados (Persea americana) (“Agua Chinon1”; Table 1) within the
city of Irvine’s” Open Space Preserve North, approximately 12 km southeast
of the first wren-occupied box. This nonbreeding nest was originally observed
two weeks prior by Q. Sorenson of the Irvine Ranch Conservancy and was
partially completed at that time.

During the winter, we examined all boxes and, if necessary, repaired them
so they were ready for use by February 2011. No additional monitoring
took place until 31 May 2011, when we found an active nest at 33.798°
N, 117.741° W (“Irvine Park West”; Table 1), in the foothills of the Santa
Ana Mountains, approximately 2 km west of the first wren-occupied box
observed in 2010; this nest was also in a tilted box within mature cactus
scrub (Figures 3, 4). Adults were bringing food to the nest on 1 June and
had at least one fledgling on 10 June. These adults also chose to enter and
exit the box via the gap underneath the hardware cloth rather than through
the holes in the end boards.

Cactus Wrens have not yet been found nesting in boxes at sites closer
to the coast, in the San Joaquin Hills, but the House Finch (Carpodacus
mexicanus) has nested in two boxes in that area.

DISCUSSION

The scrub surrounding nest boxes used by Cactus Wrens for breeding and
roosting included extensive stands of mature prickly-pear, and several sites
also contained mature coastal cholla. Therefore, use of the boxes provides
“proof of concept” that Cactus Wrens will select the boxes as an accept-
able nesting substrate, even when tall, mature cactus replete with apparent
natural nest sites is available. Presumably, the wrens should select boxes for
nesting more frequently in scrub lacking tall cactus (unless other factors are
preventing Cactus Wrens from settling in such an area); only one of our
sites lacked tall cactus. Successful fledging of young from both boxes used
for breeding suggests the suitability of the box’s design and placement. The
boxes did not weather well, however; the boards separated and warped
because of the use of nails to hold them together and lack of a protective
primer coating. They have now been replaced with sturdier models held
together with screws and hand-painted with primer and latex paint. The
approximate cost of materials to construct a nest box by the new design is
$50, including steel poles for installation in the field. Maintenance, such as
cleaning out old nests, checking for warped pieces, and refastening hardware
cloth should be done annually, before the breeding season.
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For reasons unknown to us the wrens seem to prefer the tilted boxes. The
second set of 21 nest boxes installed in the field in August and September
of 2011 as part of an Eagle Scount leadership service project includes only
the tilted model. Scout George Carpenter and his team invested a total of
146 man-hours over 8 days to purchase supplies, construct nest boxes,
and assist with installation. Other modifications to box’s design include the
installation of a level floor to help prevent eggs from being pushed through
the bottom of the nest (Figure 1C). We are attempting to thoroughly seal
the “false bottom” of the nest to prevent this dead space from becoming a
breeding ground for pests that could be harmful to nestlings. The new boxes
have been placed primarily in cactus-restoration sites adjacent to more intact
cactus in the foothills of the Santa Ana Mountains and in mature scrub in
the San Joaquin Hills, where Cactus Wren densities are low. The goal is to
test whether, in areas lacking suitable nest sites, the boxes can effectively
increase the area of habitat occupied by Cactus Wrens and accelerate re-
covery of the local population.

The potential for harm to result from deploying nest boxes is remote; one
would not expect the presence of a nest box to induce wrens to settle in a
patch of habitat that does not satisfy other basic ecological requirements
(e.g., food, cover). We suggest that judicious use of the boxes in burned
habitat and at restoration sites should represent one useful component of a
multifaceted approach to stabilizing and recovering Cactus Wren populations
now in danger of extirpation. The boxes could also have value as a research
tool for assessing the importance of other aspects of habitat suitability, such
as foraging ecology and nest predation in relation to nest-site availability.
We do not anticipate that nest boxes alone could possibly be sufficient to
stem current declines in coastal populations of the Cactus Wren, since lack
of appropriate nesting sites in burned landscapes represents only one of
several potential stressors suspected of limiting the species’ productivity
and/or survivorship in coastal southern California; others include habitat
fragmentation, changes in habitat structure, disease, booming populations
of Cooper’s Hawk (Accipiter cooperii), and possible food limitation. The
Irvine Ranch Conservancy, Nature Reserve of Orange County, and others
are pursuing additional studies in a combined effort to identify other adverse
factors, and to develop remedies where feasible.
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