ENHANCING YOUR YARD FOR NESTING BIRDS
With spring approaching the sounds of bird songs will soon fill the air.  And not far behind will be birds looking for places to make their nests and raise their young.  There are many ways to help birds with this often stressful task, especially in places where people have drastically altered the natural environment.  While bird houses are probably the most commonly provided assistance that people provide, there are lots of other ways to help.  In fact some birds want nothing to do with a box with a hole in it and have completely different needs.

Remember though to be patient; it might take a season or more for your yard to become bird-friendly enough to attract nesting birds.  But there are steps you can take to help things along and as with most chores the sooner you begin the better off you’ll be.  
PROVIDE FOOD – Raising young is a stressful and energy-demanding time in a bird’s life.  While most birds will do just fine foraging on their own, planting natural food sources (such as native berry or seed plants) nearby will help a lot, as will hanging bird feeders with black oil sunflower, nyjar, or other seeds.  And don’t forget about mealworms, fruits and suet to add extra minerals and proteins that are essential for a healthy mother.  

PROVIDE WATER SOURCES – Especially during the warm summer months, but even at other times of year, having water nearby will make your yard a very attractive place for birds to drink or to bathe.  Be sure to keep bird baths clean and don’t let the water get too deep (no more than about 3”).   Some birds need mud for their nests and providing water at a mud hole will help these species as well.  
PROVIDE NESTING MATERIAL – Birds have been making nests using natural materials for thousands of years but it’s unlikely they would object to your help.  Leaving piles of nest materials will reduce the energy they expend and allow them to spend more time feeding and building up energy needed to raise young.  Materials can include such items as short pieces of string (no more than about 4” long), human or pet hair, feathers, dryer lint, and twigs.  They can be left in a suspended onion bag or basket, in a notch in a tree, or placed in a protected location on the ground.  Old nests that you might be tempted to collect or remove are often used by new generations who take the old materials and recycle them when constructing a new nest.
LEAVE EXISTING HABITAT – It’s a lot easier to keep existing good quality habitat than it is to create new habitat.  Dead trees provide foraging and nesting sites for many species, but make sure they aren’t a hazard to you or your neighbors.  If you trim branches or pick up after a storm, consider making a brush pile for birds to hide or nest in.  Don’t mow your fields or trim hedges until late summer to avoid destroying nests and killing nestlings.  If you’re lucky enough to have a wetland on your property resist your neighbor’s advice about draining it and let the birds enjoy it instead.  And rather than tearing down that old barn or shed, leaving it alone can provide nesting or roosting sites for swallows, owls and other birds.  
PUT OUT EGGSHELLS – Making an egg is not easy.  It takes a lot of calcium, which is not always easy to find in nature.  Placing out eggshells on a platform will provide a quick source for female birds.  Eggshells should be dried in an oven at 250° for about 30 minutes and broken into small pieces. 
KEEP YOUR CAT INSIDE – There’s nothing worse than attracting a family of birds to your yard and then seeing your cat kill them off.  Cats take a huge toll on nesting birds and should be kept inside where they and the birds will be safe.  

LEAVE THE NEST ALONE!! – While it’s very tempting to go out every day and check on “your” new nest it’s very important to resist the urge.  While the likelihood of you scaring off the parent is small when there are eggs or young in the nest, there is a very real chance that you’ll help predators find it.  Every time you go to the nest you leave a scent trail that predators can follow, right to a tasty meal.  Do your viewing from a good safe distance and you’ll be more likely to be able to enjoy the fledgling’s first flight from the nest. 
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