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FERAL PIGEON CONTROL 

LESTER B. KREPS, Biologist, Weed and Vertebrate Pest Management, California Department of Food and 
Agriculture, Riverside, California 

HISTORY AND BIOLOGY 

Feral pigeons, problem birds common to most American c i t i e s  and farms, are descendants 
of the Rock Dove (Columba livia) of North Africa and Europe.  They were brought to America as 
domestic poultry by the first European settlers and have since escaped.  They are not truly 
"wild", as their existence depends upon man's activities.  An adult pigeon w i l l  eat about a 
pound of food a week, consisting p r i m a r i l y  of grain s p i l l e d  around elevators, r a i l road yards 
and feed lots or fed by b i r d  lovers at city parks.  Pigeons are u s u a l l y  monogamous.  The 
female lays 1 to 2 eggs, 8 to 12 days after mating.  About 18 days after l a y in g , the egg 
hatches.  More eggs are layed before the young leave the nest at 4 to 6 weeks.  An average 
American feral pigeon w i l l  live about 5 to 7 years but can live as long as 30 years. 

ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC HEALTH 

In rural areas feral pigeons are generally not as great a problem as in towns and c i t i e s  
although at times they may cause losses to the farmer by crop depredation, contamination of 
feed, and dissemination of disease to domestic stock.  Feral pigeons' droppings deface and 
accelerate deterioration of b u i l d i n g s ,  eat away and clog rain gutters, and k i l l  lawns and 
shrubs in urban areas.  Feathers and nesting materials clog a i r  conditioners, mar window 
s i l l s ,  interfere with awnings and create hazards on fire escapes.  Pigeons may enter attics 
of b u i l d i n g s  with the end result of the c e i l i n g  collapsing under the weight of droppings and 
nests. 

There are a number of diseases associated with pigeons and t h e i r  by-products which infect 
man, domestic pigeon flocks, and other animals.  Some of them are:  toxoplasmosis, pigeon 
cocidiosis, salmonellosis, pseudotuberculosis, pigeon ornithosis, Newcastle disease and 
encephalitis.  Pigeon ectoparasites and nest insects frequently invade homes, stored foods 
and other poultry. Many are sources of human i r r i t a ti o n. 

CONTROL 

Feral pigeon control has employed many different techniques.  In t h i s  text, however, 
these w i l l  be only mentioned.  The main_emphasis in th i s  paper w i l l  be on the experimental 
application of the toxicant, Starlicide®, and the u t i l i z a t i o n  of a modified trap design. 

There are numerous references on different established controls.  Pigeon proofing 
(exclusion) is probably the most used method.  There are several chemical repellents 
(naphthalene and sticky materials).  Shooting has found l i m i t e d  use on small flocks where 
local ordinances permit.  A 1% strychnine grain bait has been used although problems have 
arisen when large flocks, after consuming lethal amounts of b a i t ,  are frightened into f l i g h t  
by a few going into convulsions at the feeding site.  As the frightened b i r d s  became affected 
they dropped from the sky into backyards, parks, streets and freeways.  Avitrol® is used as a 
repellant where affected b i r d s  give a distress alarm thus frightening the rest of the flock 
from a certain area.  During the past several years chemosterilants have been successf u l l y  
employed although more expensive than conventional b a i t i n g .   For the past decade in 
California, anticoagulant toxicants have given excellent control of pigeons.  Baits of 0.01% 
diphacinone and 0.025% pival both have registration in C a l i f o r n i a .   Some controversy has 
arisen over sick and bleeding birds.  In the past, trapping has only met w i t h  l i m i t e d  success 
because of the lack of effectiveness of the traps.  In an attempt to f i n d  new and better 
methods of pigeon control, S t a r l i c i d e *  has been experimentally tested at two locations and a 
modified trap design is being evaluated in southern California. 

STARLICIDE TRIAL—MOBIL O I L  REFINERY 

The Mobil O i l  Refinery in Torrance is located on 740 acres, of which about half is storage 
tanks, b u i l d i n g s ,  and sheds containing motors, pumps, d i s t i l l a t i o n  apparatus, pipes, and 
valves.  The remaining 370 acres are pipe and storage, reservoirs, and a g r i c u l t u r a l 

*Starlicide® (3 chloro-p-toluidine hydrochloride) as discussed in t h i s  paper was used on an 
experimental basis and is not presently registered w i t h  the Environmental Protection Agency 
for pigeon control. 
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fields, p r i m a r i l y  small grains. An estimated 1,500 to 2,000 pigeons fed in the fields, drank 
from leaking water and steam pipes, and roosted in the sheds and b u i l d i n g s .   The roosting 
areas presented the greatest problems.  Droppings accumulated on catwalks, pipes and valves, 
causing health and safety d i f f i c u l t i e s  for workmen and loss of equipment to corrosion. 

Prebaiting 

Prebaiting was started on August 24 , 1971, w i t h  clean oat groats being placed on roofs 
of sheds around two abandoned, 20-story flash towers.  Twenty-eight trays were used at these 
four b a i t  stations.  After 20 days an additional 11 b a i t  stations, u t i l i z i n g  50 trays, were 
established on b u i l d i n g s  and tanks in the central and eastern sections of the refinery where 
heavy pigeon concentrations had been observed.  Three trays were removed from the two southern 
stations at the flash towers due to lack of feeding activity. Therefore, a total of 75 trays 
at 15 stations was used to expose 400 pounds of prebait. 

Toxic Exposure 

Two mixtures of toxic b a i t  were exposed over a 24-day period. The two parts to five 
parts Starlicide mixture bait was exposed for 10 days. After which there were s t i l l  many 
pigeons actively feeding, some not showing Starlicide symptoms. Seventeen pounds of undiluted 
0.37% Starlicide bait were exposed for an additional 14 days. Good acceptance of the 
undiluted bait was obtained for the first four days but d w i n d l i n g  to no acceptance on the 
fourteenth day. Observations were made d a i l y  by the industry cooperator and twice weekly by 
State and Los Angeles County personnel. 

Results 

Stations near water had the most activity.  Two days after the toxic b a i t  was exposed 
many pigeons showed typical S t a r l i c i d e  symptoms, although no dead birds were observed.  The 
pigeon population declined rapidly during the first week of toxic b a i t  exposure. A 40 to 60% 
reduction was noted around a l l  b a i t  stations.  After four days of toxicant exposure the 
bottom four floors of the north flash tower were inspected.  Eighteen dead pigeons were 
sighted without searching behind pipes or i n s ide  openings.  Only one dead pigeon was found on 
the first five floors of the south tower.  (This tower had been previously treated June, 
1971.)  Twenty to 25 dead pigeons were collected on the ground around the towers.  Most of 
the bi rd s around a l l  the stations exhibited typical Starlicide poisoning symptoms. 

At the large floating roof storage tank in the eastern section of the refinery, 25 dead 
b i r d s  were observed on the roof.  O i l  was removed from the tank which lowered the roof about 
50 feet, however, pigeons continued to feed on the exposed toxicant.  An additional 25 to 30 
dead pigeons were collected throughout the rest of the refinery and buried, b r i n g i n g  the total 
b i r d s  collected to 40 on the 4th day.  Some pigeon feathers and other parts were found, 
therefore, the number of b i r d s  that had been eaten or dragged away by predators is not known.  
On the 5th day after the toxicant was exposed, 50 dead b i r d s  were observed at the 15 
stations.  B i r d s  were removed where the area was frequented by employees. 

During the 24 days of toxic bait exposure about 150 dead pigeons were collected through-
out the refinery because they d i e d  in areas frequented by employees.  The other 90% d i e d  in 
nests and roosts on beams of sheds, pipes, and on floors behind pipes and boilers.  In the 
dry heat of the summer the bodies mummified in several days and were not seen u n t i l  wind blew 
them to the ground. 

At one location about 50 l i v e  birds were observed during prebaiting.  After the first 
week of toxic ba it  exposure only 17 were alive.  These 17, although sick, continued to l i v e  
and feed seven more days or u n t i l  three days after the 0.37% bait was exposed.  These birds 
were later found dead around the catwalks and pipes of a b o i l e r  plant across the street from 
the b ai t  stations. 

Known roosting sites were inspected two nights before the toxic b a i t  was removed. A 
total of 12 b i r d s  was observed.  Daytime inspections, 14 and 21 days after toxic bait was 
removed, resulted in s i g h t i n g  34 and 1 pigeon(s) respectively, throughout the refinery, 
compared to the 1,500 to 2,000 sighted before the t r i a l  commenced.  Eight months after the 
conclusion of the poisoning program, only eight birds were observed, five of which were at 
station 1 where bait acceptance was poor. 
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Conclusions 

Starlicide was an effective and selective pigeon control material in this f i e l d  trial. No 
non-target species died and 99% of the pigeon population was controlled.  Few pigeons died 
where they were conspicuous to the p u b l i c  compared to the number k i l l e d .   Only about 10% of the 
birds k i l l e d  had to be collected. 

STARLICIDE TRIAL—MARCH A I R  FORCE BASE 

Statement of Problem 

Within residential and administrative areas of March A i r  Force Base approximately 250 
pigeons were depositing fecal material in window wells, rain gutters, on roofs and the ground, 
causing property damage and health hazards.  Over four inches of excrement had accumulated in 
several w e l l s  where windows opened d i r e c t l y  into offices.  R a i n  gutters were being p u l l e d  down 
by weight of the droppings.  Most of the pigeons' n i g h t  roosts were in palm trees growing 
along the streets, although they frequented b u i l d i n g s  by day.  Fecal material collecting around 
each tree made an u n s i g h t l y  nuisance and caused a health hazard to c h i l d r e n  and pets. The 
pigeons, in bands of 10 to 50, were generally dispersed over about 160 acres of b u i l d i n g s  and 
trees. 

Procedure 

Bait stations were established u s i n g  trays 18" x 36" x 2" or 12" x 36" x 2" on the roofs of 
11 b u i l d i n g s  at March A i r  Force Base.  The trays were placed on the highest part or the area of 
the b u i l d i n g  most frequented by pigeons.  P r eb ai t i ng  commenced A p r i l  28, 1972, using 
approximately two pounds of clean oat groats per tray.  After five days of prebaiting, three 
stations were discontinued because of poor acceptance or use by non-target species. A l l  re-
m a i n i n g  stations were rebaited.  On May 10, 1972, 11 days after prebaiting started, a mixture of 
two parts 0.37% S t a r l i c i d e  treated oat groats to five parts non-toxic oat groats was placed in 
a l l  b a i t  trays.  Toxic b a i t  was exposed u n t i l  June 4, 1972, (26 days).  (See Append i x  I for 
m i x i n g  instructions.) 

 

Over 200 pigeons, 85 to 95% of the total population, were k i l l e d  by the S t a r l i c i d e  
treatment. D u r i n g  the 26 days of toxic b a i t  exposure, 165 pigeons were collected by March 
A i r  Force Base personnel.  An estimated 20% of the b i r d s  were not collected because they 
d i e d  in i n accessible nests and roosts.  An estimated additional 10% were consumed by 
predators.  Pigeons d i e d  at one of three locations:  (a) feeding or b a i t  stations, (b) 
watering areas, or (c) roosting and nesting sites. 

Assuming that the number of b i r d s  collected at or near the seven b a i t  stations is a 
representative sample of the number a c t u a l l y  k i l l e d ,  13% of the population was taken d u r i n g  
the f i r s t  24 hours after toxic b a i t  exposure.  Fifty-seven percent and 84% died after five 
and 13 days respectively.  A b a i t  station w i t h  s i x  trays had the greatest b a i t  consumption, 
w i t h  more b i r d s  being collected at t h i s  station.  P a l m  trees l i n e d  both sides of a street, 
p l u s  one row is planted down the m i d d l e  of the street.  Two stations were located at t h i s  
prime n e s t i n g  and roosting area and more b i r d s  were found here in proportion to b a i t  con-
sumed.  A l e a k i n g  s p r i n k l e r  head provided a 24-hour water supply at one s t a t i o n  and probably 
accounted for the large number collected at t h i s  site.  Three crows, Corvus brachyrhynchos, 

259 

 

Results 



 

Figure 1.  Sketch of a low profile pigeon trap currently being used in areas of southern     
California. 

260 



were the only non-target species k i l l e d .   Several dead pigeons were found w i t h  t h e i r  crops 
opened and cleaned out, apparently eaten by the crows.  One crow was autopsied and oat groats 
were found.  [Note:  S t a r l i c i d e  is extremely toxic to crows (LD50 - 1.8 mg/kg)]. 

Discussion 

About 10 to 20% of the pigeons appeared to survive the i n i t i a l  exposure of S t a r l i c i d e  
bait.  However, after an a d d i t i o n a l  10 to 15 days of b a i t  exposure, t h i s  10 to 20% d i e d .  
Three theories could explain the survival:  (a) physiological resistance, (b) a b i l i t y  of some 
b i r d s  to detect the treated kernels, and (c) pecking order excludes some from o b t a i n i n g  a 
lethal dose.  The f i r s t  two, "a" and "b" are probably the most r e a l i s t i c .  

At one residential location a band of 25 to 30 pigeons d i d  not accept prebait or toxic 
b a i t  even though a b a i t  station was only 1/4 m i l e  from t h e i r  n e s t i n g  and roosting site.  The 
natural feeding area of t h i s  band, as were the others located at March A i r  Force Base, was 
in the g r a i n  f i e l d s  surrounding the base.  This location was s i m i l a r  to the area around three 
stations where acceptance of b a i t  and control was excellent.  It was concluded b a i t  must be 
exposed in the immediate area of nesting and roosting to o b t a i n  good acceptance and 
therefore good control. 

U T I L I Z A T I O N  OF A DIFFERENT TRAP D E S I G N  

A different design of a pigeon trap is currently being used throughout southern C a l i -
fornia.  It is unique in that it has two compartments:  feeding (36 x 24 x 8 inches) and 
h o l d i n g  (36 x 36 x 8 inches). The overall dimensions are 36 x 60 x 8 inches h i g h .   The low 
trap p r o f i l e  seems extremely important in the success of the trap.  It has been found in our 
trap t r i a l s  that trapping success doubles by cutting the h e i g h t  from 18 inches to 9 inches. 
By lowering it another inch, success is even greater.  The pigeons enter the trap into the 
feeding compartment v i a  one to three one-way swinging door(s).  From the feeding compartment 
they enter the h o l d i n g  section v i a  another one-way door.  The trap can be made w i t h  a wood 
frame and 2-inch chicken w i r e  or from 1 inch x 2 inches welded wire.  The one-way doors are 
somewhat different from the usual pigeon bobs for they have a common pivot point w i t h  the 
bobs moving in unison.  They are made of wooden 3/8 inch dowels and are 8 to 9 inches h i g h  
and 10 inches wide on the wooden frame trap.  On traps constructed of welded wire, the doors 
are also made w i t h  the welded wire and are 4 inches wide and 6 inches h i g h  (Figure 1). 

The trap is placed in a good location.  Several preferred b a i t s  (corn, m i l o ,  barley, 
etc.) are placed around the trap.  After several days, s m a l l  q u a n t i t i e s  of the preferred 
b a i t  is placed in the feeding compartment and larger amounts of b a i t  and water are placed in 
the h o l d i n g  compartments.  A decoy b i r d  increases success.  The trap should be w e l l  m a i n -
tained, b e i n g  checked at least every other day, removing captured b i r d s  and r e p l e n i s h i n g  
water and feed.  Trapping success has generally been e x c el le n t .   When f a i l u r e s  have occurred 
poor trap placement and absence of p r e b a i t i n g  have happened.  W i t h  proper procedure, catches 
of 640 in 11 days, 190 in 10 days and 120 in 10 days have been reported. 

REFERENCES 

ABARBANEL, ALBERT.  1959.  Pigeons aren't pets - they're pests!  Todays H e a l t h .   J u l y .  
pp. 29-31.  

ANONYMOUS. 1961. C o n t r o l l i n g  pigeons.  U. S. Bur. of Sport F i s h ,  and W i l d l .   l e a f l e t  205. 
2 pp. 

      .1960.  C o n t r o l l i n g  birds--vagrant domestic pigeons.  U. S. Bur. of Sport F i s h ,  and 
W i l d l . ,  Leaflet 413.  4 pp. 

      .1970.  Searle offers p i l l  to ease problems caused by pigeons.  W a l l  Street Journal, 
February 16.  p. 3.  

COATES, STANLEY and A. S. ROSENWALD.  1966.  Major parasites and diseases of pigeons.  U n i v .  
C a l i f .  A g r i c u l t u r a l  Extension Service, AXT-221.  6 pp.  

DeCINO, T. J., D. J. CUNNINGHAM and E. W. SCHAFER.  1966.  T o x i c i t y  of DRC-1339 to s t a r l i n g s .  
J. of W i l d l i f e  Management, 30(2):249-253.  

FITZWATER, W. D.  1970.  Feral pigeons,  U n i v .  C a l i f .  A g r i c u l t u r a l  Extension Service, 
Animal B r i e f  No. 14.  2 pp. 

       1970.  Pigeon trapping.  Univ. C a l i f .  A g r i c u l t u r a l  Extension Service, Animal B r i e f  
No. 16.  2 pp. 

GROSSMAN, L.  1970.  Pigeon control philosophy.  Pest C o n t r o l ,  November, p. 23-24. 
POTTS, R. M. and D. J. WOMELDORF.  1960.  Pigeon control in Fresno.  C a l i f o r n i a  Vector 

Views, 7(10):59-62. 

261 



SCHORTEMEYER, J. L. and S. L. BECKWITH.  1970.  Chemical control of pigeon reproduction. 
Unpublished Progress Report, School of Forestry, Univ. of Florida, Gainesville. 13 pp. 

SCOTT, H. G. 1961.  Pigeons, p u b l i c  health importance and control.  Pest Control, Sept. 
6 pp. 

 

262


	FERAL PIGEON CONTROL
	

	Microsoft Word - Sixth VPC C_231-271_djs_kp.doc

