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Evaluation of Predator Guards
for Black-Bellied Whistling Duck Nest-Boxes'

Raymond L. Urubek2

Abstract . |
ef fectiveness,

suitability,
styl es of predator guards for

eval uated t he
and expense of 2
bl ack-bel | i ed

whi stling duck (Dendrocygna autumalis)

nest - boxes.

Guards eval uat ed were gal vani zed

bott onat t ached shrouds and razor-ribbon wire.
Bot h guards were effective agai nst ground

dwel I i ng predators.

guards suffered a 55% over al

| NTRODUCTI ON

Large-scal e erection of artificial
nesting structures for waterfow has been a
managenent tool for at |east 4 decades
(McLaughlin and Gice 1952, Bel rose 1976)
Mbst of these artificial nest structures were
constructed to benefit wood ducks (MLaughlin
and Gice 1952, Strange and Cunni ngham 1971
Bel | rose 1976). Predation by ground dwelling
species, primarily raccoons (Procyon lotor),
and to a | esser extent avian speci es has
often negated the beneficial effects of
nest boxes (Bellrose et al. 1964, Bol en
1967b) .

The bl ack-bellied whistling duck is a
Neot r opi cal speci es whose northern breedi ng
di stribution extends into southern Texas and
regul arly occurs as far north as Refugio
County (Belrose 1976). Whistling ducks adapt
readily to artificial nest structures
(McCanant and Bol en 1979). Efforts to provide
artificial nest-boxes for whistling ducks
began in the early 1960's (Bolen 1967b) and
have becone nmere comon in recent years
(O Kelley 1987). O Kelley (1987) found that
proper predator deterrents, reduced
conpetition for nest-boxes, and proper
density and | ocation of boxes could increase
the efficiency of a boxnmanagement program
Bol en (1967 b) classified nest box failures
into 2 groups, abandonnment and predation

1Paper presented at the Ninth G eat
Plains WIidlife Danage Control Wbrkshop
(Marriott Hotel, Fort Collins, CO Apri
17-20, 1989]. Contribution 337, Rob and
Bessie Wl der Wldlife Foundation

ZRayrmond L. Urubek is a Research
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The group not fitted with
depredation rate

My focus in this paper is an
i nvestigation of predation. Unlike the wood
duck, whose mmjor nest predator is the
raccoon, snakes, particularly the Texas rat
snake (El aphe obsol eta) destroy nore nests
than any other single predator (Bolen 1967a).
Al t hough Bol en (1967a) ranked the raccoon
second anong nest predators, he felt that
they were the nost inportant predator because
of the cunning and nethodi cal manner in which
t hey destroyed bird nests.

Information presented here was
collected during the Welder Wldlife
Foundation's yearly nest box mai ntenance and
refurbi shment program | stress that this
i nformati on should be approached froma
denonstration viewpoint rather than that of a
scientific study. There were unequal sanple
si zes, and nmany interconnected variabl es that
make statistical analysis of the results
questi onabl e.

DEMONSTRATI ON AREAS

Two oxbow | akes and 5 stock ponds were
used in this denonstration. Al sites were
located within the boundaries of the Wl der
Wldlife Refuge. The 3,158 ha refuge is
| ocated 40 kmnorth of Corpus Christi in San
Patricio County, Texas. The Aransas River, a
per manent waterway, forms the north and east
boundaries. The refuge lies in a transition
zone between @ulf Prairies and Marshes and
South Texas Plains (Gould 1975). Over 1400
speci es of flowering plants and ferns occur
in this area, nostly of tropical and
subtropical origin. Drawe et al. (1978) and
Drawe (1988) further describe the soils and
vegetation found on the refuge. The 30 year
average annual rainfall is 91 cm



Monthly rainfall means indicate a bi-nodal
pattern with peaks in spring and early fal

(Low 1970, Kie 1985).

METHCDS

Data presented here were coll ected
from nest boxes erected before 1982, in
1982, in 1987, and in 1988. Table 1
presents the nunber and type of boxes
avai |l abl e during the 1987 and 1988

br eedi ng seasons.

Tabl e 1.--Nest-boxes and predator guards
avail abl e during the 1987 and 1988
nesti ng seasons.

Box and
Guard Type 1987 1988

Wyoden- Si ngl e Box

Aat al Chr Anid 11 11

Boxes erected prior to and including
1982 were of the type described by Bol en
(1967a) and included single box units and
units that enployed 2 nest boxes per pole
(fig. 1). Nest structures erected in 1987
i ncluded a nodified version of Bolen's nest
box (1967a, fig. 2) and a nodified plastic
bucket (Giffith and Fendl ey 1981) (fig. 3)
Boxes obtained fromthe Texas Parks and
Wldlife Departnent's Wod and Tree Duck
Production Project (fig. 4) were erected in

April 1988.

Predator guards were of two types
gal vani zed nmetal shroud (Bolen 1967b, fig
1), and razor ribbon wire (fig. 5). Plastic

5-gal | on buckets and nodified Bol en boxes
were not fitted with guards.

Each box was checked in early spring.
A d nesting material was renoved and a fresh
bed of pine bark nmulch was installed. Boxes
wer e subsequently exam ned for usage at 2-3
nmont h intervals through the nesting season.
Each box was checked an average of 3 tines
per year. Nest predators were identified
following the criteria of Reardon (1951)

RESULTS AND DI SCUSSI ON

Overal |l nest box use by black-bellied

whi stling ducks was 85% and 45% for the years

1987 and 1988, respectively.
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Figure 1.--Wooden-double box unit adapted
from Bolen (1967a), with metal
shroud,

Figure 2.=-=Wocden-single box modified from
Bolen {(1%67a), shown without predator
guard.

Figure 3.--Modified Griffith and Fendley
{1981) plastic S-gallen bucket nest-
bo .



McCanmant and Bol en (1979) reported an 81%
overal | whistling duck nest-box use during
the 12-year period 1964-75. The | ow use

of boxes in 1988 was caused by drought
conditions that |eft the oxbow | akes dry
and water |levels of the snaller ponds very
| ow.

Predation was linmted to unprotected
wooden boxes (55% . Bolen (1967a) found
predation rates in unprotected boxes and
natural cavities of 23% and 41%
respectively. | suggest that the

predation rate observed is higher because
of an abnornally I arge raccoon popul ation
and because boxes were placed i nediately
adj acent to the ponds. MLaughlin and
Gice (1952) reported an overall raccoon
predation rate of 41% on wood duck nest
boxes; however, considering only boxes

pl aced in swanp areas the predation rate

rose to 78% Rat snakes were found in 1
unprotected box and on the ground at the
base of a box fitted with a netal shroud

A western cottonnouth (Agki strodon

pi sci vorus) was found on the ground at the
base of a box protected by razor-ribbon
wire. There was no evidence of raccoon or
snake predation on nests in plastic boxes
where the distance from nmounting pole to
entrance hol e was greater than 330 nm

Gal vani zed metal shrouds are

expensi ve ($28); however, they are the . [ W
nost durabl e and can be manufactured to ol P PG ¢ o
fit the mounting structure. Razor ribbon

wre is an inexpensive ($4) alternative if
the nounting structure will accept it.

Al t hough no acci dents have been reported

from the use of razor ribbon wire, |
suggest its use be restricted to renote

areas. |If a predation problemarises

whi |l e using plastic buckets, an inverted
5-gal | on bucket (fig. 6) is an inexpensive

I ($1/unit) solution and can be nodified to

fit many existing nmounting structures. |In

the south Texas climate | expect the

I ongevity of plastic buckets, razor ribbon
wire, and gal vani zed nmetal shrouds to be

3, 5, and 8 years, respectively.

Figure 4.-=-Hest-box provided by the Texas
FParks and Wildlife Dept., shown with
razor-ribbon wire guard.

Figure 5.--Razor-ribbon wire guard, shown Figure 6.--Mdified plastic 5-gallon
as mounted on Texas Parks & Wldlife nestbucket (Giffith and Fendl ey 1981)
box. showi ng addi tional bucket mounted at

base of nest-bucket.
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