








Maturing corn is attacked from the time it reaches the milk
stage until it is picked, with the most severe damage occurring while
the kernels are still soft. After the grain has hardened, birds peck
out individual kernels, so the damage at that time occurs at a slower
rate than during the milk and early dough stage. Ears with husks
stripped off also become vulnerable to insect attack and mold due to
moisture accumulation. Giltz and Stockdale (1960) state: ''The
increase in the blackbird population in Ohio has created a major
threat to some of the state's best cornfields, So severe is the
attack in major distress areas that some farmers are taking their
land out of corn production and planting other crops in which birds
have little interest.!

Major damage to the rice crop occurs in late summer and fall dur~
ing the ripening period. Blackbirds begin to feed upon rice as soon

as it reaches the milk stage and continue until the crop is harvested.

STARL INGS

The European starling was imported into New York City about 1830
and has now spread into every one of the 49 continental states. By
1920 it had become a serious pest in the East through feeding on crops
or roosting in immense flocks in trees or on buildings. More recently
the birds have invaded the West, and in roosting in holly groves, con=-
taminate what would otherwise be salable foliage. Starlings primarily
are insect eaters, but have a liking for cherries, grapes, and other
fruits. At cattle and poultry feedlots, they consume and contaminate
considerable amounts of food. Objections also have been raised against
their habit of usurping the nesting sites of native birds, such as

woodpeckers, swallows, and bluebirds.
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No single method will work completely for long periods, and,
therefore, a variety of techniques may be necessary. For example, the
various frightening devices should be used singly and in combination
and their location shifted frequently so the birds do not become

accustomed to them.

FRIGHTENING DEVICES

Shotgun and .22 Caliber Rifle

The .22 caliber rifle, with long-rifle, high speed, hollow point
ammunition, is one of the best weapons known for frightening black-
birds from open fields. Shooting should be done from an elevated
stand which places the shooter above the level of the crop. This
gives the shooter a clear vision over a large area, and epables him
to place his shots close to the birds. From such a stand near the
center of the field, one man with a .22 rifle has successfully kept
blackbirds out of a 160-acre field (Neff and Meaniey, i957).

The shotgun with standard shot ammunition is fairly effective
along the flight lines where birds are entering and leaving the field,
but birds quickly learn that the shotgun is not harmful if they stay
out of range.

The exploding shotgun sheil is a 12-gauge shotgun shell which
contains a king~sized firecracker rather than pellets. The firecracker
is projected 100 to 150 yards before it explodes and is more effective
than the regular shot shells (Zajanc, 1958).

Control through the use of frightening devices requires time and

patience and may be quite costly. The .22 rifle can be a hazard to

195






An aerial bomb known as the 2-shot repeating bomb is manufactured
especially for crop protection. It consists of a wooden block with
two upright units connected by a fast fuse. The fuses of the bombs
are inserted at intervals between strands of cotton rope set in a
horizontal holding board. As the rope burns, the fuses ignite, and
each bomb produces two intense explosions in the air about five sec-
onds apart. The intervals between the paired explosions are deter=-
mined by the spacing of the bombs along the cotton rope. The repeating
aerial bombs may protect up to 20 acres of standing corn (Mitchell and
Linehan, Wildlife Leaflet 385).

Fireworks of this type can seriously maim or kill and should be
handled with the respect due explosives. State and municipal regula-

tions should be checked before using fireworks.

Gas Exploders

Several types of exploders have been used effectively to reduce
crop destruction by blackbirds and starlings and to deter them from
their roosting areas. The various machines==which range in price
from $60 to $130--are similar in principle but differ somewhat in
construction; all depend on a buildup of acetylene gas for the ex=
plosion. Their generators are composed of two compartments: the
lower compartment is the generating chamber and contains the cailcium
carbide; the upper compartment contains water. Either a wick or a
jet regulates the flow of water to the carbide, thereby determining
the date at which the gas is generated and the explosions occur. As
the gas is produced, it swells a rubber diaphragm which in turn
actuates a release mechanism and allows gas to escape to the exploding

chamber.
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Distress Call

Limited tests have been conducted with amplified blackbird dis-
tress calls as a means of frightening birds from fields. Giltz and
Stockdale (1960) report that distress calls disturb blackbirds, caus-
ing them to leave the field, at least temporarily. They tape~recorded
the distress call of a young blackbird held by one wing and played
the recording on a special repeating machine connected to a loudspeaker.
When this sound was directed toward flocks of feeding birds, the
flocks were frightened. The amplified sounds also temporarily dis-
rupted nesting chores. However, when the distress call was used at
roosts at night, the birds merely milled around.

The distress call has been used more extensively by Frings (1954)
as a means of dispersing starlings., Wild starlings were forced to
give distress calls which were recorded on tape; the recerdings were
directed at starling roosts through an amplifier and loud speakers.
Preliminary tests showed possibilities with this apparatus. A later
report (Frings, Jumber and Frings, 1955) states: ''As a whole, these
results seem promising. Four out of seven attempted clearances
(State College, 1953, Millheim, 1953, 1954; York, 1954) were completely
successful, The others all showed partial success, varying from
delayed effects (Easton) to temporary clearances of varying duration
(Rochester, Mt. Verncn).”

More recent tests by the author indicate that a combination of
the starling distress call and gas exploders was effective in driving

starlings from holly roosts.
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Repellents

Crops can be made unattractive to birds by use of chemical repell-
ents, but no such materials are known that can be used on foods destined
for human or livestock use. Chemicals have been found that will protect
planted conifer seed, but are not as effective for protecting seed corn,
ears of corn, or exposed grain such as sorghum, rice or sunflowers. A
repellént must not be phytotoxic to the seed or growing plant, yet must
be Inexpensive and easy to apply. When the crop Is used as a food, the
repellent must not be toxic, distasteful, or in any way discolor the

marketable product.

Miscellaneous Devices

Scarecrows such as garbed crosses are generally ineffective. The
more elaborate, lifelike creations with moving parts are better, but
should be used with other methods such as shooting and rope firecrackers.

Spiroleum twirlers, shiny propellers, and other objects that flash
in the sunlight or rustle and rattle as they spin in the breeze are use-
ful in small areas.

Light=weight muslin rags, about 18 x 36 inches, tied between rows
in a corn field are recommended as a temporary measure by Cardinell and
Hayne (1945). Two corners of a rag were tied to cornstalks as high as
was convenient without risk of breaking the tops of the plants. The
rags thus lay in different directions, and were not clearly visible
from a distance; human observers saw only an occasional flash of white

and were left with the Iimpression that a person was in the field.
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Light Trap

A light trap has been developed by the Patuxent Wildlife Research
Center of the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife which consists of
a series of arches of aluminum pipe covered by cotton or nylon netting.
The arches taper in height from 35 feet in front to 10 feet at the back,
and are arranged to form a funnel when covered with netting. A canvas=
covered, air-tight holding cage, approximately 8 x 8 x 10 feet, serves
as a gas chamber at the small end of the funnel. A battery of five or
six 1000-watt incandescent lights, powered by a portable generator or
municipal power, is placed in the holding cage as the attractant.

Drives should be carried out on a dark, moonless night to be most
effective. Several ''drivers' scare the birds from the branches of the
roost trees; at the same time, the lights are turned on to attract the
birds into the net. Once in the holding cage, those birds not wanted
for laboratory use or banding can be destroyed with hydrogen sulfide
gas or calcium cyanide dust. Mitchell (1961) reports catches ranging

from zero to 120,000 birds, with starlings outnumbering blackbirds,

Elevator Trap

The elevator trap is a small, portable cage approximately 24'!
long x 16" wide x 8" high with a weighted elevator at one end. A small
wire cage with two sides open is affixed to the elevator, with a bait
box just beyond to attract the birds. |In attempting to get to the bait,
the bird must step into the wire cage; its weight forces the elevator

down to the base of the trap where the only escape route is into the
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has been made for its exposure under close supervision of the County

Agricultural Commissioner or of officials of the State Department of

Agriculture, its use by the general public is frowned upon because of
the associated hazards and uncertainties. Many states and municipal=
ities prohibit the use of toxic substances in bird or mammal control,
and therefore, the legal status of poisons must be determined by the

prospective user.

Hockenyos (1959) cited an example to show how serious and some-
times unavoidable secondary poisoning can be. A farmer treated 25
pounds of black molasses pellets with 1080 for stariing control and put
the bait in a trough on top of a shed. He was warned of the secondary
hazard, but the farmer was convinced he and his two boys could gather
up ali the fallen birds before they could be eaten by any of the farm
pets. An hour after feeding on the poisoned bait, however, the birds
rained down so heavily that the farmer and his boys couldn't pick them
up fast enough, and they lost two cats, one dog, and two hogs. There
is no mention of the number of neighboring cats, dogs, and other animals
that also may have been killed.

Poisoned bait, carelessly exposed, may directly jeopardize bene-
ficial wild birds, domestic poultry, and livestock. There may also be
a secondary hazard to dogs, cats, pigs, and other animals, depending

upon the lethal agent used.

ROOST CONTROL
Bombing, spraying, or gassing of winter roosts may be developed

in the future as a means of contro}ling both blackbirds and starlings.
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Roost bombing is considered hazardous and is not a safe operation
for an amateur. It should be carried out only by a trained operational

crew, with good equipment.

SUMMARY

Damage by starlings and blackbirds is becoming more serious and
widespread. Various control measures are being uséd, but a satisfac~
tory answer to many bird problems is still to be found.

Frightening devices are useful in many situations, but lose their
effectiveness as birds become familiar with the frightening principle.
Effective reduction in bird numbers is difficult to achieve because of
the inaccessibility of the birds, the costs, and the dangers involved.

Until more is known about the habits and movements of blackbirds
and starlings, or until new or improved techniques are evolved, it is
hard to see how present difficulties are to be quickly overcome; in the
meantime, perseverance with the measures that can be used conveniently
and safely seems to be the most logical course. |t must be emphasized
that a combination of two or more methods increases the efficiency of
each. Strong publicly supported and planned programs would certainiy

help to reduce the problem.
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