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EFFECTS OF BUILDING DESIGN AND QUALITY ON NUISANCE BIRD PROBLEMS

AELRED D. GEIS, Urban Wildlife Spacialist, Patuxent Wildlife Research Center, Laurel, Maryland 20811

ABSTRACT: Breeding populations of nuisance bird species were related to various types,
designs, and quality of building construction in Columbia, Maryland. Since there were
differences in the various parts of this new, planned city in types, builders, and
architectural designs, it affords an excellent opportunity to study the effect these

factors have on bird populations. B8reeding starlings (Sturnus vuigaris), house sparrows
(Passer domesticus), and pigeons (Columba livia) were unevenly distributed throughout

the city, being concentrated in those specific areas with buildings having design or quality
features that were favorable to these species. Specific examples of building designs and/or
flaws in construction that created nuisance bird problems are described. Nuisance bird
problems in newly constructed urban areas can be avoided by not using building designs that
favor these birds and by preventing construction flaws that afford nuisance bird habitat.

The construction of the planned community of Columbia, Maryland (between Washington

and Baltimere), which began in 1965, afforded an excellent opportunity to monitor the
effects of urbantzation on bird populations. One of the general effects of this development
was a decline in species such as mourning doves {Zenaida macroura), bobwhite quail (Colinus
vlrginianus), redwinged blackbirds {Agelaius phoeniceus}, meadowlarks {(Sturneila magna),

and grasshopper sparrows (Ammodramus savannarum}, that are normally associated with crop
land and fields. Some other species, including mockingbirds (Mimus polyglottes), chipping
sparrows (Spizella passerina), and song sparrows (Melospiza melodia}, which are desirable
-additions to the urban scene, showed dramatic increases. There also was a striking increase
in starlings, house sparrows, and pigeons. The general effect of Columbia's development on
bird populations is reported in detail elsewhere (Geis, 1974).

During the initial phases of this study, we found that areas having generally similar
building types often had strikingly different starling and house sparrow populations. This
prompted a more detailed investigation in 1974 and 1975 to define the reasons for these
differences. Field work was carried out by Messrs. Mark Larson and John Myers, biologists
employed by the Urban Wildlife Research Center under a contract from the U.S. Fish and
Wildiife Service. The Rouse Company, developer of Columbia, was helpful by providing maps
and information, and in other ways.

A methodical search of apartments (both garden and medium-rise), townhouses, and
detached homes of various types throughout a major portien of Columbia provided information
on 445 starling, house sparrow, and pigeon nests during the two summers. The geographic
location, type of cavity, and the perceived factors responsible for presence of each nest
were recorded. The presence of the nest could be attributed either to a particular
building design feature or poor construction in virtually all instances. When locations
of these nests were plotted on maps, it became obvious that they were very strongly
clustered. Each of these concentrations of nesting nuisance birds was usually associated
with a single building design or construction problem that was responsible for the heavy
bird use. '

Detached homes and townhouses in some areas had widely louvered circular or semicircular
vents that provided nest sites for sparrows. The external circular or semicircular shape
of the vent was due to a facade that partially covered a louvered 48-inch square hole.
Although the vents were screened at the back to keep birds out of the attic, the protected
cavities in each corner afforded excellent nesting sites for house sparrows. In some
neighborhoods, these vents provided aimost all of the nesting sites for house sparrows. [f
it weren't for these vents, the populations of house sparrows in these areas would have been
neatrly zero. Recent construction in Columbia has used a similar-appearing louvered vent
that was actually round on the inside to avoid this problem,

Several problems were associated with unboxed eaves. In some townhouse areas, a ledge
was created between the roof and the top of the brick wall. House sparrows wedged their
nests into the space above these ledges. Also, unboxed eaves were associated with more
construction errors than boxed eaves. Unboxed eaves also often had small {1-1/2 inch)
round vent holes in the blocking panels. These holes were usually screened with light wire
when installed, but this screen was frequently pushed aside by starlings to gain access to
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