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WOODWORKING FOR WILDLIFE 

INTRODUCTION 

Providing houses for cavity-nest- 
ing birds is a popular hobby for almost 
everyone who enpys wildlife around 
their homes. Building houses accord- 
ing to p r o p  s p i h c a t i m s ,  placing them 
in a suitable habitat, and qularly main- 
taining the houses canbenefit both birds 
and mammals. IF they arc not built and 
maintained properly, lhcy can k o m e  
eitha "sparrow slums," remain unused, 
or actually become a death trap to nest- 
ing birds and- mammals. 

Nest boxes are k o m i n g  incrcas- 
ingly important as intensifying forest 
management and firewood cutting re- 
duce the availability of natural cavities. 
Nest boxes are therefore helpful for many 
cavity-nesting species. 

Although most people Lhink of east- 
ernbluebirds, purplemartins and waod 
ducks as the primary -pants of h o u ~ ,  
many other birds and mammals will 
occupy them. There are over 30 species 
of birds in Tennessee which nest in tre 

holes. So birdhousesareusually built to 
simuIatea nahral cavi ty in a tree. Many 
other birds or marnnials will also adapt 
to w d e n  nest platforms if they have 
the oppartunity. , 

Birdhouses are especially useful in 
areas that lack large, old, hollow trees 
for nesting. They can lessen competi- 
tion by houw sparrows and European 
starlings, because natural cavities have 
entrance sizes that often admit both of 
these pest species. Nest h x e s  for some 
songbirds, however, can be designed 
with small enbance hdes so that one or 
both pest species on be excluded. 

A variely of game bird and mam- 
mal box designs are included in this 
publication because they arevery p p u -  
lar and o n  be 'used by many othcr 
species as well. 

The house and platform instruc- 
tions have been simplifid as much as 
possible Most patterns arc "onebrd"  
houses, including those in Figure 1,4, 
6,B, 10,12and 14. Andright-angle cuts 
are used wherever feasible. 

Wildlife watching is one of the fastest growing activities in Tmnessee. 

This booklet is written in three sec- 
tionsaccording to the habitatsinvolved. 
The first includa houses and platforms 
appropriate for u ~ e  in backyards, farm- 
steads, pasturn and small w d l d s  of 
deciduous free (hardwoods). The sec- 
ond includes houses and platforms for 
use in moreextcnsiw s u d s  of deridu- 
ous or coniferous fotest. The third s e e  
tion contains information that can lx 
used near lakes, rivers, marshes and 
adjacent habitats. 

Please remember that placing and 
maintaining these nest structures does 
not eliminate the- need for p r e s e ~ n g  
and managing wildlife habitat or p 
serving snags (dead t r e )  for wildlife. 
Building, placing and maintaining sites 
for nests should h considered a terh- 
niqw for enhcing d f i n g  habitat and/ 
or adding to personal opportunities to 
w and enjoy wildlife. 

This infon&kion is for everyone 
from children in nature classes to pro- 
fessional wildlife biologists. lncluded 
are direc tions on how to build 19 differ- 
ent structures that will accommodate 33 
di irent  specie. 

There are many creative ways a, 
apply this material. For example, it can 
h used in high &d and middle school 
industrial a 6  classes or in work~hops 
of state parks, county parks or rel i r~ 
ment homes. These houses can be built 
and sold as fund-raising projects fm 
youth or civic gmups. Sprtsmm'r dubs 
and civic groups can build the houses 
and erect t h m  on the grounds of hospi- 
hls and rciirement home. 

Try building some as Chr+tmas or 
birthday g~fts. Watching the miracle of 
life unfold at a robin nesting shelf or 
wren house can hathrilling experience 
for your f2 rnily and fnends. 



WOODWORKlNG FOR WILDLIFE 

GENERAL HOUSE AND PLATFORM INSTRUCTIONS 

Birds and mammals n d  different 
kinds of hwses orplatfarmsindifferent 
habib ts. These general instructions will 
help you build and place these struc- 
tures for the mast popular occupants of 
wildlife homes in Tennessee. 

The following general instructions 
apply to all plans: 
I .  Do not makca box for 'IAbirds." Build 

it for a specific kind of bird or mam- 
mal. Different species have differ- 
ent housesizeand entrance-hole re- 
quirements. 

2. Pmvidc a hinged side or roof  so the 
houscs can bc easily checkcd and 
dcaned out each year. Hinges should 
be rust-proof. Duck and owl h x  
roofs kept shut with a hook and eye 
can be opened by raccoons. It is 
much better to use several paired 

- roofingna~lswith large headson the 
side of the roof and on the upper 
edge of the side. Wire these paired 
nails together. 

3. At least four Ij4-inch diameter drain 
- holes should be drilled in the bot- 
tom of every house, except the Pc- 
terson bluebird house. me sloping 
floor and space that allows the swing- 
door front to open, provide for  
drainage on that particular design.) 

4. Although wren howscan be sus- 
pend& from an anchor p i n t  under 
the eaves or a tree limb, all other 
houses should lx firmly atiached to 
a support post, building or m. When 
you attach a nest box to a l ive tree 
u x  Iag screws and washers so as 
years pass, you can gradually un- 
screw them to allow for the tree's 
growth. However, da not place 
. bluebird houses on trees h a u s e  
that invites competition from too  
many other species. 

3. Don't pu t perches on any birdhouses. 
Only housesparrowsand E u r o ~ n  
starlings prefer perches. If you have 
a house with a perch, take it off. A 
slab of wobd with the bark attached 
may be placed horizontally under 
the entrance of a wood duck en- 
trance hole to make it easier for 
landing at the opening. 

6. The top-front edge of a birdhouse 

should overhang at least 2 inches to 
help protect the entrance hole from 
winddriven rain and to keep cats 
horn reaching in from above. 

7. h 1 1  at least two I /&inch holes near 
the top of the right and lcft sides of 
all birdhouws-except duck box-- 
to provide ventilation. Providing 
adequate ventilation is very impor- 
tant for small birdhouses. 

8. U x  galvanged nails to build houses 
i f  necessary, but remcrnber: they 
h o m e  loose a. thc w w d  expands 
and contracts in extreme weather 
conditions. C d a r  and r e d w d  n=t 
box= should probably Ix made with 
concrete coated or ring shank nails. 
n e y  won't allow the boards tn I-. 

9, Enclose the floorboard with the sides 
of a birdhouse-don't nail them to 
the top of the f lmrhrd.  Thiskeeps 
rain from seeping into the crack k- 
tween sides and floor and then into 
t h e  n ~ s t .  Recess the floorboard 1/4 
inch up from the bt tom of the sides 
to help prevent deterioration caused - 
by moisture. This prevenb rain from 
seeping across the bottom of the 
floor and then up. 

10. Do not use tin cans, milk cartons or 
metal for nests. Metals heat up in 
direct sun, overheating the eggsand 
kiliing the young. However, com- 
mercial martin houses made from 
aluminum are acceptable. Corn- 
rnercial plastic w d  duck houses 
are also acceptable but should bc 
placed in shady locations. 

1 I .  W d  is the k s t  all-around material 
for h m .  Threqua* inch b a r d s  
arc the easicst to work with. Soft- 
w d  suchas pine is fine for smaller 
nests, but cedar, redwood or cy- 
press may h used for larger boxes. 
Pine or p l y w d  can b used for 
duck boxes if they are treated on the 
outside of the t a x  with wood pre 
m a t i v e .  DoNOTuse wmd m t e d  
with green preservative. When 
exposed to water the green copper- 
based preservative can produce poi- 
sonou s vapors. A well-constructed 
house should last 10 to 15 years. 
Large boxes like duck boxes can k 

painted with wood preservative on 
the outside ia extend their useful- 
ness. The back should be coated 
wed tim- because it is  most prone 
to rotting. Do NOT paint, stain or 
treat a box with creosote. 

12. Purple martins and wood ducks do 
not defend territories around their 
nests. Therefore, martins should lx 
provided with "apartment ty p" 
houses, and duck boxes can be clus- 
&ingroupsoftwomfaur. H m  
lor other bird species should be 
spaced apart to rtduce tcrritotid 
conflicts. Bluebird houscs n d  100- 
yard,spacing; 

23. Small animals may take up rcsi- 
dence in birdhouses, including mice, 
squirrels, bes  and wasps. If not ac - 
ceptabie, remove the nests. Other- 
WISE, you will probably need to pu t 
up additional houses to accomma- 
date both the unexpected tenants 
and the desired ones. 

14. If wasps uke over a house, remove 
the wasp nest and spray the interior 
with a dis inf~tant  like Lysol. Usc 
-&erne cau tim to avoid being stung. 
A can of aerosol insecticide may bt! 
necessary during the removal prw- 
ess for "self-defense." If an ant 

- colony becomes established, place a 
cornmcrciai ant killer like Terro in 
an upside down pop ImW cap unda 
the nest. 

15. Blowfly eggs and larvae will some- 
times become established in a blue 
bird nest. Thclarvacwill s u c k b l d  
from thc young birds. If this occurs, 
Iiftup thencst with your fingersand 
tap it gently, The larvae wiIl fall 
through the nesting material and 
can be removed from thc h t t o m  of 
the box. 

id Whenever house sparrows or Euro- 
pean starlings begin nesting in a 
birdhouse, tear out the nest and eggs 
since they arc not protected by Statc! 
or federai law. Nestsmay need tabc 
removed fiveor six times before the 
birds finally abandon the house. 
Sparrow nests are typicaIly charac- 
terized by a messy shcture of grass, 
assorid litter and garbage. Their 














































































