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INTRODUCTION 
Since 2007, we have been working to restore a regional population of Western bluebirds (Sialia mexicana) 
to their former range in western Washington and southwestern British Columbia through reintroduction. 
This secondary cavity-nester and migratory species was considered common in oak-prairie habitats of the 
region during the early 1900’s, but populations began disappearing in the mid-1900s due to habitat loss 
and fragmentation and competition for nesting cavities.  

SUCCESSFUL DEVELOPMENT OF TRANSLOCATION TECHNIQUES 
During this project, we have developed successful translocation techniques for Western bluebirds.  To 
date, we have translocated a total of 111 adults and 50 juveniles  to San Juan Island, WA and 44 adults 
and 34 juveniles to the Cowichan Valley, BC.  The primary donor population was Joint Base Lewis 
McChord Military Base, although a few bluebird pairs have been translocated from western Oregon. 
 

Most translocations have involved moving either breeding pairs prior to nesting or breeding pairs with 
dependent young.  After refining our methods, we have observed approximately 50% of pairs establishing 
territories and breeding in the reintroduction sites and 85% of our pairs with young establishing 
territories and breeding.  Translocated juveniles return at a rate similar to young fledged at the 
reintroduction site. 

EVALUATING SUCCESS THROUGH DEMOGRAPHIC MONITORING 
Evaluating success is one of the most challenging aspects of a reintroduction program.  Success ultimately 
requires the achievement of two independent events, each associated with different time scales: 
population establishment (short-term) and population persistence (long-term).   

 

HOW DO DEMOGRAPHIC RATES IN REINTRODUCTION SITES COMPARE WITH OTHER 
POPULATIONS? 
In general, reproduction rates (number of young fledged per nest) have been similar between the 
reintroduced populations and the donor population.  Survival rates in the first 5 years of the project were 
similar to rates measured in the Willamette Valley, but rates were extremely low (10-25% return rates for 
adults) in the last few years.  We have recently initiated a project to estimate survival at the donor site, 
which will allow us to evaluate this parameter over the same time period for both populations. 
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OTHER CHALLENGES 
One of the biggest challenges is finding safe nesting sites for bluebird nest boxes.  We have had  
a high number of nest failures attributed to house sparrows and mammalian predators (mink, 
raccoons, cats).  Long-term persistence of reintroduced populations, which are in semi-urban 
settings, will require long-term management and maintenance of nest boxes, including nest 
protectors and some form of House Sparrow control.  

WHAT HAPPENED ON SAN JUAN ISLAND? 
Following the cessation of translocations in 2011 the population 
on San Juan Island crashed.  We believe the decline was due to 
random environmental factors, which influenced reproduction 
and survival rates and led to negative population growth, rather 
than remnant deterministic factors that previously caused the 
species to disappear from the region.  In 2014 we implemented 
emergency translocations to reverse the population decline and 
those have been successful, but more translocations will likely be 
needed to ensure a population is established.   
 


