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provide appropriate habitat for the Kirtland's warbler, the U.S.
Department of Agriculture Forest Service and the Michigan
Department of Natural Resources created four areas within state
and national forests to be managed specifically for Kirtland's
warbler nesting habitat between 1957 and 1962. By 1973, these
areas contained 53% of the nesting population.

It was clear that providing more jack pine areas would be
necessary to increase the Kirtland's warbier population. During
the mid-1970s, some 134,000 acres of jack pine were designated
for management as Kirtland's warbler nesting habitat within 24
management areas of state and national forests. Additional lands
were added through the 1990’s to bring the total public land
specifically set aside for the Kirtland's warbler to more than 150,000
acres.

Jack pine stands are managed by logging. burning. seeding, and
replanting on a rotational basis to provide approximately 38.000
acres of productive nesting habitat at all times. By carrying these
stands to a 50-year rotational age, nesting habitat can be
maintained for the warblers with little sacrifice to the commercial
harvest of jack pine. These jack pine stands also provide habitat
for the upland sandpiper, Eastern bluebird. white-tailed deer, black
bear and snowshoe hare, and for several protected prairie plants,
including the Allegheny plum, Hill's thistle, and rough fescue.
Unfortunately, the jack pine habitat also provides a home for the
brown-headed cowbird, an undesirable nest parasite.

The brown-headed cowbird (Molothrus ater), once called the
“buffalo bird,” was common in the open plains. Cowbirds followed
the vast herds of American bison and then cattle, eating the insects
that swarmed around the hoofs of the grazing herds. Unable to
move with the wandering herds while maintaining a nest. these
birds developed an unusual behavior: they began to lay their eggs

6

Fomale cowbid (photo by Ron Awsting

diphortny, Ron A

Predatory cowbirds are controiled through the use of live traps

in the nests of other birds. The cowbird chicks. which hatch earlier
than most songbirds. are more aggressive and will outcompete
their nest mates for food. This added competition reduces the
number of non-cowbird young that fledge.

As land in Michigan was opened up during logging and agricultural

development. cowbirds moved into the new areas. and the
Kirtland's warbler was an extremely vulnerable host. The egg-laying
activity of the cowbirds began to impact the Kirtland's warbler
population.

Studies have revealed that when one cowbird eqg is laid in a
warbler nest. only one to three warbler chicks may survive. If two
cowbird eggs are laid and hatched in a warbler's nest. nona of the
warbler chicks survive. Heavy cowbird parasitism is believed to
have been a major factor in the decline of the Kirtland's warbler
popuiation. In 1972, the U S. Fish and Wiidlife Service. in
cooperation with the USDA Forest Service. Michigan Department
of Natural Resources. and the Michigan Audubon Society. began
controiling cowbirds with large live-traps that are placed in Kitland's
nesting areas during spring and early summer. The traps which
are baited with millet. water, and several live cowbirds. are checked
daily and any trapped cowbirds are euthanized. Non-target species
are released unharmed. Since 1972, an average of 4.000 cowbirds
per year have been removed from Kirtland's warbler breeding
areas.
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