THE NORTH AMERICAN
NEST RECORD CARD PROGRAM

Davin B, Praxarrn

Beginning this year the Laboratory of Ornithology at Cornell University
will operate a nest record card program on a continent-wide basis. To be suc-
cessful such a program needs the widespread support of competent obscrvers.
The purpose of this article is to explain the operation of such a program, give
some idea of the data that can be obtained, and ask support for the program.

Essentially it is a cooperative program to collect, store, and analyze data
on the breeding biology of birds, Even for an observer with time it would be
dillicult to find the hundreds of nests per season that are needed to obtain
significant data. The nest record card program aims o solve this difficulty by
collection of information from a large number of observers. Normally this
information would either go unrecorded or, at best, be virtually lost in personal
files.

Basically the program is very simple. Each observer fills out a card record-
ing the data noted for every active nest found. The form of the card s shown
in Figure 1. Separate cards are used for each nest, but subsequent visits to the
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Fig. 1. A completed nest record eavd. Sive is 4 x 6 inches,

same nest are recorded on the same card. Several visits to the same nest in-
crease the value of the card. The completed cards are sent to the Laboratory
of Ornitholagy at the end of the season. The collected dara will be put onto
punched cards, and analysis of at least part of the data will be made by
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computer. The data stored in this way will be [reely available to any serious
worker.

The first nest record card program was started in 1939 by the British
Trust for Omithology, This program has been highly successful, In 1962
nearly 15,000 cards were received, and their total collection is about 150,000
cards. At the present time no collection of this size is available in North
America. Many essentially similar programs have been started on this con-
tinent, the first being that by the Detroit Audubon Society in 1945, A [ull
list of the North American nest record card programs has been given in
Aundubon Field Notes (18:35-8 (1964). It is hoped that the program being
launched at Comell will be able to coordinate the existing programs as well
as provide a nest record eard program for those arcas which do not now have
one. The Cornell prograin was started in a small way in 1963 when 1100 carls
were received. In 1964 over 400 cards were received, including nearly 500 from
John C. Miller of Philadelphia.

Information can be obtained from the cards on many facets of breeding
biology of a species. These include:

1. The extent of, and peaks in, the breeding season

9, Influence of various factors on clutch size

3. DBreeding success

4. Mest site and habitat
Naturally these factors are interrelated with each other, as, for example, the
effect of nest site on breeding success and the variation of cluwch size with
breeding season. The variation of these several [actors can be studied [rom
year to year and from place to place.

Information obtained [rom the British Trust for Ornithology program
is used to illustrate the type of data that can be collected. The variation of
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Fig, 2. Variation of cutch-size with breeding scason of the Bum Swallow
anel Yellow Bunting in England,
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clutch size with breeding season is one example. The information obtained
for the Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica) and the Yellow Bunting (Emberiza
citrinelle) is presented in Figure 2. Both species show a mid-season peak
which has been commonly observed. There are, however, exceptions. The
Chaltinch (Fringilla coclebsy, one of the commonest finches in Great Britain,
has an almost uniform cluich size (4.4) throughout the season. The British
program has been so successful that it is unusual for a major work on breed-
ing biology of birds not 1o use data from the prozram for at least part al the
study., With a cenual organization and mechanical analysis it should be
possible for the Novth American nest record card program to be cyually
successful,

Care should be taken not to disturb the nests and their surroundings
more than necessary. Observers should be particularly earelul with colonial
nesting species and all nests containing large young which miglit leave the
nest prematurely. Studies have shown that coreful daily visits do not signi-
licantly inerease the rate of predation. Obviously anything that leads predators
to nests is to be deplored both for the sake of the birds and for the errors
that would be introduced into the analysis of cards,
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(Editor’s Nete — Dr. David B. Peakall, a member of the Laboratory of
Ornithology at Cornell University, has been instrumental in the nest record
eard program since its inception, Cards for this program may be ebtained at
the D.V.0.C. meetings or upon request from the Secretary.)



