Wood Duck Box Maintenance

On Saturday, February 5th, 4 teen naturalists joined Anne and Erwin on a trip to the Helen Quilliam Sanctuary to check on four wood duck nest boxes which had been installed in February of last year on another teen trip. Wood duck boxes are put up in ponds, as wood ducks usually nest in cavities in trees very close to, or in ponds. Because of their locations, wood duck boxes are easiest to maintain during the winter, when they are accessible over ice. The thick layer of snow blanketing the ground made us appreciate the snowshoes we had brought, especially since cleaning out wood duck boxes demands a ladder and various tools to be brought along. Luckily, the previous days snowfall wasn’t accompanied with cold, the temperature was a pleasant -1 °C. We also carried along an extra predator guard (a double sheet of steel meant to stop predators from climbing up the pole and disturbing the nest), as one of the boxes had mysteriously lost its original one. We came up with a theory explaining its disappearance; the two bolts holding it up must have loosened in heavy winds, allowing the guard to slide down the pole into the water. Of course, we’ll have to wait till spring to check on this theory.  The hike to the pond where the four new boxes were placed took about 25 minutes, less than we had expected given the conditions. We passed two beaver dams and saw quite a few otter and fox tracks in the snow. Apart from the tracks and a raven, masses of snow fleas and amazingly a water boatman (Corixidea) that was somehow alive, we didn’t see much wildlife. At each box we checked if it was being used, marked its location on a GPS unit, recorded its condition, and made any necessary repairs, such as fixing the predator guard or replacing the nail which holds the hinged side panel of the box shut. Once this was done, we  cleaned out the boxes and put in new wood shavings. We didn’t expect to find any signs of use, as wood duck boxes are rarely used within the first year of their installation. We did however find what was most likely a wood duck down feather in the second box. A wood duck had most likely only taken shelter in the box for a short period, not stopping to make a nest. In the third box we found a mud and grass nest, made by a Common Grackle. Common Grackles will usually nest near water, in cavities or in nest boxes, so it wasn’t surprising to find a grackle nest in the wood duck box.  In the fourth box however, we found a reward for our work. We found one full egg, which we later identified as a hooded merganser egg. Calipers were used to measure the length and width of the egg which was almost spherical.  Hooded mergansers, which are the second smallest species of merganser, will often use wood duck boxes as nests, like the common grackle. We also found many shell pieces, which we estimated were once two eggs. It was encouraging to see that the nest box had already been used in the first year, even if it wasn’t used by a wood duck. After returning from the pond, we filled out Ducks Unlimited survey cards (reporting our findings), as Ducks Unlimited sponsored the installation of the four new boxes last year.  We returned to our cars and wrote in our field journals and decided to go to the Hillside Café for hot chocolate and to warm up, although what we really needed to was to dry our feet, as in some places as we had found out, there were pools of slush on top of the ice, deceivingly hidden by snow. Despite the wet feet it was an enjoyable and productive trip. Having been on the trip helping put up the new boxes last year, it was nice to see one of them in use a year later.
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