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SOME LIMITATIONS OF KILLING RED-WINGS AS A 
METHOD FOR CONTROLLING CORN DAMAGE 

Harold E. Burtt, Department of Psychology, and 
Maurice L. Giltz, Faculty of Zoology, 

The Ohio State University 

Introductio!_! 

Red-winged blackbirds (Agelaius phoeniceus) are responsible for 
extensive damage to field and sweet corn. Farmers, understandably, 
exert pressure on state and federal agencies to undertake programs of 
killing Red-wings by such means as spraying roosts with wetting agents 
or aerial distribution of poisoned bait. It is assumed that killing 
the birds will eliminate or control the damage to their corn. However, 
this assumption needs careful scrutiny particularly with reference to 
the stability of the Red-wing population, By stability we mean whether 
the birds remain in one locality or move about from place to place. With 
the first alternative, killing the local birds might save the corn but 
with the second alternative the dead birds would be replaced by others 
from neighboring areas to continue the damage. We shall present four 
lines of evidence in support of this second alternative and show that 
Red-wings, especially in comparison with Grackles (Ql!iscalus uuiscala), 
are unstable in the above sense or have a large population turnover 
(change of individuals from day to day). 

This evidence was obtained in connection with banding programs at 
decoy traps. Five such traps have been operated, mainly in the summer 
months, near Vickery in northern Ohio since 1963. These traps are 
within a few miles of each other and data from the five are combined 
into a single sample, desiglmted the "Vickery sample". A similar trnp 
has been operated in all seas-:ms of the year on the University Ferm in 
Columbus, Ohio during the same period, More details regarding this 
evidence :may be found in our earlier reports (Burtt and Giltz 1969a, 
b, 1970). 

Recoveries 

The first point to be co~sidered regarding population stability 
involves recoveries of banded birds (Burtt and Giltz, 1969b) •• These 
recoveries are presented in three categories in Table 1: local, i.e. 
within approximately 10 miles of the banding station; Ohio recoveries 
other than local; recoveries outside Ohio. The entries are in per
cents except for the last column which gives the number of recoveries 
in the sample indicated. The results for the two Red-wing samples 
appear in the first two rows. For example of the 111 Vickery Red
wings 27% were recovered locally, 44% elsewhere in Ohio and 29% 
outside the state. 
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Table 1. The percentage of birds banded at decoy trap stations which 
were recovered locally, within the state and out of the 
state. 

Percent Percent 
Percent Other Outside Number 

Local Ohio Ohio Recovered 

Vickery Red-wings 27 44 29 111 

Columbus Red-wings 35 33 32 66 

Grackles Bo 14 6 118 

Cowbirds 18 22 60 156 

Starlings 34 34 32 629 
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Table 2. The ratio of the number of birds banded and repeating at Columbus 
and Vickery. 

Vickery* Columbus* 
Red-wings Red-win!l;s Grackles Cowbirds Starlin!J;S 

Number Banded 13,378 16,167 6364 14,273 18,992 

Number of Repeats 447 2263 4960 4145 190 

Ratio of Repeats to .03 .14 .78 .29 .01 
Number Banded 

* Columbus, l trap; Vickery, 5 traps. 
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The local percentages of �he Red-wings suggest a modicum of

ulation stability. Some birds remain in the area long enough to

�; r,3cove ed there or else returo in a subsequent season. Howeve:, 

t third of them mo�e to other areas before recovery. It isover wo 
. . h th · · th· interesting to compare the Red-wings wit so�e o

. er species in is

respect Ihe three bottom rows of Table 1 give similar data for 

Grackle� Cowbirds (MolothI.·us ater) and Starlings (Sturnu.s vulga.ris)

(which d� relatively small damage to field corn on the ear). The 

most striking item is the 80% local recoveries for Grackles, Evi

dently the Grackle po�ulation is quite stable and the comparative 
instability of the Red-wing population now becomes more apparent. 
The Starling stability does not differ .appreciably from that of the 
Red-wings while the Cowbird figura is somewhat less. 

Thus if Grackles were responsible for a crop damage (as they 
are in pulling sprouting corn) killing them in a given area might pre
serve the crop in that area. However, in the case of Red-wings and 
their dam9.ge to field and sweet corn it would be necessary to kill 
not only all the local birds but also all the potential replacements 
from other areas. 

Repeats 

A second line of evidence concerning population stability in
volves an analysis of repeats, i.e. re-entries of banded birds at the 
decoy traps (Burtt and Giltz, 1970). The total number of rep,:iats in 
proportion to the number banded is an indication of the tendency for 
birds of the given sp,3cies to remain in the vicinity. A bird that 
leaves the area is not available to repeat. The ratios of repeats to 
number banded appear in the bottom row of Table 2 for the samples 
.indicated at the heads of the columns. The tendency for Red-wings to 
repeat is somewhat less than that of the Cowbirds and much less than 
that of the Grackles. This indicates again that the Red-wing popula
tion is much less stable than the Grackle population or that the 
Red-win�s are more transient than the Grackles. In addition, the 
Vickery

0

data was combined from five traps within foux miles of each 
other while data from Columbus is from a single trap. One might ex
pect more repeating in five traps than in one trap. It is obvious 
that the Red-wings actually repeated less than the Columbus Red-wings, 
indicating that the Vickery population of Red-wings is much more 
transient than the Coluubus population, 

Stabili'ty Index 

Our third type of evidence regarding population stability in
volves direct computation of a Stability Index (Burtt and Giltz, 1969a), 

' 

� 
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This index is based on the number of birds present on a given day that 
have been in the area for at least 10 days. A bird that repeats after 
10 days or less is presumed to have been in the area during the inter
vening days. The index is computed for each individual day and then 
these indices may be averaged for any desired sequence of days. A 
larger index means that more birds have been in the vicinity for 10 
days, while a smaller index reflects the fact that more birds have 
left the area. Table 3 gives the average index for each species based 
on all the days on which there was substantial banding activity at the 
Columbus trap in 1965. The number of each species banded in that year 
is given in the first column. The co�parative standing of Red-wings 
and Grackles remains the same as in the two analyses just presented. 
This is further evidence that the Red-wings, Cowbirds and Starlings 
are "on the move" while the Grackles tend to remain in one locality. 

Kill at _Blackbird Roost 

Our final bit of evidence is derived from bands recovered when 
the birds in a llll'ge blackbird roost were destroyed by aerial spray
ing with a wetting agant in March 1969, Fifty-four bands were 
recovered during a 40-man-hour search and 46 of these bands had been 
applied at our Columbus trap 5 miles west of the roost. The distribu
tion of these bands by species appears in the first column of Table 4. 
Of these 46 birds 67% are Grackles while only 11% are Red-wings, 
These recovery figures :hould be interpreted with reference to the 
respective species populations in the area, The best available indi
cator of such populations is the number of birds banded at our traps 
at that time of yea:r. Combining data for the 6 years 1964-1969 the 
second column of Table 4 shows that 8% of the birds banded in 4arch' 
are Red-wings, 2% are Grackles and the majority are Cowbirds or Star
lings. The important point is that while the banded populations of 
Red-wings and Grackles are comparatively small the kill at the roost 
involves many Grackles and few Red-wings, Evidently the banded 
Grackles tended to remain or returned again to the vicinity of the 
banding and spraying while the banded Red-wings do not accumulate in
this vicinity but merely pass through at the time of spraying, 

Conclusions 

Returning to the question raised at the outset, the four types 
of evidence just presented agree in warranting the following 
conclusion. If Grackles were responsible for the destruction of 
field and sweet corn then a program of killing them might be moderate
ly successful in saving the corn because the dead birds would not be 
quickly replaced by others from outside. A similar program for Red
wings (that actually do the dam.age) would be much less successful 
because of their transient nature or population instability and the 
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1 cements of the dead birds• Thus a pro gram 
conseque~t numerous r:~ e by Red-wings should not be limited t? 
for eliminating corn 1:mentary procedures such as sea.ring devices 
killing the birds. Suph ) in the cornfields breeding varieties of 
(exploders, distresshcak sand sterilization a;e beyond the scope of 
bird-resistant corn. us s 
the present discussion. 

Summary 

for the control of corn damage by killing Red-wings 
A program ti 'f the population is unstable in the sense that 

will ~e ineffeo vei~nt and the dead birds in a given area wi~l be 
the birds are trans . 'ni areas Several lines of evidence 
replaced bi :h~:~d!~°:ta~~~~y ~~aps in.northern Ohio and in Col:®bus 
based on b r ulation is comparatively unstable in 
indicate that the Re( d)-wipg po~ f banded birds in the local area 
the above sense.f 1 R~~yov:1~:sR~d-wings than with Grackles. (2 ) 
occur mu.ch less requen · than do the Grackles 
Red-wings do much less repel:!,ting at the traps . (3) A Sta-

tl becaui:ie they tend to move away from the ~rap area. 
par y d ted from data on trap re-entries shows the 
bili:a~~v=~/;-~:ter instability of the Red-wings. (4) When, bi~d~ 
comp . . yin a roost in :·'1arch most of the locally oan e 
were killed by spra g kl th r than Red-wings although compara-

~~:~~yr::~~~r:~~:~: ~~a~it~:rr:pe~ies are norma~~~ ~:d~~n~;
0
~a:~h. 

The conclusion appea:s warrha~~d t~a~eal~fe~to killing the birds. 
corn damage by Red-wings so no 
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Tabl.e 3-

Red-wing 

Grackle 

cowbird 

Starlins; 

Stab1li ty Index, - Calculated by 
assuming that a bira repeating 
"'ithin 10 days has been in the 
area during the 10 days• 

Average 
Number Stabil.ity 
Banded Index 

66o6 2.26 

1221. 6.88 

3594 1,84 

3486 1.01 

Table 4. 

Red-wing 

Grackle 

Cowbird 

starling 

Banded birds killed in roost treatment 
approximately 5 miles from banding station• 

Average Percent 

:Percent · o:r Bi rdll llru>ded 

or Kill i n M<u"ch, .L964-l9&'J 

n 8 

67 2 

0 39 

22 51 
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Book, Fo, Bsnde,, 
''SOMETHING OLD AND SOMETHING NEW'' ~ 

Edited By Mabel Gillespie _ _ _.a= _ """"=,s:<!ea.-~!_-

In the American Journal 2f. Tropical Medicine and Hygiene for 
November 1969 there appears an article entitled Tests on Ticks from 
Wild Birds Collected in the Eastern United St~tesfor Rickettsiaeand 
lliuses. The authors are Car leton N. -Clifford , Daniel "E. Sonenshine:
Earl L. Atwood, Chandler S. Ro'.Jbins, and Lundahl E. Ilughes. This ma.y 
interest banders who have been co-operatively collecting avian parasites 
or taking blood samples. 

"Fram September 1965 through December 1967, birds were examined for 
ticks at 22 banding stations, 1'7 of which were along or near the eastern 
coast. Examinations at 11 stations included from two to four migration 
periods and at others less than one full migration period •.•.. Sixteen 
locations were in tick habitat ••••• Most of the life artlas of the recrion 
east of 95° longitude in the United States were included in the 22 ° 
locations. 

"Most birds examined were taken in Japanese mist-nets at 'Operation 
Recovery' banding stations located, for the most part, in coastal areas 
where migration songbirds concentrate in large numbers during the fall 
migratio:i. sea.son. 11 The samples collected were sent to the Rocky Mountain 
Laboratory where they were tested for rickettsiae and virus,3s. There is 
a description of laboratory procedure. "Over 4,266 ticks taken from more 
than 10,000 individual birds, comprising l50 species, in the eastern 
United States were tested." There was indicated the presence of R. 
rickettsii, but not of viruses. 

After considering~ Naked Ape in the last issue of EBBA News, it 
is consistent to follow with a survey of So Human~~ An1J1!!!1 by Rene Dubos. 
This was published by Charles Scribner's Sons in 1963, and the following 
year was a Pulitzer winner. It is now available in Scribner's paperback 
edition for :}1.45. Mr. Du'.Jos came to this country from his native France 
at the age of 24, He is presently a microbiologist at the Rockefeller 
University. ~udgiog from the impressive list of publications that have 
provided his text with reference notes, he has expert knowledge in a 
multitude of scientific fields. 

His opening paragraph reads: "This book should have been written in 
anger. I should beecpressing in the strongest possible terms my anguish 




