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I document a female Red-breasted Nuthatch (Sitta canadensis) found dead and stuck to resin in the opening of a nest-box in
an urban setting. This is the second reported occurrence of such mortality and the first involving a nest-box. This species
applies resin to its nest openings to deter predators and reduce competition or parasitism from other species. Red-breasted
Nuthatches infrequently utilize nest-boxes. At necropsy this female nuthatch was found to be carrying a fully-formed egg with
shell and this increase in abdominal girth may have contributed to her demise.
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On 12 April 2007 I found a dead female Red-breast-
ed Nuthatch (Sitta canadensis) stuck in the opening of
a nest-box about 5 m above the ground under the west-
facing eaves of a city residence in Victoria, British
Columbia (48°20.0'N, 123°22.0'W). The entrance of
the nest-box was covered by a hard transparent acrylic
plate, measuring 6.7 × 6.0 cm with an oval entrance
hole of diameter 3.4 × 3.0 cm, designed to exclude
House Sparrows (Passer domesticus). Earlier a Chest-
nut-backed Chickadee (Poecile rufescens) was seen
building a nest in this nest-box, and it was often inter-
rupted by a Red-breasted Nuthatch pecking at the open-
ing and calling persistently.

Extraction of the dead nuthatch resulted in numerous
chest and abdominal feathers remaining stuck in the
entrance hole of the nest-box (Figure 1). It was ob -
served that the acrylic plate was irregularly covered in
sticky resin that had an odor suggestive of a coniferous
tree. The interior of the box revealed a newly built
chickadee nest made out of moss but devoid of eggs.
Subsequent to the removal of the dead bird, a pair of
Red-breasted Nuthatches was seen “excavating” this
nest-box by removing moss. In previous years, Violet-
green Swallows (Tachycineta thalassina) successfully
raised broods in this nest-box. The acrylic plate was
added only after House Sparrows killed several swal-
low nestlings.

Several observers in British Columbia (Campbell
et al. 1997) and elsewhere (Bent 1948; Ghalambor and
Martin 1999) have reported Red-breasted Nuthatches
daubing resin around the entrance of their nest holes,

it is thought, to protect the nest against competition from
other cavity-nesting birds or mice, as well as against
predation by other species or insect parasitism. In most
cases this seems to pose little risk to the nuthatch
itself but seems to deter competitors (Ghalambor and
Martin 1999). Daubing nest entrances and cavities
with mud or insects is known for other Sitta species
(Pasquet 1998).

A literature search of the nesting behaviour of the
Red-breasted Nuthatch revealed only one previous
report of death at the entrance of nest hole: Kilham
(1972) reported a dead female Red-breasted Nuthatch
found stuck to the resin in the entrance of a tree cavity.
Red-breasted Nuthatches infrequently utilize nest-
boxes. Dunn et al. (1975) described two nest-boxes
utilized out of 100 designed for Black-capped Chick-
adees (Poecile atricapillus) in a pine plantation on the
north shore of Lake Erie. Those nest-box entrances
were also heavily daubed with pine (Pinus sp.) resin.
Nest-box sites were utilized in only two out of 143
nests in British Columbia reported by Campbell et al.
(1997). The Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology rec-
ommends a circular nest-box entrance hole with a
diameter of 3.2 cm for Red-breasted Nuthatches
(Cornell Lab of Ornithology, The Birdhouse Net-
work. Habitat Re quire ments Available: www.birds.
cornell.edu/birdhouse/bios/nestrequire/habitat.
[Accessed 1 May 2007]). The hole in the cover plate
in this instance measured 3.4 × 3.0 cm.

The dead Red-breasted Nuthatch was found to con -
tain a complete egg with shell as well as three develop-
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FIGURE 1. Photograph of the acrylic nest-hole cover (removed from the nest-box) with an oval entrance hole of diameter 
3.4 × 3.0 cm, showing the Red-breasted Nuthatch feathers stuck to sticky resin on the lower half.

ing ova in the ovary. It is possible that the increased
abdominal girth of this gravid female nuthatch con-
tributed to her getting trapped and subsequent demise
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