Tips for Improving Your Project
Martinwatch Data

Louise Chambers, Sallie Kotzman, James R. Hill, I
Purple Martin Conservation Association

written records can share those whether or not they use the Martinwatch data form. Previous years’ records are welcome

We greatly appreciate the reports sent in by Project Martinwatch participants. Landlords who do regular nest checks and keep

too.

However, despite the landlord’s hard work, some of the reports sent in have data that could not be included in the annual Martin-
watch report. To help improve the quality of the information we receive and to encourage more landlords to participate, we're offering
tips on how to make participation easier and more accurate. To begin with, here is a review of the basic guidelines:

Project Martinwatch Guidelines: Participants conduct nest
checks on their martin housing every 5 days and record what
they find in each cavity, and what actions they may take. Par-
ticipants start monitoring nests when nest building begins and
continue at 5-day intervals until all the young have fledged.

normally skip a day. Incubation begins the day before the last
egg s laid and normally lasts 15 days (from the laying of the last
egg until the hatching of the first egg). During cool weather,
incubation may be delayed, causing clutches not to hatch un-
til 16-24 days after clutch initiation. Once hatching begins,
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Using the codes below, record exactly what you find in each compartment on every nest check and any .
Checks are action you may take. Using the laminated baby pictures, record age of nestlings on first encounter. Nest Record Sheet Totals: @@ to be Spread
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endar days. Nest-
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HS = House Sparrow
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ST = Starling

TS = Tree Swallow

HW = House Wren

ling martins don’t
fledge until 26-35
days after hatching.
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larly may be more
productive than sites
that aren’t moni-
tored, since checks
will reveal problems
that might effect nesting success in time for the landlord to
correct them. [See Fig 1.]

Counting Eggs and Nestlings: Before incubation begins Purple
Martins often hide their eggs under a layer of green leaves. Dur-
ing checks, inspect this leaf layer gently with your fingertips to
feel for hidden eggs. After hatching, nestlings huddle together,
so it can take a moment to count them correctly. A head count
is usually the easiest way to get an accurate count.

Martin Breeding Biology: Purple Martins lay 1 egg a day in
the morning until they’ve laid from 1 to 7 eggs. They do not

Fig 1. A Martinwatch form showing all the required elements filled
in—number of eggs and young, regular nest checks until young have
fledged, and a final nest check showing an empty nest. Optional infor-
mation, such as parents’ age, is helpful but not required.

a hatchling in each
active nest, age the
oldest nestling in
that nest by com-
paring it to the life-
size laminated pho-
tos (available from the PMCA). Record the age on the Project
Martinwatch sheet. Later, using the Prognosticator, you can
calculate the actual hatch date and the earliest possible fledge
date and record those dates on the form. The calculations
are easy to do with the Prognosticator, (a calculator wheel
available from the PMCA that shows incubation and nestling
periods) by using the formula in the next paragraph.

Fledged or Failed?: The only way to tell how many young
have fledged from a nest is to determine how many survived
to the date on which they would have reached the minimum
fledging age of 26 days old. A formula for determining it is:
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Earliest Possible Fledging Date = Date First Egg is Laid + (Num-
ber of eggs laid, minus one) + 15 days + 26 days. For exam-
ple: if a clutch of 5 eggs was initiated on June Tst, the last egg
would be laid on June 5th. These eggs would begin hatching
15 days later on June 20th, and the oldest nestlings could be-
gin fledging no sooner than July 16th, the day they would turn

out over 3 or 4 months, or longer if renesting attempts are
made, monitoring throughout the entire adult and subadult
nesting season may require 12 or 16 nest checks.

Fig 2. shows nest checks started too late, so that on the
very first nest check, some cavities already contain complete
clutches of eggs. This makes it hard to calculate the CID, or
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Summarizing Your Data: Fill in the three
columns on the right-hand side of the data
sheet as the season progresses. Once you
have determined the clutch size for a nest,
enter it in the Egg# column. Likewise, re-
cord the number of young that hatched
and fledged from each nest in the Hatch#
and Fledge# columns. To calculate season
totals for each sheet, total all the numbers
in each of these 3 columns, and record
them in the circles at the bottom of each
column.

Problems and Solutions: Some reports
don’t contain enough information, ei-
ther because checks weren't started early
enough, or were stopped too soon, or be-
cause of a gap in the middle of the nest-
ling period. All of these situations could
be summarized as resulting from too few
nest checks.

Vacations and other commitments can sometimes cause
a small gap in the recommended 5-7 day checks, but keep in
mind that checks in the beginning and the end of the nesting
season are of crucial importance. Allowing one week for egg
laying, two weeks for incubation, and four weeks for the nest-
ling period, landlords should plan a minimum of 7 or 8 checks
on each nest. Checks at 5 day intervals are helpful during egg
laying, which would bring the number of checks per nest up
to more than 8. Since nesting within a colony site is spread

Fig 4. The cup & string method
is reccommended when check-
ing nests after young have
reached 20 days old. When the
check is finished and the hous-
ing raised again, the plugs are
left in place for 5-10 minutes
before removal via the strings.

Another problem that occurs during egg-
laying is missing buried eggs, which can
throw off calculating hatch date and later
fledge date. If you had recorded 4 eggs,
but later find 5 nestlings, just record what
you find and the data can be corrected
when PMCA receives it.

Fig 3. shows nest checks stopped too
soon. Nest checks need to be continued
for every nest until the young in that nest
are at least 22 days old (within one week
of fledging, so that by the next nest check
they would be past earliest possible fledge
age of 26 days old). A final nest check
showing an empty nest is needed for ev-
ery nest. To safely check nests with older
nestlings (20 days or older), use the cup &
string method [see Fig 4.]. Do not reach
inside the cavity or touch the nestlings. If
you are not sure you can do this, try it on
just one house or gourd rack and see how

it works.

Another problem to avoid is nest checks not done at
regular 5-7 day intervals: Gaps of 10 or more days between
checks compromise data, especially once the young have
hatched. We need to know that young in a nest reached 22
days or older within 7 days of final nest check for that cav-
ity, when you find it empty and mark that the young
fledged. Any young that disappear before reaching 267
days old should not count as fledged.

Page 7



