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Thank you for the opportunity to report on the progress of our project. 
 
Personnel 
Mr. Dave Timmer, natural resources biologist, and Mr. Tony Lapsansky, master falconer 
and 4th year biology major at Gonzaga University, continued to help us investigate bird 
issues in Whatcom County, WA.  We also hired Ms. Deanna Leigh, MS in environmental 
studies from Western Washington University, whose thesis was on effectiveness of 
kestrel falcons in cherry orchards, to assist us with the project.  Finally, Mr. Ben 
Steensma, 2nd year mechatronics major at Bellingham Technical College, was hired to 
assist with kestrel box work. 
 
Activities 
Dave Timmer continued conducting bird observations on dairies in the region. He also 
continued to work with our carrion placement trial, removed/redesigned our owl nest 
cam, analyzed our survey data from dairy farmers, placed kestrel boxes, maintained and 
repaired existing boxes, mapped boxes and perch sites, began work with a falconer and 
videographer to create a demonstration video, began work on our laminated bird ID card 
for farmers, helped present to FFA students, and assisted with a meeting and field 
demonstration for farmers and researchers.  
 
Tony Lapsansky made two presentations at Vista Middle School in Ferndale, 
Washington, and also continued to promote the information related to this project to 
various fruit growers for whom he worked in falconry this past summer. 
 
Deanna Leigh analyzed data, prepared powerpoint materials for presentations, created 
maps, performed bookkeeping related to the project, began work on our laminated bird 
ID card, and helped with preparation of this report. 
 
Ben Steensma assisted Dave in installing new kestrel boxes, replacing and repairing older 
boxes in the region, and taking GPS points on all box and perch locations related to this 
project.   
 
Karen Steensma made two presentations with Dave to promote awareness of the problem 
to Lynden High School FFA students and one to Lynden Christian High School FFA 
students. She was able to bring in professional falconer Brad Felger, owner of Airstrike 
Bird Control, to demonstrate falconry at the Lynden High School FFA Barn, where a 
starling problem exists.   
 
Karen and Susan Kerr also organized a meeting of farmers and researchers on September 
18, 2015, in Lynden, to discuss the agricultural bird situation.  This was followed by a 



falconry field demonstration at a Lynden dairy that has experienced high starling 
numbers. 
 
Results to date 
Dairy farmer survey 
Our survey of dairy farmers, conducted Nov 2014-April 2015, was delivered directly to 
producers who attended the November 2014 annual industry meeting in Vancouver, WA 
and to producers who attended a January dairy seminar in Lynden, WA. It was also 
delivered electronically through an email link sent by the Washington Dairy Federation to 
all internet-connected dairy producers in the state in February 2015. Analysis of the 
survey data is still underway but we can report some statistics. 
 
Of responding producers, 100% listed pest birds as an issue of concern on their 
dairies.  Fewer than 25% listed rodents as an issue of concern. 
Annual estimates of economic impact due to birds ranged from $500 to $200,000 per 
dairy per year.  Rodent damage estimates ranged from $100 to $25,000 per year. 
Top species of concern were identified as  
1. European starling   
2. American crow 
3. Rock dove (pigeon)  
4. Sparrow 
Geese and other waterfowl were mentioned by a few dairy owners as being destructive to 
cover crops and new seeding, whereas the top 4 birds were listed as consuming feed and 
defecating on feed and facilities. Starlings and crows were also listed as destroying tarps. 
 
Kestrel nest box project and raptor perches 
Maintenance of 30 existing kestrel falcon nest boxes that had been placed over the past 
several years by various farmers, along with placement of 10 new boxes, occurred 
throughout 2015.  Some older existing boxes were in disrepair, were poorly placed, or 
had been completely destroyed.  These were repaired when possible and placed in new 
locations in some instances.  The 10 new boxes were placed in consultation with farmers 
and GPS points were taken on all boxes, for future monitoring purposes.  GPS points 
were also taken on perches suitable for raptors.  Observations of kestrels in or near boxes 
were noted.   
 
Of the existing boxes, 20 were in good repair prior to our maintenance visit.  Occupancy 
during the 2015 nesting season was not fully surveyed due to lack of personnel at critical 
times, but at least 2 boxes were suspected as occupied with a nesting pair.  Most of these 
previous boxes were on or near blueberry farms.  
 
New boxes were placed during the fall, when kestrels are not in breeding season. All new 
additions were on, or within ¼ mile of, dairy farms, berry farms, or both. 
 
TOTAL:  40 new and refurbished nest boxes placed on county farms 
 
 



Carrion placement 
Stillborn calves and cow placentas were placed every 2-3 days for 2 weeks, in a location 
behind a dairy barn that had a significant starling population.  The area was then 
monitored for raptor presence.  Within 2 days of the initial placement, bald eagles and 
turkey vultures began utilizing the carrion. 
 
Although presence of the large raptors flying in and out of the area initially caused the 
starlings to flee, the starlings had already developed a strong night roost bond at this 
particular dairy which overcame any scaring effect provided by the birds of prey. 
 
Owl nest box cam 
Dave Timmer placed a live cam in an existing owl nest box at Bel Lyn Dairy in late 
2014.  In early 2015 as owls were nesting, the camera was showing close-up imagery of 
the adults within the box.  This was kept available online for a few weeks, in hopes that 
young owlets would be visible at times the adults were out on hunting trips.  However, it 
became apparent that the focal distance of the camera was too close to see anything other 
than details of the feathers, and the camera was taken offline.  In order to avoid disturbing 
the owls through the rest of their nesting season, no further work was done to redesign 
the box-camera arrangement.  Dave consulted with videographer Jayson Korthuis of 
Guardian Media on a new design, which he would like to implement in the coming year. 
 
Videography 
Jayson Korthuis, owner of Guardian Media videography company, and whose family 
owns Blok’s Evergreen Dairy, began working on various agricultural video assignments 
in 2015.  We engaged him to make a video highlighting biocontrols of pest birds, 
including kestrel nest boxes and falconry.  He also took footage of other bird 
enhancements such as owl nest boxes and wood duck nest boxes.  These videos will be 
linked, along with the owl box cam, on the WSU website later this year. 
 
Bird ID card for farmers  
A laminated, full-color, double-sided 5”x12” card highlighting both pest and beneficial 
birds found in regional farm landscapes is being prepared for distribution to farmers.  
Many farmers responding to the initial survey indicated little confidence or only 
moderate confidence in identifying all the bird species present on their farms.  An order 
of 150 cards would target 1 card for each dairy and berry farm in Whatcom County.  
These are planned for distribution at upcoming WSU county meetings likely to be 
attended by most dairy farmers. 
 
Youth involvement 
In addition to a 2014 presentation to 30 kids and 12 adults at Barnyard Kids 4H Club by 
Karen Steensma and Tony Lapsansky, complete with kestrel nest box and live falcon (see 
January 2015 report), Tony also presented to two Vista Middle School classes of 25 
students each, in June 2015.  He describes the presentation as follows: 
 
 “On Friday, June 12, I spoke to the students of Mrs. Schulz’s 6th Grade classes at 
Vista Middle School in Ferndale (two groups in a row, about 30 minutes each) about 



raptors, falconry, and bird abatement. Over the course of the school year, Mrs. Schulz 
had the goal of showing her students that there exist career opportunities outside the 
normal “9-5 jobs.” For that reason, she asked me to speak about the implications of pests 
for our local agriculture, and how there are new and unique occupations designed to meet 
the challenges which pests, especially birds, pose to our crops. To keep the students 
interested I brought in one of my falconry birds, an Anatum Peregrine named Jerome. I 
started by leading the students through the basics of raptor identification, as well as 
illustrating how morphological traits can be indicators of an organism’s life history 
strategy. Then, as I work in falconry bird abatement myself, I spoke about falconry in 
general and how the practice is now being applied to pest control to avoid the use of 
pesticides or other non-“neighbor friendly” methods (noise makers, cannons, etc…). In 
doing so, I highlighted the advantages of biological control methods in combatting the 
growing difficulties brought by invasive and other pest species, including starlings and 
cowbirds, for fruit producers and dairies. This led me into covering some of the other 
methods being tested by Karen Steensma and others, including the American kestrel 
relocation project. I also mentioned how the problem of pests has brought together 
biologists and farmers with engineers, as raptor inspired drone technology offers new 
solutions. I ended by allowing the students to ask questions. Overall, I think both 
presentations were successful in explaining the issue of pests on dairies and other farms, 
and illustrating the career opportunities in addressing this problem.” 
 
Karen Steensma and Dave Timmer made a presentation to 25 FFA students and 2 
teachers at Lynden Christian High School in October 2015.  The prevalence of wildlife 
on agricultural land in general, including the many beneficial species present, was 
emphasized.  The problems of pest birds, especially invasive European starlings, were 
discussed, and various approaches to chasing pest birds were considered.  The students 
watched a short video of a kestrel falcon consuming a starling.  The advantages of 
biocontrols such as kestrel falcon nest boxes and use of falconry seemed to be of quite a 
bit of interest to the students, with more than half the students in the class indicating by a 
show of hands that their parents owned either berry or dairy farms, or that the students 
themselves had worked on berry or dairy farms. 
 
Karen then made a similar presentation to two separate FFA classes and 2 teachers at 
Lynden High School.  There were approximately 30 students in each class.  A show of 
hands indicated that a majority of these students had parents who were either berry 
farmers, or had worked on berry farms, or the students themselves had worked on berry 
or dairy farms.  All the students then walked to the Lynden FFA Barn, which is inhabited 
by a variety of livestock animals and has a starling population.  There they met Brad 
Felger, who demonstrated one of his falcons as a possible means to deter starlings.  The 
students also received a kestrel falcon nest box, and spent time identifying a suitable 
location to place the box in proximity to their FFA barn.  They were also tasked with 
using the box as a model to build more boxes for placement on their own farms. 
 
TOTAL: 175 students and 17 adults received instruction/demonstrations on 
biocontrol of pest birds on farms during 2014-2015. 
 



Farmer meeting and field demonstration  
Farmers and researchers met in Lynden on September 18 to examine the issues of bird 
depredation.  A presentation on economic impacts of starlings on dairies in New York 
and Pennsylvania was shown.  Nutritionist and local dairy farmer John VanderVeen 
noted that the most energy-intensive, and therefore most expensive, components of dairy 
feed, are likely being selected by starlings. Scientists from WSU indicated that dairy cow 
behavior and milk production may be negatively affected when cows must push away 
large numbers of starlings in order to reach their feed; they also pointed out the potential 
disease vector effects of starlings defecating on feed and throughout dairy barns.  The 
migration patterns of starlings, crows and other agricultural birds, and the similar 
agricultural land use patterns (intensive blueberry and dairy acreage) of lower British 
Columbia, Canada, make the problem a transboundary issue. Both advantages and 
limitations of falconry in agricultural settings were discussed.  
 
The group then visited a nearby dairy that has been experiencing large starling numbers 
during the winter months, when starlings roost in the barn.  Few starlings were present in 
September, but there was a flock of pigeons.  A falconer flew one of his birds near the 
dairy barns to demonstrate the possibilities for scaring birds with a trained falcon. 
 
Several of the researchers and farmers present decided to prepare a proposal related to the 
issue.  The proposal was entitled “Bovine-avian interactions on dairies: improving cow 
welfare and farm economic stability by implementing effective and sustainable pest bird 
deterrence methods”. 

 
The cooperating researchers, who later submitted this proposal to WSARE Research and 
Education, are: 

• Dr Amber Adams-Progar, Assistant Professor of Animal Science, Washington 
State University, Pullman, Principal Investigator  

• Dr Stephanie Shwiff, Economist, USDA/APHIS/WS, National Wildlife Research 
Center, Fort Collins, CO 

• Dr Susan Kerr, WSU Livestock Extension Specialist, Mt Vernon, WA 
• Prof Karen Steensma, Associate Professor of Biology, Trinity Western 

University, Langley, BC and owner, Steensma Dairy, Lynden, WA 
Other attendees at this meeting and/or associated field trip demonstration included 

• Mr John Vander Veen, VeenAcre Farm 
• Mr Jeff DeJong, Eaglemill Farm  
• Ms Shelly DeJong, Eaglemill Farm, plus 3 of her children 
• Mr John Steensma, Steensma Dairy 
• Mr Dave Timmer, biologist 
• Dr Tracy Stobbe, agricultural economist, TWU School of Business 
• Mr Shawn Halter, BC Ministry of Agriculture 
• Mr Brad Felger, Airstrike Bird Control 
• Mr Jayson Korthuis, Guardian Media and Bloks Evergreen Dairy 

 
TOTAL: 15 people, including 9 dairy farmers and/or their children, attended and 
actively engaged in discussions and demonstrations at September 18 meeting. 


