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Other Occasional Users

Wasps and Bees
Wasps nest later than ducks and 
only occupy unused boxes. Honey 
bees may occupy up to 5 per cent 
of nest boxes in areas where bee 
keepers are active. They may survive 
for a couple of years and are easier 
to remove after a “dry out” period. 
Bumblebees often set up in the 
down of a duck nest and do not 
create any problems.
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Nest Box Care

Nest Box Construction

Nest Box Measurements in Inches
Box is constructed from ¾ inch plywood

Width Length

Back 7.75 24

Door 7.75 11

Floor 7.75 7.75

Stop 7.75 3

Bottom Strip 7.75 2

Sides – 2 9.5 18

Front 9.5 7.75

Top Strip 9.5 2

Roof 10.5 12

Note – Place shallow saw cuts on the inside of the door and front below 
entrance hole to aid ducklings when leaving the box.

Entrance Hole in Inches (elliptical, height X width, unless otherwise indicated)
Place 2 inches below roof

Common Goldeneye 3.5 x 4.5

Barrow’s Goldeneye 4 x 5

Bufflehead 2.5 x 3

Common Merganser 4.5 x 5

Hooded Merganser 3.5 x 4

Wood Duck 3.5 x 4

Kestrel 3 (round)

Saw Whet Owl 3 (round) 

Begin by nailing the shaving retainer (stop) to the floor.1.	

Attach one side to the back – approximate position in the middle, 2.	
overlap back (use three 1½ in. deck screws).

Fasten the front to the attached side, 2 screws (overlap side). 3.	

Now line up the other side (flush with the top) and screw everything 4.	
together.

Position the floor (inset ¼ in.) inside and ensure the stop is secured at 5.	
right angles to floor. This allows the door to close properly.
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Nest Box Care

Next place the door inside the front – should overlap the floor for easy 6.	
opening. Hinge with 1½ in. nails placed ¼ in. below front, through the 
sides into the door.

Secure roof with 4 screws (long part over the entrance hole).7.	

Attach one of the extra strips on top of the roof and the other on the 8.	
bottom of the box, against the back. These strips allow for extra tree 
growth (nail heads take longer to pull through as the tree grows) and 
waterproofing.

Drill a hole through the side into the door at a 45 degree angle to secure 9.	
the door with a double-headed nail. Make the hole big enough so the 
nail removes easily. 

Drill a couple of holes (spike size) in the back (top and bottom) to make 10.	
installation easier.

Note – Nails will not hold, use 1½ in. deck screws for final construction. An 
oil-based stain will extend the life of the box. Grey, green or a brown may 
blend in with the environment. Add 3-4 inches of shavings or sawdust and 
fasten box securely to a healthy tree with four 4-inch nails. 

Nest box designed by Jim Potter, Alberta Conservation Association,  
James Allen, Alberta Fish and Wildlife Division and Steve Potter.

Extra Strip
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Nest Box Care

Installing Nest Boxes
Choosing a Suitable Site
Most cavity-nesting waterfowl in Alberta are diving ducks, therefore nest 
boxes should be placed near deep water, permanent ponds or streams 
with adjacent woodland for nesting. Approximately 3 to 5 acres of water is 
required per brood. Considering a 66 per cent hatch rate, two nest boxes 
would be adequate for a pond of this size. 

Nest boxes installed prior to spring melt may be soon occupied by local 
breeding ducks. Depending on the size of the population, nest box use by 
ducks is typically low during the first year after installation. Be patient. Even 
if the box is not used in the first year, it may be investigated by a duck for 
use the following year. Hens carry out nest searches in late June or early July 
often in groups of 3 to 8. A saucer shape in the wood shavings is a good 
indication a yearling has visited the box. If this inspection occurs, there is a 
70 per cent chance she will use the box the following spring. Most cavity-
nesting waterfowl do not nest until they are 2 to 3 years old. However, Wood 
Ducks do nest as yearlings. If you notice that your nest boxes go unused for a 
number of seasons, they may need to be relocated to another area.

Saw-whet Owl boxes should be situated in ungrazed woodlots of at least 10 
acres and preferably in or adjacent to larger blocks of mature forest. This type 
of area will also attract the Northern Flying Squirrel. 

Placement
Nest boxes should be mounted on live, healthy trees. Place them so that the 
entrance hole is approximately 2.5 metres (8 feet) above the ground (higher 
for owls and kestrels). Birch or poplar trees are good choices. Secure the 
box with 4-inch nails, two in the top and two in the bottom. Leave one nail 
in the top protruding about an inch to prevent the box from falling if nails 
are pulled through the plywood due to tree growth. Situate the box on the 
tree so that it leans slightly forward to aid the ducklings when they leave 
the box. For waterfowl, overhanging branches should be cleared to allow an 
unobstructed flight path to the entrance hole. Leave the branches in place 
for owls and kestrels. In order to prevent beavers from cutting the nest tree, 
wrap the bottom of the tree with stucco wire and staple it securely but loose 
enough to allow room for tree growth.
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Nest Box Care

Place the initial boxes overlooking a water body so ducks can easily spot the 
entrance hole from the water. As the boxes are utilized and the population 
grows, additional boxes may be placed out of sight in the woods up to 
800 metres (0.5 mile) away. Less conspicuous boxes tend to experience 
less dump nesting and a higher hatch success rate due to less predation 
from animals such as raccoons. However, ducklings are more vulnerable to 
predation as they walk to the water after hatching.

When installing the nest box, place 8 to 10 centimetres (3 to 4 inches) of 
wood shavings in the box. Cavity-nesting ducks, as well as kestrels and owls, 
do not carry nesting materials with them and will not typically nest in an 
empty box. If there is too little nest material, the eggs could freeze during a 
cold snap.

Box Twinning
In areas with large starling populations, such as pastures and feedlots, a 
second smaller box specifically built for starlings with a smaller entrance hole 
may be situated just below the first box. A starling is more likely to utilize 
the smaller box and, because they are territorial, will prevent another pair 
of starling from nesting nearby. The first box thus provides a nesting site 
for ducks. The starling box should be located close enough to the ground 
(6 feet to entrance) to allow for easy cleaning. A 2½ inch entrance hole 
should be used in the starling box as it will still allow a Bufflehead or Kestrel 
to nest there if a starling does not. Goldeneye, Bufflehead and Kestrels will 
peacefully occupy twinned boxes at the same time. Since waterfowl defend 
territory on the water, there are no conflicts between the species at the boxes.

Maintenance
Once the boxes have been used, annual 
maintenance will promote the highest use 
rates. However, boxes can be maintained 
less frequently. For relocation purposes, it is a 
good idea to number the boxes and mark the 
locations on a map, or use a GPS system for 
remote locations. Fall and winter are ideal times 
for monitoring. At this time, nesting species 
can be identified by the unhatched eggs, shell 
fragments, or the nesting material present.
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Nest Box Care

The most important maintenance items are to ensure 
there is always 3 to 4 inches (8 to 10 cm) of nesting 
material in the box and that the box is still securely 
attached to the tree. 

Predation
Nest success is generally more than 80 per cent 
in the protected environment of a nest box. 
In comparison, ground nesting ducks have an 
average success rate of 12 to 15 per cent.

Tree climbing mustelids, such as weasels and martens, will depredate some 
nests, killing the female on the nest. Squirrels may disrupt a nest and cause 
desertion if an egg is eaten inside the box, leaving yolk and shells behind. In 
southern Alberta, raccoons may be a problem, so placing boxes back from 
shorelines may help, as this species likes to travel the waterways. Predator 
guards may be installed, but are unsightly and time consuming. House cats 
could also be a problem if the nest box is close to your yard.

Black bears are known to depredate nest boxes in areas where they are 
resident. Wrapping loops of barbed wire around the tree may discourage 
bears from climbing to the nest box.

Conserving Habitat
A well constructed nest box can last for 25 years, providing nest sites for a 
variety of cavity-nesting species. However, it is important to remember that 
nest boxes are a short-term solution to be used when large, old trees and 
natural cavities are unavailable. A more secure and longer term solution is to 
conserve native habitat.

Much of the habitat associated with cavity-nesting species is found on 
private land in central and southern Alberta. Important breeding areas for 
waterfowl usually coincide with agricultural land in the parkland and boreal 
transition zone. As a landowner or land manager, there are a number of ways 
you can help to conserve habitat:
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Provide supplemental nest sites:
Install nest boxes.»»

Grazing management: 
Protect your wetlands and wetland margins.»»
Protect even small temporary wetlands/margins. »»
Buffers of grass, shrubs and trees around your wetlands will help to keep »»
nutrients and sediments out of the water and help to protect the health 
of the wetlands. 
There are a number of off-site watering systems that offer a safe, clean »»
way to water livestock.
Preserve the understory of woodlands. Be careful not to overgraze »»
woodlots to allow for new growth of replacement trees.

Woodlot management and selective cutting: 
Maintain wooded areas adjacent to wetland to encourage the presence »»
of cavity-nesting waterfowl.
Avoid cutting large, dying trees that have potential for nesting cavities.»»

Conservation easements or voluntary agreements with conservation 
organizations such as Ducks Unlimited Canada.

Ensure your efforts at conservation will be carried on into the future.»»

Wetlands are not only beneficial to waterfowl, but are a natural feature on 
the landscape that benefit wildlife and people. After heavy rains and snow 
melt, wetlands can hold excess water and release it slowly and safely, helping 
to buffer the effects of droughts and floods. Healthy wetlands also help 
to control erosion, purify water, and replenish ground water. By installing 
nest boxes and conserving habitat you will have the opportunity and the 
pleasure to provide nesting sites for cavity-nesting waterfowl and other 
wildlife species that you might not otherwise see. Nest boxes also provide a 
wonderful opportunity for educating the community, young and old, about 
wildlife and the conservation of our natural environment.
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