
L
ocal birders are thrilled to announce the return of Western
Bluebirds to Vancouver Island, marking a promising start
to the third year of a multi-partner initiative to restore a

breeding population of Western Bluebirds to the Georgia Basin.
Before the project began in 2012, the once-common Western

Bluebird had not been known to nest successfully in this region
since 1995, and they were considered extirpated (locally extinct).
The birds are Red-listed in BC.
Last week, a pair of Western Bluebirds was seen in

Metchosin.
‘I was absolutely delighted to see this pair,’ says John

Costello, a board member with the Rocky Point Bird
Observatory, who spotted them perched on a fenceline hunting
for ground-dwelling insects. ‘We knew that the bluebirds have
already begun returning to the Cowichan Valley from winter
migration, and that seven birds have been seen checking out

nestboxes up there. But we never expected to spot Western
Bluebirds in Metchosin!’
A male Western Bluebird was also observed in Nanaimo. His

coloured legbands identified him as a bird born in the Cowichan
Valley in 2013.
In 2013, five pairs of Western Bluebirds had successful nests

in the Cowichan Valley, raising a total of 31 juveniles. Three of
these adults and four of their young have already returned to
their breeding territories this year. These birds are a critical
foundation for rebuilding a local bluebird population.
‘We knew that it was technically possible to bring back

Western Bluebirds, from working with our partners who
successfully restored bluebirds to San Juan Island a few years
ago,’ says Kathryn Martell, project coordinator with the Garry
Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team. ‘But to have these birds return
this year, and for the juveniles to be coming back and nesting as
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Bluebirds are back on Vancouver Island!

Photo: Julia Daly
Bluebird pair in Cowichan (nest with eggs inset). 



well, this really is proof that together, we can restore a lost piece
of our rare ecosystems.’
In the second week of April, three new pairs of Western

Bluebirds were released in the Cowichan Valley. The birds were
brought up from a stable population in southern Washington
and spent a few weeks acclimatizing in temporary aviaries. It is
hoped they will find nesting sites in the valley to raise the next
generation of Vancouver Island-born Western Bluebirds.

Bluebird Facts
Western Bluebirds were once common on Vancouver Island
and the southern Gulf Islands, but their population began to
decline sharply in the 1950s, largely due to habitat loss.
• Competition for nest cavities with the invasive, introduced

European Starling and English House Sparrow was another
major factor in the disappearance of Western Bluebirds, and the
decline of other native cavity-nesting birds.
• Western Bluebirds are one of more than 100 species-at-risk

in Garry Oak and associated ecosystems.
• Bring Back the Bluebirds tackles the problem of restoring

Western Bluebirds from several angles: mounting nestboxes in
suitable habitat throughout the region, to replace missing nest
cavities; working with landowners and local governments to
restore and protect remaining Garry Oak ecosystems; and

releasing bluebirds from a healthy population into the Cowichan
Valley, to kick-start a stable local population.
Residents throughout Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands

are asked to watch for bluebirds and report sightings
immediately to bluebird@goert.ca or 250-383-3427. It is helpful
to take a photo and make note of the four coloured leg bands
that the birds may be wearing (two on each leg). Identification
tips and how to support the project can be found on the project
website at www.goert.ca/bluebird.
The Bring Back the Bluebirds project is led by the Garry Oak

Ecosystems Recovery Team, in partnership with Ecostudies
Institute, Cowichan Valley Naturalists’ Society, Nature
Conservancy of Canada, and the Province of BC. 
Funders for Year Three include: the Baillie Fund, EcoAction,

Habitat Conservation Trust Foundation, North American
Bluebird Society, TD Friends of the Environment, Parks Canada
Agency, Public Conservation Assistance Fund, Vancouver
Foundation, and private donors. 0
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Nestling banding
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Bluebird nestling— a bad hair day?




