
V E R T E B R A T E  P E S T  C O N T R O L  H A N D B O O K  -  B I R D S  

 

1 

BIOLOGY, LEGAL STATUS, CONTROL MATERIALS AND 
DIRECTIONS FOR USE 

Goldfinches  

American Goldfinch, Carduelis tristis 

Lesser Goldfinch, Carduelis psaltria 

Family: Fringillidae 

 

 

Introduction :  Goldfinches are a familiar and abundant small colorful bird.  
They can be found in weedy fields and visiting feeders.  They have a 
particular liking for thistles, eating the seeds and using the down to line 
their nest. 

 

 

Identification :  Goldfinches are small birds with a small, pointed, conical, 
pink bill.  They have a bright yellow to dull brown body; their wings are 
dark with large white wing-bars.  The tail is short and notched.  During the 
breeding and summer seasons the male is bright yellow with a black cap 
whereas female is drab olive, both sexes are similar and drab in winter.  
Their call is a long series of twittering and warbling notes.  Further 
information including audio is available at: 

 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

 

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds/BirdGuide/American_Goldfinch.html
http://www.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/birdguide/name/g/goldfinch/index.asp
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Legal Status :  Goldfinches are classed as migratory nongame birds in the 
U.S. Code of Federal Regulations.  They may be controlled under permit 
from the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service.   

 

 

 

Damage :  Commercial flower and vegetable seeds, strawberries, and 
disbudding of almonds and apricots. 

 

 

 

 

Range :  Both species breed and winter in California and other western 
states.  There is no regular migration, though there are occasional 
movements. 

American Goldfinch 

Lesser Goldfinch 

 

 
 

Habitat :  Farms, weeds, fields, gardens, wooded streamsides, groves, parks, 
and orchards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B545.pdf
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B543.pdf
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Biology :  These goldfinches are largely permanent residents in California; 
nesting is in May and June.  The American goldfinch is gregarious but not 
a colonial nester.  However, numerous pairs may occupy a suitable area.  
Nests of both species are usually built one to forty feet off the ground in 
trees, bushes, or tangles of vegetation.  Four to six eggs are laid by both  
the American goldfinch and the lesser goldfinch.  Incubation period is not 
known exactly, but is thought to be 12 to 14 days.  Age at first flight is 10 

to 16 days for the American and thought to be about 14 days for the lesser. 

Goldfinches are seed eaters although some insects are taken in the spring and during nesting.  
Weed seeds, especially seeds of composites are preferred foods.  Damage to flower seeds is 
occasional but may be severe as the birds fly in flocks of up to several hundred in winter. 

 

Damage Prevention and Control Methods  

Exclusion:   Protective plastic netting, preferably ½ inch mesh has 
provided excellent protection in some crop situations. 

Habitat Modification, Fumigants, Repellents, Toxic Bait, and Trapping:   
None of these provide adequate or appropriate methods of control. 

Frightening Devices:   Gas cannons and other noise making devices have produced limited 
results in repelling goldfinches from crops. 

 

 

REFERENCES AND ADDITIONAL READING  
Braysher, Mike, P. OõBrien, M. Bomford, 1996. Towards òBest Practiceó Vertebrate Pest Management in Australia. Proc. 17th Vertebrate Pest Conf. 
(R.M. Timm & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 18-23. 
 
Gorenzel, W.P., T.P. Salmon, A.C. Crabb, 2000. A National Review of the Status of Trapping for Bird Control. Proc. 19th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (T.P. 
Salmon & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 5-21. 
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BIOLOGY, LEGAL STATUS, CONTROL MATERIALS AND 
DIRECTIONS FOR USE 

Gulls  

Herring,  Larus argentatus 

Ring-billed, L. delawarensis 

Western, L. occidentalis 

California, L. californicus 

Glaucous-winged, L. glaucescens 

Family: Laridae 

 

 
 

Introduction :  The term gull refers to members of a group of 25 North 
American bird species that belong to the family Laridae.  Gulls are small to 
large seabirds, many of which also live inland for at least part of the year; 
some are found strictly in marine environments.  Most are grey, black and 
white when fully mature, but extensively marked with various shades of 
brown during from one to four years of immaturity.  They have long, slim 
wings and can fly exceptionally well, but also strong legs, which give them 

reasonably good mobility on the ground.  They swim buoyantly and often resort to water to roost 
at night.  

 

Identification :  Adult gulls are white with varying patterns of gray and 
black over their back, wings, and head.  The young are often gray or brown 
and take several years to develop adult plumage.  Both sexes are similar in 
appearance.  They all possess excellent flying and swimming skills, some 
can dive underwater.  Further information including audio is available at: 

 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds/BirdGuide/California_Gull.html
http://www.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/birdguide/families/gulls.asp
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Legal Status :  Gulls are classed as migratory species and may only be 
taken with a permit issued by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 In California, the California gull holds the protective status "California 
Species of Special Concern" due to declining numbers at their historic 
California breeding colony at Mono Lake.  However, in an ironic twist, this 

species has colonized the southern 
portion of San Francisco Bay, an area it 
did not historically nest, and has 
undergone exponential population 
growth.  These California gulls now 
inhabit large, remote salt-production 
ponds and levees. 

 

 

Damage :  Gulls cause damage to agricultural crops and threaten human 
safety at airports through air strikes with aircraft.  Their abundant 
distribution throughout the country mean gulls are involved in more 
aircraft collisions than any other bird, see http:// www.wildlife-
mitigation.tc.faa.gov.  Gulls can pollute domestic water reservoirs by fecal 
contamination, transmit Salmonella bacteria to sheep and cattle, and 
become a public nuisance in and around refuse dumps, outdoor 

restaurants, and public buildings. 

Gulls occasionally cause a nuisance when they nest on rooftops and seek food from people 
outdoors.  Gulls are predators of several seabirds during the breeding season.  

 

Range :  Nearly worldwide, favoring coasts.  Of 43 species known globally, 
17 species of gulls occur in the Western United States.  The above listed 
are the most commonly encountered that infringe upon human activity in 
California. 

With the exception of the more resident Western gull, most species 
typically migrate along the coast, southward for the winter, and returning 

northward to breed and reside in small or large colonies. 

 

http://www.wildlife-mitigation.tc.faa.gov/public_html/index/html
http://www.wildlife-mitigation.tc.faa.gov/public_html/index/html
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Herring Gull 

Ring-billed Gull 

Western Gull 

California Gull 

Glaucous-winged Gull 

 

Habitat :  Gulls are common along our marine coasts, but some are found 
many miles inland from water.  Gulls spend much time on shore, and most 
of their feeding is done on water.  Omnivorous feeding habits and 
gregariousness may relate to their recent intrusion into waterfronts, cities, 
refuse dumps, fields, and farmland. 

 

 

Biology :  Gulls (25 species known to U.S.) are medium to large, typically 
gray and white seabirds, with long, pointed wings, a strong, hooked bill and 
a square tail.  The feet, bill and wing-tip colors are the most reliable 
characters for identifying adults.  Gulls depend on their narrow wings 
mostly for gliding, using air updrafts from ocean waves, buildings, ships 
and cliffs.  They swim well, because of their webbed feet, yet can walk with 
agility on land.  Flocks will follow the tractor disk to pick up unearthed 

grubs and mice, or gather in fields to eat grasshoppers and other insects aroused by flood 
irrigation. 

Though primarily fish-eaters, gulls eat almost anything, and are known to scavenge decaying sea 
animals along the cost as well as harvest fresh food from the sea.  Gulls also eat young, other 
gulls' eggs, rabbits, ground squirrels, rats, earthworms, cherries, insects, wheat, and steak bones.  
Special glands in their heads enable them to drink salt water as well as fresh. 

 

Damage Prevention and Control Methods  

Exclusion:   Exclusion of gulls from attractive areas i.e. garbage dumps, 
sewage discharge areas, and restaurant areas is significant as it may reduce 
gull numbers near airports. 

Excluding gulls from temporary or limited resting areas such as window 
ledges, roof tops, etc is best achieved as with other birds (see Pigeons) using porcupine wires.  

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B216.pdf
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B214.pdf
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B220.pdf
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B215.pdf
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B221.pdf
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Large area exclusion, such as water reservoirs, crops, and landfills, is best achieved with wire or 
plastic netting, or by suspending parallel steel wire or nylon monofilament over the area.  Spacing 
should be 40 feet to 15 feet. 

Similar gull exclusion is used in fish rearing ponds.  Other devices including floating plastic balls 
are commercially available to keep gulls from using water areas. 

Habitat Modification:   Discouraging gull use of areas essentially means reducing or eliminating 
food, water, nesting, and resting sites.  This is not easy to do given gulls adaptability to a wide 
variety of foods.  Human food wastes, fruit, vegetable crops, insects, earthworms, other 
invertebrates, and vertebrates are all potential foods.  

Manipulating grass and vegetative cover around airports, park areas, can be successful in 
discouraging gulls.  However, the key is to identify the pest.  For example, gulls are deterred by 
increasing cover, while many other airport bird pests are deterred by reducing cover.  

Frightening:   Frightening devices can be effective when 
used against gulls e.g. shotgun shells, shell crackers, gas-
powered exploders, and broadcasting distress or alarm 
calls.  Carter (2002) reports success with radio controlled 
aircraft at Dover Air Force Base as a hazing technique. 

To be successful, all scaring devices should be used with 
experience, continuity and care in use.  Most distress and 
alarm calls are species specific.  Limit use to avoid over 
familiarization. 

Frightening devices are usually a temporary measure and 
will not cure repeated presence by gulls.  Dead effigies or 
decoys may assist in this issue. 

Fumigants:   Not an effective method and none are registered. 

Repellents:   Not an effective method and none are registered. 

Shooting:  Shooting gulls is only effective in highly selective situations and is not recommended 
for management control of large populations.  Shooting has been used to eliminate gulls 
habitually flying over airport runways, and to remove offending gulls preying on the nestlings of 
protected species.  Federal and State permits are required.  

Toxic  Bait:   The toxicant DRC-1339 is a Restricted Use Pesticide that is registered in the U.S. 
and is registered in California for control of nesting herring gulls, great black backed gulls, and 
ring billed gulls.  It is an acute toxicant and its use is in limited situations where there are high gull 
populations.  DRC-1339 is slow acting.  Death is caused by poisoning.  A depredation permit 
from USFWS is required to use this material. 

Trapping:   Live trapping is possible using rocket or cannon netting over baited sites, using box 
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traps over nests and eggs, spotlighting at night and capturing with hand nets.  Live trapped and 
relocated gulls are likely to return to their place of capture.  

Other:   Removal of nests, eggs, and young needs to be done on a continual basis.  It is time and 
labor intensive.  Permitting is required. 

 

 

REFERENCES AND ADDITIONAL READING  
Barras, Scott C., R. Dolbeer, R.B. Chipman, G.E. Bernhardt, 2000. Bird and Small Mammal Use of Mowed and Unmowed Vegetation at John F. 
Kennedy International Airport, 1998 to 1999. Proc. 19th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (T.P. Salmon & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. 
Pp. 31-36.   
 
Beason, Robert C., 2004. What Can Birds Hear? Proc. 21st Vertebrate Pest Conf. (R.M. Timm and W.P. Gorenzel, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., 
Davis. Pp. 92-96.      
 
Belant, Jerrold L., S.K. Ickes, 1996. Overhead Wires Reduce Roof-Nesting By Ring-Billed Gulls and Herring Gulls. Proc. 17th Vertebrate Pest Conf. 
(R.M. Timm & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 108-112. 
 
Blackwell, Bradley F., B.E. Washburn, M.J. Begier, 2004. Evaluating Population Management Scenarios: Crunching the Numbers before Going to 
the Field.  Proc. 21st Vertebrate Pest Conf. (R.M. Timm and W.P. Gorenzel, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 306-311. 
 
Carter, Nicholas B., 2002. Radio-Controlled Models for Bird Dispersal. Proc. 20th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (R.M. Timm and R. H. Schmidt, Eds.) 
Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 135-139.  
 
Dolbeer, Richard A., 1998. Population Dynamics: The Foundation of Wildlife Damage Management for the 21st Century. Proc. 18th Vertebrate 
Pest Conf. (R.O. Baker & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 2-11.   
 
Dolbeer, Richard A., 2000. Birds and Aircraft: Fighting for Airspace in Crowded Skies. Proc. 19th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (T.P. Salmon & A.C. Crabb, 
Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 37-43. 
 
Dolbeer, Richard A., P. Eschenfelder, 2002. Have Population Increases of Large Birds Outpaced Airworthiness Standards for Civil Aircraft? Proc. 
20th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (R.M. Timm and R. H. Schmidt, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 161-166.  
 
Erickson, William A., R.E. Marsh, T.P. Salmon, 1990. A Review of Falconry as a Bird-Hazing Technique. Proc. 14th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (L.R. 
Davis and R.E. Marsh, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 314-316. 
 
Erickson, William A., R.E. Marsh, T.P. Salmon, 1992. High Frequency Sound Devices Lack Eficacy in Repelling Birds. Proc. 15th Vertebrate Pest 
Conf. (J.E. Borrecco & R.E. Marsh, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 103-104.  
 
Gorenzel, W.P., T.P. Salmon, A.C. Crabb, 2000. A National Review of the Status of Trapping for Bird Control. Proc. 19th Vertebrate Pest Conf. 
(T.P. Salmon & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 5-21. 
 
Knittle, C.Edward, 1992. Nontarget Hazards Associated with Egg Baits Used to Control Corvid Depredations on Endangered California Least Tern 
Eggs at Camp Pendleton, California-1990. Proc. 15th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (J.E. Borrecco & R.E. Marsh, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. 
Pp. 53. 
 
Parkhurst, James A., 1994. An Overview of Avian Predation and Management Techniques at Fish-Rearing Facilities. Proc. 16th Vertebrate Pest 
Conf. (W.S. Halverson & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 235-242.  
 
Pochop, Patricia A., R.J. Johnson, D.A. Aguero, K.M. Eskridge, 1990. The Status of Lines in Bird Damage Control-A Review. Proc. 14th Vertebrate 
Pest Conf. (L.R. Davis and R.E. Marsh, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 317-324. 
 
Pochop, Patricia A., J.L. Cummings, C.A. Voder, J.E. Steuber, 1998. Comparison of White Mineral Oil and Corn Oil to Reduce Hatchability in Ring-
Billed Gull Eggs. Proc. 18th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (R.O. Baker & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 411-413.  
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BIOLOGY, LEGAL STATUS, CONTROL MATERIALS AND 
DIRECTIONS FOR USE 

Horned Lark  

Eremophila alpestris 

Family: Alaudidae 

  

Introduction :  The horned lark (shore lark) walks or runs instead of 
hopping and moves in an erratic pattern when feeding, when on its 
breeding territory, and when in flocks during winter.  It feeds on seeds and 
ground insects.  The only true lark native to the U.S.; the horned lark is 
faithful to its birthplace, where it returns after every migration.  Fifteen 
distinct subspecies have been described in the West. 

 

 

Identification :  Horned larks are ground dwelling birds slightly larger than 
a house sparrow.  They are brown, with a yellowish face, black breast, 
black whiskers, and two small black horns.  They have a high pitched and 
sustained call. Further information is available at: 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

 

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds/BirdGuide/Horned_Lark.html
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Legal Status :  Horned larks are classed as migratory nongame birds in the 
U.S. Code of Federal Regulations.  They may be controlled under the 
general supervision of the county agricultural commissioner or under a 
depredation permit from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 

 

 

Damage :  Seedlings of beets, lettuce, alfalfa, broccoli, carrots, sugar beets, 
beans, peas, spinach, melons, tomatoes, onions, peppers, and flowers.  
Blossoms of beans and peas are sometimes eaten, and lettuce and peppers 
are occasionally pecked. 

Damage by horned larks usually begins as the first plants break through the 
surface of the soil.  The horned lark nips off parts of the tender plantlets, 

or in the case of small seedlings such as lettuce, it may pull up the entire plant.  If the seedlings are 
not destroyed in the early stage of growth, the secondary leaflets and adventitious buds are rapidly 
consumed as they appear.  In areas dry-farmed, where the plant is slow-growing, the damage may 
extend over a long period and cause excessive loss.  In irrigated fields, where the plants grow 
rapidly, the damage is usually of short duration.  When the seedlings reach a height of 3 to 4 
inches, damage is normally curtailed. 

The first evidence of damage by horned larks is usually the denuding of the plants from a small 
area in the center of the field.  As the damage continues the bare spot may spread rapidly until a 
narrow fringe of undamaged plants may remain along the borders of the field. 

 

Range :  Horned larks may be found as migrants or residents in any part of 
California from sea level to mountaintop.  They breed from northern 
Alaska to southern Mexico and retreat from northerly latitudes and higher 
elevations in autumn, wintering from southern Canada southward.  There 
are at least eight geographical races of the species in California. 

Horned Lark 

Habitat :  Grasslands, meadows, prairies, stony deserts, and tundra are 
preferred habitat.  Open fields of cultivated or irrigated crops in California 
are invaded after the natural vegetation dries up in summer. 

 

 

 

http://www.gpoaccess.gov/CFR/INDEX.HTML
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B337.pdf
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Biology :  In its northern ranges and at higher elevations, the horned lark 
follows the retreat of winter closely.  In California, most horned larks start 
nesting in March in dry treeless locations in the rolling foothills.  A shallow 
cup of fine grasses is constructed in a hollow in the ground.  Three to five 
eggs, commonly four, are laid.  The incubation period is 11 to 14 days and 
age at first flight is 10 to 12 days.  Two broods are commonly raised each 
year. 

 

The horned lark is markedly terrestrial, perching on the lowest strand of a wire fence, on a rock or 
clod of dirt but never in a tree.  Flocks of various size feed along roads and in fields and stubble.  
Insects and other small invertebrates are important food in spring, but in other seasons, vegetable 
matter such as weed seeds, grain, and seedlings form the bulk of their diet.  The food of the 
horned lark consists largely of seeds.  Analysis of the food items contained in 259 horned lark 
stomachs, collected in California, showed the bird's annual food to consist of about 91 percent 
vegetable, and 9 percent animal matter.  Seeds of weeds and wild grasses averaged 51 percent of 
the total food. 

 

 

Dam age Prevention and Control Methods  

Exclusion and Habitat Modification:   No methods are effective. 

Frightening devices :  Acoustical sounds are the most common control 
tools currently used in California to frighten horned larks from damaged 
field crops.  For sound to be effective it should be used immediately when 

numerous horned larks are observed congregating over a recently seeded crop.  The most widely 
used devices for minimizing depredations has been automatic propane exploders.  The units 
should be moved daily to prevent horned larks from becoming habituated to the sound.  
Exploders are most effective when they are supplemented with other methods such as shotgun 
blasts, shell crackers, bird bombs®, or bird whistlers®.  Often, frightening will just move birds 
around in the field. 

Raptor-mimicking kites suspended from helium-filled balloons or tethered to stationary posts 
have been used to scare horned larks from small areas.  Their effectiveness is enhanced when 
used in conjunction with propane exploders or exploding shells. 

The stake and flag method of frightening horned larks from various crops were developed in 
California during the 1930's.  It consisted of driving stakes in the soil over the crop bed rows and 
then attaching strips of cloth or paper to the tops.  The wind movement of the cloth or paper 
would scare the horned larks from the seed bed.  This control method is still being used today 
with reflective tape replacing the paper or cloth strips.   

Fumigants:   Not an effective method.  None are registered. 

Repellents:   Capsicum-containing granular repellents are federally registered for use against 
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horned larks and several other birds.  Use is limited to certain fruit, vegetable, and grain crops.  
Read the product label for specific information.  

Cummings et al (2006) reports inconclusive results using Flight Control®, an anthraquinone 
repellent foliar spray.  This product is not registered for use in California at this time. 

Toxic Bait:    There are no specific toxicants registered for control of horned larks. 

Shooting and Trapping:   Shooting may scare or reduce the number of birds but is labor intensive 
and costly.  Shooting may be done under the supervision of the agricultural commissioner or 
under a depredation permit from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 

 

REFERENCES AND ADDITIONAL READING  
Cummings, John L., P.A. Pochop, C.A. Voder, J.E. Davis Jr., 1998. Potential Bird Repellents to Reduce Bird Damage to Lettuce Seed and Seedlings. 
Proc. 18th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (R.O. Baker & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 350-353.   
 
Cummings, John L., D.L. York, T.M. Primus, R.M. Engeman, R.E. Mauldin, 2006. Effectiveness of Flight Control to Reduce Damage to Lettuce 
Seedlings from Horned Larks. Proc. 22nd Vertebrate Pest Conf. (R.M. Timm and J. M. OõBrien, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 225-227.  
 
Gorenzel, W.P., T.P. Salmon, A.C. Crabb, 2000. A National Review of the Status of Trapping for Bird Control. Proc. 19th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (T.P. 
Salmon & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 5-21. 
 
Hueth, Brent, D. Cohen, D. Zilberman, 1998. Non-Predator Vertebrate Pest Damage in California Agriculture: An Assessment of Economic Impacts 
in Selected Crops. Proc. 18th Vertebrate Pest Conf. (R.O. Baker & A.C. Crabb, Eds.) Published at Univ. of Calif., Davis. Pp. 371-377.  
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BIOLOGY, LEGAL STATUS, CONTROL MATERIALS AND 
DIRECTIONS FOR USE 

House Finch (Linnet)  

Carpodacus mexicanus 

Family: Fringillidae 

 

 

Introduction :  House finches, also known as linnets, are a bright red and 
brown-striped bird who frequent cities and suburbs.  Their call is similar to 
the house sparrow.  They are primarily seed and fruit eaters. 

 

 

 

Identification :  About the same size as sparrows.  Males are brownish with 
a bright red breast, forehead, rump, and stripe over the eye.  They also 
have narrow dark stripes on their flanks and belly.  Females are very 
sparrow like with a plain head and eye stripe.  Their call is a warbling song.  
Further information is available at: 

 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

 

 

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds/BirdGuide/House_Finch.html
http://www.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/birdguide/name/l/linnet/index.asp
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Legal Status :  The house finch is classed as a migratory nongame bird in 
the U.S. Code of Federal Regulations.  It may be controlled under the 
general supervision of the county agricultural commissioner or under a 
depredation permit from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 

 

Damage :  House finches feed on practically all deciduous fruits, berries, 
grains, and vegetable and flower seeds.  Included are ripening fruits: 
apricot, cherry, peach, pear, nectarine, plum, prune, avocado, grape, apple, 
fig, strawberry, blackberry, 
raspberry, etc; buds of almonds, 
apricot, pear, peach, plum, prune, 
nectarine; and seeds of milo, 

sunflower, lettuce, broccoli, miscellaneous vegetables and 
flowers, and tomato plantlets.  They also detach the bracts 
of fruit buds and devour the bud.  At blossom time, they 
knock off flower petals and eat the embryonic fruits.  
There are three types of damage to ripening fruits: 

1. Early season damage by nesting adults. 

2. Mid and late season damage by young and adult 
birds resident in the locality. 

3. Winter damage to late ripening fruit by flocks of birds gathering in their winter habitat. 

 

Disbudding of fruit trees can occur in October or November but becomes most noticeable in 
January.  A relatively small resident flock of house finches can completely disbud a considerable 
acreage because of the long period of activity.  This damage is done by three types of flocks: 

1. Resident local birds. 

2. Birds in their winter habitat. 

3. Migratory flocks moving from one range to another. 

Definite localization of house finch activity was the rule in both summer and winter depredations 
studied by Piper and Neff (1937), though there were some exceptions. 

 

http://www.gpoaccess.gov/CFR/INDEX.HTML
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Range :  House finches are abundant residents throughout California, 
western United States, and Mexico, wherever food and water are available.  
They are most numerous on the valley floors and in 
the foothills.  Though classified along with other 
finches as migratory nongame birds under Federal 
law, authorities agree that the California house finch 
is relatively non-migratory.  In late summer they 

wander into the higher mountains and have been collected as high at 9,800 
feet.  They are relatively resident birds and most of those in the valley 
districts may spend their lives within a few miles of the place where they 
were hatched. 

House Finch 

 

Habitat :  Open woods, scrub-growth areas, deserts, ranches, farmlands, 
suburbs, and towns.  Human development has created extensive favorable 
habitat i.e. hedgerows, field edges, and crop fields. 

 

 

 

Biology :  House finches nest in a great variety of places, and there are few 
areas where they cannot find suitable nesting sites.  Nesting begins in 
March in the southern portion of the state and extends to July in colder 
areas.  House finches have adapted well to man's presence and the female 
will build a nest in almost any sheltered spot including ledges in buildings.  
Almost any soft material is used, including fine twigs and grasses.  Four to 
five eggs are laid and they hatch in 12 to 16 days.  Age at first flight is 11 to 

19 days.  Two broods are commonly raised, often in the same nest.   

During the nesting period, adults are widely scattered.  As summer progresses, groups of young 
birds and a few adults band together to feed in the general area where they were reared.  These 
bands grow larger as additional broods of young and their parents flock to them.  By mid-August, 
most of the young are out of the nest and have joined the neighborhood band. 

The only movement is that of broods of young as they join the flocks and a minor drift of a flock 
as it follows a succession of fruits or maturing seed about the general area it inhabits. 

 

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B538.pdf
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Damage Prevention and Control Methods  

Exclusion :  Protective plastic netting ½ inch mesh has provided excellent 
protection in covering crops like blueberries, bush berries, and 
strawberries.   

Habitat Modification:   Elimination of cover:  Remove large brush piles, 
stacks of irrigation pipe, and piles of boxes to eliminate nesting and resting areas for house 
finches.  

Frightening Devices:   Frightening devices in general have little practical value as methods of 
crop protection against house finches.  Cases have been reported where good results have been 
obtained using gas cannons mounted above the crop and moved frequently.  Some grape growers 
have reported limited success in repelling house finches with silver reflective tape cut in small 
strips and tied to outside vine branches.  Homeowners have reported similar results in protecting 
fruit trees when strips of tape are tied to branch ends.  The entire tree needs to be covered to gain 
maximum protection.   

Fumigants:   None are registered. 

Shooting:  Shooting can reduce the number of birds present but is costly and a rather futile 
method of complete crop protection. 

Toxic Bait:   None are registered. 

Trapping:   Modified Australian crow traps and cotton trailers converted into traps have been 
effective in trapping large numbers of house finches.  The wire covering of traps used for house 
finches must be of a small mesh such as ½ɧ x ½ɧ mesh hardware cloth or aviary wire.  Canary 
grass seed, a wild bird mixture of seeds, or chick scratch (cracked corn, milo, and other grains), 
makes an excellent bait and food source for decoy and captured birds. 

Trap location is one of the most important factors in achieving good results.  Before placement, 
observations should be made to determine flyways, resting, perching, and feeding areas.  Traps 
have been most effective when placed in locations where the birds enter an area or near a resting 
or perching location.  Traps should be placed in open areas where they can easily be seen and are 
readily found by the birds.  If the trap does not begin catching birds within 1 week it should be 
moved to a new location. 

Trapped house finches serve as decoys to other birds.  Decoy birds are usually essential in 
attracting other house finches.  Use one to fifteen live decoys depending on trap size.  Provide 
food water and shade at all times to keep decoys alive and make the trap more attractive.  

All traps should be serviced on a regular basis to insure the timely release of non target species 
and to maintain adequate food, water, shade, and roosts for the trapped birds.   
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BIOLOGY, LEGAL STATUS, CONTROL MATERIALS AND 
DIRECTIONS FOR USE 

House Sparrow  (English Sparrow)  

Passer domesticus 

Family: Ploceidae 

 

Introduction :  The House Sparrow occurs naturally in most of Europe and 
much of Asia.  Noisy and gregarious, it has followed humans all over the 
world and has either been intentionally or accidentally introduced.  It is 
now the most widely distributed wild bird on the planet.  Ironically, they 
were introduced independently in the U.S. as a means of pest control.  
Today the House sparrow is abundant in urban and agricultural habitats.  

 

Identificatio n:  The house sparrow is a small, stocky songbird. It has short 
legs, and a thick bill.  The male has a black throat and white cheeks. Size is 
6 inches.  The male has a reddish back and black bib, female is brown.  Call 
is a distinctive series of slightly metallic "cheep, chirrup."  Further 
information including audio is available at: 

 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

 

 

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds/BirdGuide/House_Sparrow.html
http://www.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/birdguide/name/h/housesparrow/index.asp
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Legal Status :  The California Fish and Game Code defines house 
sparrows as a nongame bird that may be taken and possessed by any 
person at any time (CFGC § 3801).  There are no federal restrictions on 
taking house sparrows. 

 

 

Damage :  Grain, especially sorghums, near ranch buildings; grain in 
poultry rations, storage sheds, and livestock feedlots; sprouting vegetables 
and flower crops and newly seeded lawns, disbudding of fruit trees and 
ornamentals, and occasional pecking of ripening fruit.  The house sparrow 
harbors the chicken louse and the bird louse.  House sparrows are capable 
of transmitting fowl cholera, turkey blackhead, Newcastle disease, avian 
tuberculosis, Eastern equine encephalitis, pullorum, canary pox, anthrax, 

and numerous helminth, fungal, and protozoan parasites.  The noise and filth associated with 
their nests are nuisances in urban areas.  Further disease information is listed in the Wildlife 

Chapter or at www.cdc.gov. 

 

Range :  Established throughout California and the nation, the house 
sparrow is common though less numerous than it was before the 
automobile replaced the horse.  This species is non-migratory. 

 

House Sparrow 

 

Habitat : Cities, towns, agricultural areas. 

 

 

 

Biology : Nest building begins as early as February with both sexes 
participating in the activity.  Nests are constructed of grass, straw, and 
debris and may be located almost anywhere.  Three to seven eggs are laid, 
commonly five, and two or three broods are raised each year.  The same 
nest has been occupied by up to four different females in a season, leading 
to higher estimates of the number of broods raised than is probably the 

http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B547.pdf
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case.  The incubation period is 11 to 12 days and the age at first flight is about 15 days.  Soon 
after the young leave the nest, they gather in small flocks.  As the summer advances, the juveniles 
are joined by adults until the flock may number several hundred.  

The house sparrow is primarily a grain eater.  An adult bird eats about six grams of dry grain a 
day.  Bread crumbs and other human debris substitute for grain in cities.  Some weed seeds and 
insects are eaten, but animal food accounted for less than five percent of the annual diet 
(Kalmbach 1940).  The young are fed most of the animal matter.  Succulent vegetable matter 
including fruit, young plants, and blossoms of beans and peas are also taken. 

Dama ge Prevention and Control Methods  

Exclusion:   Carefully screening around poultry houses, lawns, etc., with  ¾ 
inch or smaller mesh will keep them out. 

Protect from roosting on walls by stringing plastic bird netting over vines.  
Alternatively, remove the shrubbery.  Place netting over all openings where 

sparrow exclusion is desired e.g. ventilators, vents, air conditioners, building signs, eaves, 
overhangs, and ornamental designs. 

House sparrows may be discouraged from bird feeders by installing vertical monofilament lines at 
2 foot intervals around the feeders.  Studies have reported that many other species of bird are not 
affected by this approach.  House sparrows cannot access openings narrower than 1 ɲ inches. 

Habitat Modification:   Destruction of roosts and nests is one method.  Total removal of 
vegetation, such as shrubs and trees is an effective but extreme measure.  In rural areas, removal 
of hedgerows adjacent to crop fields can assist in attractiveness to house sparrows.  Remove dead 
fronds from palm trees. 

Frightening Devices:   The sparrow's range of hearing is reported between 675-11,500 Hz 
meaning ultrasonic devices are ineffective.  Fireworks, blank shot, shell crackers, and other noise 
making devices, if permitted by local regulations and persistently carried out, will eventually 
dislodge birds from an evening tree roost.  These devices are usually ineffective where they are 
also nesting. 

Flags, foil strips, and dangling paper are relatively useless as the birds readily adapt to them. 

Fumigants:   None are registered. 

Repellents:   Sticky repellents applied to ledges, rafters, beams, etc. may help keep sparrows away.  
However, the ability of sparrows to cling to small projections makes this an expensive, laborious, 
and messy process. 

Shooting:  Shooting will reduce the number of birds present but is costly and rather futile as a 
method of crop protection. 
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Trapping:   This is probably the most widely used method.  A wide variety of traps have been 
used for local control of house sparrows.  Traps that are designed to catch only a few birds at a 
time include the double funnel trap, nest trap and the commercially available elevator trap.  
Modified Australian crow traps and cotton trailers converted to traps have caught larger numbers 
of birds.  Aviary wire of ıɧ x ıɧ mesh hardware cloth should be used for the wire covering of 
these traps.  Chick scratch, fine cracked corn, milo, wheat, bread crumbs, or their combinations 
make good baiting material and food sources for decoy and captured birds. 

Toxicants:  

 Avitrol® - 0.50 % 

Some success has been achieved with Avitrol®. Treated bait Avitrol® is a commercially prepared 
grain bait for use by public agencies and licensed pest control operators qualified in bird control.  
Use according to label directions.  A permit from the county agricultural commissioner is needed 
for its use. 

Directions for Use  

General Procedure:   Before exposing treated baits, thorough observations should be made to 
determine the number of house sparrows present, their feeding habits, their preferred locations, 
their daily behavior patterns, and the presence of nontarget species.  Observations should 
continue throughout the day.  Desirable locations for bait exposure should be selected during 
these observations.  If adequate precautions are taken in selecting baiting sites no other species 
should be harmed. 

When the daily activity pattern of the birds has been established and baiting locations selected, 
clean bait should be used to determine the preferred bait.  Prebaiting should continue for several 
days or until there is good bait acceptance.  Toxic bait should not be exposed until good 
acceptance of clean bait occurs. 

Bait should be applied only under the supervision of the agricultural commissioner.  Allow only 
responsible adults to place bait. 

Placement of Bait T rays:   Flat bait trays or "V" shaped troughs can be placed on rafters in 
garages, sheds, barns, hangers on standards, etc., where house sparrows frequent to feed or perch, 
and where there is no danger to man or other animals.  Construct trays and troughs soundly to 
prevent bait spillage. 

Prebaiting:   Prebaiting with clean, untreated bait is essential for good control.  Prebait and treated 
bait should be of the same grain bait.  If trays and troughs are well located and birds are 
numerous, acceptance of bait should be well established within one week.  If at the end of 10 
days some birds fail to show acceptance of bait, the trap should be moved to a new location.  
Expose prebait sparingly but replenish as needed to keep birds feeding. 

Exp osing Poison B ait:   When prebait is accepted freely in all or nearly all trays or troughs, they 
should be emptied and poison bait substituted.  Spread poison bait sparingly and evenly.  Place 
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bait in troughs during early morning.  Do not allow bait to become wet.  After two days, remove 
poison bait, replace with clean bait for one week or until good acceptance is obtained.  The 
process of prebaiting and exposing treated bait is then continued until the birds are under control 
or the damage period is over. 

Summary of I nstructions:   After prebaiting, place poison bait sparingly in trays or troughs that 
are located in trees, shrubs, on fence posts, or on standards in areas frequented by sparrows.  
Remove after two days.  Refill with clean bait for one week or until good acceptance is obtained; 
remove prebait and again expose poison bait for two days.  Repeat process until birds are brought 
under control. 
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BIOLOGY, LEGAL STATUS, CONTROL MATERIALS AND 
DIRECTIONS FOR USE 

Jay (Scrub or California Jay)  

Aphelocoma coerulescens 

Family: Corvidae 

 

Introduction :  The California Western scrub jay (blue jay) is one of the 
most colorful members of the crow (Corvid) family.  Blue Jays are famous 
for their ability to learn quickly and often are featured in textbook 
descriptions about finding food.  Blue Jays will imitate the calls of hawks, 
especially the Red-shouldered Hawk.  It has been suggested that these calls 
provide information to other jays that a hawk is around, or that they are 
used to deceive other species into believing a hawk is present.  Blue Jays 

were probably one of the first North American birds that became well-known in Europe. 

 
 

Identification :  The California Western scrub jay is larger than an 
American Robin, but smaller than a crow.  Both sexes are similar with their 
upper parts being various shades of blue to bluish gray with bold black and 
white markings on the face and tail, off-white belly, and black beak, legs, 
and eyes.  They have a black eyeline and breast band.   

Further information is available at: 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

Legal Status :  Jays are classed as migratory nongame birds in the U.S. 
Code of Federal Regulations.  They may be controlled only under a permit 
from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds/BirdGuide/Western_Scrub-Jay.html
http://www.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/birdguide/name/j/jay/index.asp
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/CFR/INDEX.HTML
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/CFR/INDEX.HTML
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/CFR/INDEX.HTML
http://www.fws.gov/permits/
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Damage :  Almonds, walnuts, pecans, pistachios, apples, pears, grapes, 
cherries, plums, prunes, figs, berries, peas, corn, and grain. 

They also take insects, small mammals, reptiles, and eggs of young game 
and song birds.  They have a distinct preference for fruits. 

 

 

Range :  Resident throughout California except the higher mountains and 
the desert regions.  There is no migration, although downward movement 
from the higher portions of the range occurs in winter.  Poor acorn crops 
in some areas may cause jays to move to more fruitful adjacent areas in the 
same year. 

Island Scrub Jay 

Western Scrub Jay 

 

Habitat :  Urban areas, foothills, oaks, oak chaparral, brush, riparian 
woodlands, pinons (pine nuts), and junipers. 

 

 

 

Biology :  The scrub jay's nest is usually well hidden in brush or shrubbery 
within 6 feet of the ground.  Egg laying occurs from early March through 
early June with the peak being in April.  Usually four to six eggs are laid 
with as few as two or as many as seven.  The incubation period is 14 to 16 
days and the young are able to leave the nest after another 18 days. 

Scrub jays do not flock to the degree noted in crows or blackbirds.  Jays 
usually feed individually, but where the population is dense they may form almost continuous 
lines when moving to and from the food source.  

Beal's food study of the California (or scrub) jay in 1910 showed a diet 
of 73 percent vegetable and 27 percent animal matter.  The animal 
matter varied greatly and included insects, spiders, snails, bird eggs, and 
small vertebrates including nestlings.  The vegetable food was about 
one-third fruits and berries, and two-thirds acorns, nuts, and grain.  

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B551.pdf
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/wpd/birds/B348.pdf
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Nuts and acorns are stored or hidden for later use, though it is debatable whether jays remember 
the hiding place. 

 

Damage Prevention and Control Methods  

Exclusion:   Place bird netting over fruit and nut trees, vines, and gardens 
to exclude jays from the immediate area. 

Frightening devices:   Frightening devices are relatively ineffective in 
protecting crops from scrub jays.  Almond and pistachio growers 

commonly use gas cannons and shooting to frighten or disperse jays. 

Fumigants:   None are registered. 

Repellents:   None are registered. 

Toxic Bait:   None are registered. 

Trapping:   Trapping can be done if a USFWS permit is obtained.  The permit will specify what 
trapping methods and procedures can be used.  Little success has been obtained in trapping jays 
with modified Australian crow traps.  A limited number of jays can be taken by using 
conventional rat traps baited with a shelled or unshelled almond or the meat of half of an English 
walnut.  An unshelled almond is probably less likely to attract other birds than are the exposed 
almond or nut meats.  Acceptance of nut baits is not as good when there is an abundant supply 
of ripe fruit or nuts around.   

 

 

 

REFERENCES AND ADDITIONAL READING  
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BIOLOGY, LEGAL STATUS, CONTROL MATERIALS AND 
DIRECTIONS FOR USE 

Magpies  

Black-billed Magpie, Pica pica 

Yellow-billed Magpie, Pica nuttalli 

Family: Corvidae 

 

 

Introduction :  A common and very conspicuous bird of western North 
America.  Magpies are known as scavengers, predators and pest-destroyers.  
Their behavior makes them appear challenging, almost arrogant.  With 
their noisy chattering, black-and-white plumage and long tail the magpie is 
very distinctive and thus easy to identify.  Seen close-up its black plumage 
has a colorful hue with a purplish-blue iridescent sheen to the wing 
feathers, and a green gloss to the tail.  Non-breeding birds will gather 

together in flocks. 

 

Identification :  Black-billed magpies are medium-sized, with very bold 
patterning.  Adults are largely black, with contrasting white stripes, a white 
belly, iridescent metallic blue-green wings and tail, and large white markings 
on primaries which form a white patch on the wings when wing is 
extended.  The tail is long, narrows to tip.  Black beak and dark legs.  Size 
16 - 19 inches.  Small body but long tail makes bird appear fairly large. 

The yellow-billed magpie is nearly identical, except it has a yellow bill, yellow skin around the eye, 
and is slightly larger.  It lives only in a small area in California.  Further information is available at: 

Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 


