
 

American kestrels, most common predatory
birds in U.S., can reduce need for pesticide
use

March 1 2018, by Cheryl Dybas

  
 

  

Scientists have discovered that predators like American kestrels can take the
place of pesticides. Credit: Catherine Lindell
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Farmers are reducing the environmental impacts of pesticide use by
attracting birds of prey to their lands. In some areas, American
kestrels—small falcons—are replacing chemicals by keeping pests and
invasive species away from crops.

Results of a new study, led by Michigan State University (MSU)
scientists and appearing in the current issue of the journal Agriculture,
Ecosystems and Environment, showcase examples.

"Our research demonstrates that predators like American kestrels
consume numerous crop pests and reduce crop damage, which are
important ecosystem services," said Catherine Lindell, a scientist at
MSU who led the study. "These pest- eating birds can be attracted to 
agricultural areas through landscape enhancements."

Enticing kestrels to orchards

Lindell and MSU colleague Megan Shave spearheaded a move to bring
more American kestrels to Michigan orchards. The researchers installed 
nest boxes to attract the falcons, the most common predatory birds in the
U.S., to cherry orchards and blueberry fields.

Kestrels consume crop pests such as grasshoppers, rodents and European
starlings. In cherry orchards, the scientists found, kestrels significantly
reduced the number of birds that eat fruit. Results from a related study
of blueberry fields are pending.
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https://phys.org/tags/agricultural+areas/
https://phys.org/tags/nest+boxes/
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Installing nest boxes in agricultural fields may increase numbers of American
kestrels. Credit: Catherine Lindell

"These scientists have demonstrated a win-win situation for farmers and
birds," said Betsy Von Holle, a program director for the National
Science Foundation's Dynamics of Coupled Natural and Human Systems
program, which funded the research.

"Increasing native predatory birds in agricultural areas can control insect
pests that damage crops, and potentially reduce pesticide use. These
efforts can help with the reproductive success of declining bird species
such as American kestrels, while producing fruit crops attractive to
consumers."
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A young American kestrel that was born in a nest box perches in a field of
blueberry bushes. Credit: Catherine Lindell

Kestrels: ecosystem service providers

The next steps for Lindell and her colleagues are to measure the effects
of specific landscape changes. Nest boxes and perches may bring in 
predatory birds more effectively, for example, than providing food.

"Answering these questions will increase our understanding of the
interactions of predators and their prey, the ways in which these
interactions provide ecosystem services, and the role of humans in
encouraging these interactions," Lindell said.

"There's also a strong economic aspect to this project. We're studying
how these investments can increase Michigan's gross domestic product
and affect job creation."
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https://phys.org/tags/predatory+birds/


 

  

Nest box preparation begins in winter, here in February, in time for adult kestrels
to lay eggs. Credit: Catherine Lindell
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Researchers install a nest box in a field of blueberry bushes in Michigan. Credit:
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Catherine Lindell
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