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What release methods are suitable?
Eastern Grasshopper Sparrow – the first trials

Photos by Jim Cox



Things we learned from eastern grasshopper 
sparrows

Young birds benefit from staying in 
conservation breeding facility until about 40 
days old

Parent reared birds seemed to do better 

Mitigation for fire ants within the release 
aviary is important

Photos from RSCF and 

USFWS report

Pho to  b y J im C o x



The unknowns

Would they know how to sparrow?

What age class to release?

How long do they need to be 
acclimated?

Parent - reared or hand - reared?

Sample size may be small

FWC photo by Juan Oteyza



Second - year birdsHatch - year birds

FWC photos by Linda Nong



Hatch - year birds

I’m new here 
and I like it!

Flock with us!

I found a cool 
spot with lots 

of seeds!

Young birds may be more adaptable

Wild HY birds use their first summer to explore 
outside of natal territory



Second - year birds

Ensure survival of the first winter

May have higher survival and recruit immediately 
into population

I’ve 
made it!



Factors considered
Age class

Acclimation period 

Radio transmitter

Sex

Body condition

Annual cohort

These factors can be difficult 
to test before determining 
ideal conditions for birds in 
the conservation breeding 

facility. 

FWC photo by Juan Oteyza

FWC photo by 

Linda Nong



How to measure success?
Lack of similar programs to use as a model

Photo Paul Keene/ British Birds

Photo J. Crowley/Ontario Birds

Photo JA Kay/AudubonPhoto Cris Sellares/ British Birds

Photo Lucy Garrett
Mauritius Fody Annual 
Report 2009



Other examples



Established Goals

Released birds exhibit reproductive 
behaviors comparable to wild birds

Minimum recruitment rate of at least 
15%

Included timebound check points

FWC photo by Sam Overcashier



The vision standardized 

a g re e d  up o n p ro c e d ure s fo r 

re le a se s

Pho to s b y White  O a k FWC  Pho to



White Oak 

Three Lakes 
WMA 



The first 30 days
Will the sparrows know how to sparrow?

17 HY birds
 

11 SY birds

Transmitters did not 
impact recruitment

Birds behaved normally 30 
days post release

FWC photo

FWC photo by Juan Oteyza



Settlement 13%
Recruitment 5%

n =  84n =  181
Second - yearHatch - year

Se t t le me nt  2 5 %
Recruitment 18% 

20 19  a nd  20 20  c o ho rts p o o le d

L. No ng S. O ve rc ha sie r
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2019 -  20 20  c ohorts He a vie r b ird s 
a re  mo re  like ly 
to  re c ruit



Settlement 25%
Recruitment 18% 

Released Hatch - year

How do they compare to 
wild bird recruitment?

20 19  a nd  20 20  c o ho rts p o o le d
L. No ng



Wild Independent

Survival 23%
Recruitment 19%

20 19  a nd  20 20  c o ho rts p o o le d

Se t t le me nt  2 5 %
Recruitment 18% 

Released Hatch - year



Adaptive Management
2021 changed release strategy

Avon Park Air Force Range added in 2021

Birds were extirpated from this site 

Playback attempted to promote 
settlement

Mobile aviary photo by Avon Park Air Force Range



Factors for released 
hatch - year birds 
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2019 - 2023 cohorts

Birds released earlier in the 
season have higher probability 
of recruiting 





Monitoring – a critical 
component

Map adapted from Hewett Ragheb et al. 2022 



Demographic Impacts

Released birds are breeding, and their 
offspring are breeding

A population decline was offset by the release 
program

FWC photos



Population trend (number of males)

First year of releases

Added second site



The Future

If we stopped releases, the 
population would continue 
declining 

We can continue improving 
release methods, but need 
landscape - level solutions

FWC photo by Linda Nong



Thank you!
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