








University declares victory in the War of the Grackles on campus

(Continued from Page 1)
Austin from where they came,” Wilson said. “These

birds came to us because of development in the greater’

Austin area and because the grackles like live oak trees,
which keep leaves year around,” he said. The UT Aus-
tin campus has about 4,000 trees, many of them live
oaks.

UT had been plagued by grackles since 1979. “Their
numbers began to steadily increase and before long it
appeared that the birds would take over,” said Jerry
Harrison, grounds maintenance superintendent. At one

The estimated cost for the most recent grackle control
project was $9,000 for materials and overtime pay. ‘This
estimate is for initially moving the roost — the labor cost
may increase if the birds return and need to be remind-
ed that they are not welcome,” said Harrison. Past ex-
mmmummm include $22,000 for tree trimming and nearly

for rubber snakes, balloons and a crow gun. “Even
with the recent added expenditures, we are still spend-
ing less now than when we were attempting to clean up
after them,” he said.

“The problem was that the grackles could make more

to come up with something to move the grackles off the
campus.”

The following are some of the methods the grounds
maintenance section of the physical plant attempted:

® Tree trimming: Severe pruning of trees to remove
the smaller branches which the birds roost on. Result;
The birds still used the trees, but since there were fewer
branches, they also used other trees in the area.

® Pyrotechnics gun: A starter pistol which had an
attachment that shot a whistle chaser into the air. Re-
sult: The birds moved from one place to another, but
returned.

no.b.. physical plant employees were spending 50
ours a week cleaning up after the birds. mess than we could dean up,” said Harrison. “We had ® Avalarm: A recording which sounded like a grackle
4 in distress. The recording, played over a loud speaker,
was a very loud and irritating noise. Result: No effect on
the birds at all.

® Wooden clappers: Two pieces of wood attached
with a hinge. The boards were slapped together pro-
ducing a loud noise. Result: The birds moved from one
location to another at first, but they became accustomed
to the noise and many just stayed where they were.

® Rubber snakes: These were blow up snakes about
five feet long which were placed in the top of trees.
Result: The birds did not move at all.

® Netting placed over trees. Result: Successful for
limited use.

® Crow gun. This is not actually a gun, but it does
make a very loud noise that sounds much like a shot-
gun. Result: The birds moved from one location to an-
other, but returned. This method also scared quite a few

ﬁmcw_m.

Although lumped together as grackles, the campus
bird problem actually included great-tailed grackles,
common grackles, starlings, cow birds and red-winged
blackbirds. Ninety-five percent, however, appeared to
be common grackles that would come to the UT campus
at dusk and leave at dawn, sometimes flying 20 or 30
miles to feed in fields outside Austin.

In analyzing past failures and the few successes
around the country, UT employees realized whatever
they were going to do, it had to be campus-wide, as
near to the birds as possible and most importantly —
loud.

“Grackles are a type of bird that send in scouts first,”"
said Wilson. “If it looks like they're coming back, we’ll
be ready.”

grackles on campus. He and 14 other employees
armed with 12-gauge shotguns and cracker shells
(exploding firecracker-type devices) have finally
chased the messy birds from the area.
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Pesky birds-
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in for shock
of a lifetime
from hotel

By ZEKE MacCORMACK

Light comespondent

Pigeons looking to light along a section of the River
Walk will be shocked to discover that a-hotel there
has undertaken measures to prevent them from

checking in.

The newest avian aversion system downtowa em-
ploys more than five miles of electrical wire strung
alqng ledges of the Hyatt Regency San Antonio and
the Presa Street Bridge to shock unwanted birds from

their perches.

“We're using low-voltage electricity for behavior
modification for pigeons,” said Richard Selzer, co-
owner of the Flyaway Co. of Rockwall.

“We're approved by the Audubon Society,” ha'said,
adding that the shock is harmless to man andg bird

alike.

While the system deters pigeons, it is unlikely to
bother great-tailed grackles that roost nightly in trees
downtown, raising a ruckus and soiling sidewaiks.

The Hyatt paid more than $10,000 to fit 12 floors
facing the river with the Fiyaway system, a spokes-
man said. Selzer also fitted a portion of the Presa
Street Bridge for the city free of charge as a

demonstration.

But the city is not likely to electrify River Walk
bridges and ledges because the cost - $3,000 a bridge
- I3 prohibitive, city Parks and Recreation Director

Ronald R. Damer said.

He also said that while pigeons do flutter, BoWw-and
weave their way around downtown - leaving their
calling cards along the way - they are “seconddry and

ag

The newest
avian aversion
system
downtown
employs more
than five miles
of electrical
wire

relatively easy tg con-
trol” compared to the
boisterous black and
blue grackles that-spend
the winter here. ’
Selzer, who quit his
job as a beer saiesman
four years ago to start

Flyaway with his father,.{

said his shocking system
also has been employed
against squirrels, rats,
raccoons and beavers,
“We're still working
on the grackle end,”

Selzer sajd
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At the heart of the
anti-grackle sentiment
downtown are the drop-

BB pings that accumulate on
trees, sidewalks and
buildings, threatening the heaith of residents, paint on
cars and the tourist industry.

Annie Sipherd, manager of the tree-lined Big Bend
Restaurant at 511 River Walk, said many potential
customers “ran by the restaurant last year so they
didn't get bird stuff on their heads.”

And fireworks {gnited for New Year’s caused about
500 birds to fly into the restaurant, said Sipherd, not-
ing, “It's much better for us this vear.”

The weapon of choice against grackles is a “clow |
gun,” which resembles a starter pistol fitted with a |
high-flying explosive that is directed at incoming
flocks. :

The clow guns have bean much more effective than |
the fake owls, fake snakes_balloons with seary faces, |
ultrasonic sound devices, bird distress calls and or-

“chard sprayers that have been tried in the past, Darn-

er said.

“We've looked into everything,” including buying
falcons, Darner said. “They’re very expessive, $5,000
for chicks, plus training. And it probably. wouldn't
look too good if they swooped down and kHed a pi-
geon on the River Walk. .

“The sure-fire way of ridding the problem is killing
some of them. But that's very difficult because of the
opposition I'm sure would be registered, and the other
factor is how do you do {t?"

Richard Hurd, river superintendent with the parks
department, said the city pays $35 in labor nightly to
have two employees shoot “bird bombs” for three
hours. He estimated $1,900 wiil be spent this year on

-| the clow guns and ammunition.

“I think we're being very successful this year,”
Hurd said. R ;

He said last year the city employed seven or eight |
people to work three or four hours cleaning the side-
walks of bird droppings. “We have almost nothing this |
year, just normal cleaning,” he said. ' ,

Mary Rosales, of the Mi Tierra Cafe and Bakery on
Produce Row, suspects all the shooting at Clty Hall
and the River Walk has scared the birds to- Market
Square and other locations. )

“Maybe the probiem is alleviated in some areas,
but I think they're hanging around,” she said.

Market Square Manager Robert Tagle said, “The

bird problem is about 60 percent as bad as last year.
But they still are a problem. They still mess up our
trees and we have to wash every day and it smelis
bterrible - like a wet long-haired dog - and that's
putting it mildly.”






