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Volunteers with the Florida Fish and Wildlife 
Conservation Commission (FWC) contribute 
significantly to the success of several 
conservation programs statewide. One important 
project, where volunteers have been key to 
its success, is the FWC’s Kestrel Nest Box 
Monitoring Program. Volunteers have and 
continue to contribute thousands of hours to 
the construction, installation, maintenance 
and monitoring of nest boxes for southeastern 
American kestrels.

To our kestrel volunteers past and present, we 
are grateful for the diverse skills and experiences 
you have brought to this program for more 
than ten years. This report shares information 
about the conservation value of your volunteer 
contribution to kestrel management. We are 
proud of your commitment, service-minded spirit 
and support for kestrels.

Kestrel at Ocala Wetland Recharge Park. Photo by 
Bonnie Halsell.

A female southeastern American kestrel with a nest. FWC volunteers prepare a kestrel nest box for the 
breeding season.
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Southeastern American Kestrel Biology 
The southeastern American kestrel (Falco 
sparverius paulus) is a non-migratory subspecies 
of the American kestrel found in sandhill and 
open savannahs, scrub, pastures and fields in the 
southeastern U.S. This subspecies has undergone 
a range reduction and population decline in recent 
decades. The kestrel’s current population size in 
Florida is estimated to be approximately 1,350-
1,500 breeding pairs. 

In Florida, the southeastern American kestrel 
breeding season extends from March 1 to July 31,
 although young have been known to fledge as 
late as early August. Kestrel habitats are often 
cavity-limited, and they mostly depend on 
woodpeckers to excavate cavities for nesting and 
roosting. Kestrels readily use nest boxes; as a 
wildlife management practice, providing nest 
boxes in suitable foraging habitat can help boost 
the population. Kestrels do not bring nesting 
material into a natural cavity, so the provision of 
wood chips in nest boxes is critical to keep eggs 
from rolling around within the box. This underscores 
the need for annual maintenance to ensure that 
boxes can support nesting kestrel pairs.

Kestrel nest box. 

Kestrel at Ocala Wetland Recharge 
Park. Photo by Rachel Slocumb. One-day-old kestrel nestlings. 



https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/wildlife/species-action-plans/
https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/wildlife/species-action-plans/
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Kestrel Habitat and Management 
The southeastern American kestrel requires large, connected areas of suitable foraging 
habitat to successfully breed and raise young. Foraging habitat characteristics include 
open, low vegetation dominated by grasses, minimal tree canopy cover (0-25%), and 
available perches for hunting (Smallwood and Collopy 2009, Miller et al. 2019). Kestrels 
prefer frequently burned sandhill communities but will also use grassland, pasture, 
and agricultural areas (Bohall-Wood and Collopy 1986, Smallwood and Bird 2020) and 
recently burned scrub consisting of low scrub oaks (Quercus spp.) with interspersed 
sandy patches (Beatty et al. 2020). Managing land to benefit kestrels includes 
maintaining low vegetation heights through prescribed burning, prescribed grazing or 
mowing. Leaving snags, i.e., standing dead trees, on the landscape to provide natural 
cavities and perches is another important management practice. 

Southeastern American Kestrel
Falco sparverius paulus

DISCLAIMER
The boundaries depicted on this map document are approximate.  This map document is intended for use only 
at the published scale. These data are intended for informational use only and should not be considered 
authoritative for navigation, engineering, legal, or other site-specific purpose.  FWC does not assume any 
legal liability or responsibility arising from the use of this product in a manner not intended by the author.
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Figure 1: Primary range of the southeastern American kestrel. 



https://myfwc.com/conservation/special-initiatives/swap/taking-action/terrestrial/
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Nest Box Management 
The availability of cavities for nesting is 
critical for southeastern American kestrel 
conservation. Over the past decade 
dozens of volunteers have assisted 
the FWC with providing nest cavities 
for southeastern American kestrel 
across central and southwest Florida. 
Volunteers have contributed approximately 
3,000 hours toward the construction 
and monitoring of kestrel nest boxes 
throughout the years! The number of 
nest boxes monitored by volunteers has 
reached as many as 200 nest boxes in 
some years, though the number of boxes 
being monitored varies annually due 
to changes in research needs, habitat 
suitability and staff availability.
Monitoring information collected from FWC 
staff and volunteers is important because 
it helps to evaluate the placement of 
boxes and to track kestrel occupancy and 
productivity over time. Once boxes have 
been monitored for at least five years, 
FWC biologists and land managers look 
at the kestrel occupancy to determine 
if the box should be moved to a better 
location or if other management actions 
are necessary to improve the surrounding 
habitat. A site visit may also be completed 
to determine if habitat is suitable for 
kestrels and staff give recommendations 
to help increase the chance of kestrel 
use. At Lake Panasoffkee WMA in 
Sumter County, for instance, a nest box 
was moved in 2019 farther away from 
a forested edge and into a more open 
habitat to increase chances of kestrel use. 

FWC volunteers check a nest box and find three kestrel eggs.
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FWC volunteers use a peeper camera to inspect a kestrel nest box.

Records of other species utilizing the nest boxes are clues to why kestrels may not be 
using them. For instance, eastern screech-owls usually nest in areas where the tree 
canopy is dense. A nest box occupied by eastern screech-owls consistently may not be 
in an open enough habitat for kestrels, but a nest box occupied by a fox squirrel may be 
in suitable habitat where kestrels have not found the box. Data on non-target species 
also informs land managers on what do to with boxes that will be retired from the 
kestrel nest box monitoring program. Boxes occupied by invasive European starlings, for 
instance, would be removed from the landscape. However, boxes located in unsuitable 
habitat for kestrels, but that have provided nesting habitat for native birds, are left on 
the landscape after discontinuing kestrel monitoring efforts. After years of inactivity in 
kestrel boxes, Jennings Wildlife Management Area (WMA) in Clay County retired 26 boxes 
in areas where the forested habitat was too dense for kestrels. However, biologists and 
land managers agreed boxes should remain at these sites to provide cavities for other 
species such as eastern screech owl, great-crested flycatcher, northern flicker, red-
bellied woodpecker, eastern bluebird and the southern flying squirrel, while in other areas 
of the WMA, staff sought to restore sandhill in areas where boxes remained in place to 
improve the chances of occupancy by kestrels. If staff record sightings of kestrels, then 
monitoring of boxes in the area will resume. 
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FWC volunteers check a nest box in 
Marion county. 

Nest box monitoring data collected by FWC volunteers and 
staff inform habitat management on Wildlife Management 
Areas (WMAs). The Annutteliga Hammock and Seville 
tracts of the Chassahowitzka WMA in Hernando County 
have had kestrel nest boxes since 2009. Volunteers 
have monitored these boxes since 2014, and extensive 
habitat management has been done to make the area 
more suitable for both fox squirrels and kestrels, including 
hardwood reduction, sand pine harvest, and prescribed 
fire. The presence of breeding kestrels in the nest boxes in 
addition to habitat restoration prompted FWC staff to add 
two more boxes in the area. Knowledge about the status 
of a nest box helps with planning prescribed fires around 
the boxes during the nesting season. Land managers also 
consider information from monitoring when prioritizing 
management actions. In addition to other factors, areas 
with documented kestrel nesting activity are a high priority 
for continued habitat management. 

FWC volunteers use a peeper camera to inspect a kestrel box in Hernando County.

Kestrel conservation involves 
habitat management, research 
and monitoring. The FWC is 
thankful for all the volunteers 
who help maintain and 
monitor kestrel nest boxes! 
Volunteers play an important 
role in providing suitable nest 
cavities on the landscape and 
evaluating their effectiveness 
for kestrel conservation. 



https://myfwc.com/media/20455/land-cover-classification-revision-2018.pdf
https://myfwc.com/media/20455/land-cover-classification-revision-2018.pdf
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