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2011- move to Virginia Zoo 

53 acre zoo with just over 400 animals 



Starting to change culture 

within a generalist zoo 

• Virginia Zoo is 111 years old, but the concept of specialist bird 

keepers is less than 3 years old.  
 

• Early progress with building a bird collection focused upon 

birds that could be housed in existing areas (Cranes, Ground 

Hornbills and existing Aviary areas. Passerines are very new. 
 

• Lead bird keeper position created in 2012. 
 

• Plans for future development going forward. 
 

• Need and opportunity for considering an off-exhibit breeding 

project for passerines as an early priority.  

 





Greg Bockheim’s  

Fairy Bluebird project 

 9 year personal project. 

 

 Private keeper that is full 

participant in SSP. 

 

 14 birds raised in 2011-2012. 

 

 Situation-specific management 



Considering Greg’s project in 

terms of population sustainability 

Highlight’s three key points 
 

 Loss of expertise from staff 
promotion. 

 

 Lack of dedicated cage 
space for breeding. 

 

 Budget limitations for off-
exhibit development. 



Some key points to reflect on 

with Fairy Bluebird SSP 

• I took over SSP in 2011 after a 

short vacant period. 

 

• Previous coordinator had 

highlighted low chick survival and 

called for hand-rearing to be tried 

if parent rearing is not successful. 

 

• Chick survivorship is low, seems 

that factors vary by location. 

 

 



Fairy Bluebird US population 

 



The opportunities with focusing  

on Fairy Bluebirds 

 Species is quite hardy and husbandry is 

simple. 
 

 Species is easy to breed in the right setting. 
 

 Pairs can be manipulated with situation-

dependent management for greater 

success. 
 

 Hand-rearing is not difficult. 
 

 No obvious pair bond, relatively easy to 

change pairings. 



What works from the Bockheim 

breeding project 

 Birds are kept in pairs. 
 

 Pairs are moved from stark settings (over 

winter) into outdoor aviaries.  
 

 Male can be moved with chicks to focus on 

chick care. 
 

 Husbandry becomes routine, birds become 

comfortable. 
 

 Disturbance is minimal. 
 

 Observations can be continuous and 

necessary changes can be made quickly.  



Taking Greg Bockheim’s ideas 

into a practical project at zoo 

Extend principles from 

Bluebird Project. 

 

Birds available due to 

breeding success. 

 

Wish to study age of 

maturity and early 

breeding behavior.  

 

Need for a collection 

to keep multiple pairs.   



Concept 

 Replicate elements of the management system that is 

successful for Greg Bockheim. 

 

 Develop concept for cost-effective breeding project that can be 

replicated elsewhere for other species. 

 

 Take some early steps with experimental design before larger 

investment. 

 

 Move forward in reasonable time to step into opportunity 

presented by Fairy Bluebird population. 



Design 

 Outdoor flights 10ft x 5ft x 7ft. 

 

 Indoor winter cages. 

 

 Create quite, well planted 

cage space for pairs. 

 

 Outdoor environment with 

protection against challenges. 

 

 Cost-effective use of space to 

produce a successful result.  



Location & construction  

 Wanted to try and outdoor 

environment. 

 

 Real estate is hard to find in 

most zoos. 

 

 Cost-efficient if we want to 

make progress quickly. 

 
Use corners caging in kit form, 

our biggest expenses. Most 

other resources were in house. 















Horticulture, substrate & misting system 



Species selection  

 4 pairs of Fairy Bluebird 

 

 3 pairs of Paradise Tanager 

 

 3 Cage spaces for juveniles 

 



Implementation 

 First stage completed summer 2012. 

 

 Occupied too late for breeding in 2012. 

 

 First breeding season will be 2013. 

 

 Plants are still establishing. 

 

 Over winter bird room accommodation. 



Next steps forward 

 Winter 2012: simple refinements 

and maturing of plants. 

 

 Winter 2013: Assess concept & 

design, extend number of cage 

spaces.  

 

 Look into greater detail of winter 

housing variables. 



Summary points 

 Created 10 off exhibit cage spaces within first year, 

once proven intend to expand. 
 

 Experimental design approach, looking to build on 

successful model. 
 

 Looking to use Virginia’s great climate for outdoor 

breeding cage space. Value of environmental 

stimulus for breeding? 
 

 Test Bockheim concept of the value for separate 

winter housing. 

 




