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Feeder Pests and Predators 
From Cornell Lab of Ornithology Website: 
http://www.birds.cornell.edu/AllAboutBirds/attracting/feeding/pests 

Dealing with Unwelcome Dinner Guests 
If you regularly feed wild birds in your backyard, at some point you're 
likely to encounter unwelcome guests. Some of them may be undesirable birds. Whether they're aggressive 
grackles, greedy pigeons, or invasive, introduced species such as European Starlings or House Sparrows that 
crowd out the natives, they're the type you'd rather not to ask for dinner at your feeders. Others may be predatory 
birds that actually threaten your feeder visitors with bodily harm. Then there are various mammals that may 
cause problems, most commonly squirrels and house cats. Finally, there are insects, such as ants, bees, and 
wasps, that stir up trouble at hummingbird feeders. 
 
Feeder Pests and Predators: Birds 
 
Undesirable Birds 
Some people welcome any bird regardless of its size or appetite. But others get frustrated when ravenous flocks 
of grackles, crows, pigeons, or starlings overrun their feeders, leading to scenes resembling a Hitchcock thriller 
outside their windows! 
 
To discourage these larger, nuisance birds, manufacturers have come up with various creative feeder designs. Try 
incorporating their principles into your homemade feeders if you wish. 
 
Use feeders that are made for smaller birds, such as tube feeders with short 
perches but no catch basins on which large birds may perch. Try tube feeders 
that have wire cages around the tubes, such as the one shown here at left. Finches 
and small birds can get through to the feeding ports but large birds are excluded. 
If House Finches take over your thistle feeder, try one with ports below, rather 
than above, the perches—only birds that can feed upside down, such as gold-
finches, will be able to eat there. 
 
If starlings are gobbling down your suet, offer it in a container open only at the 
bottom, requiring birds to feed hanging upside down. Woodpeckers, chickadees, 
and nuthatches do this naturally, but starlings cannot. 
 
Avoid platform trays and don't spread food on the ground, where the larger ag-
gressive species can access it. Don't offer seed mixes with corn, millet, or milo, 
which grackles and pigeons enjoy. 



 
Certain types of squirrel-proof feeders also can keep out large birds—those that use a spring-loaded or counter-
weighted gate that closes off access to the seed ports under the squirrel's weight. This weight adjustment can be 
altered to selectively exclude larger, undesirable birds. 
 
Predatory Birds 
If you feed wild birds, at some point you can expect visit from a hawk, usu-
ally a Sharp-shinned Hawk (at right) or a Cooper's Hawk. At first you'll 
probably welcome the close-up view. But what if your hawk stays around 
and scares your feeder birds away, or—even worse—eats them? The best 
solution is to take your feeders down for a few days. The hawk will get hun-
gry and move on in search of alternate prey. 
Hummingbirds with Bad Manners 
Hummingbirds are quite territorial and can be aggressive toward each other 
near food supplies. You may hang out a multiple-perch feeder expecting to attract many hummingbirds, but then 
a single male dominates it, defending his food supply with such vengeance that the others cannot feed. 
 
If this happens, try a feeder that has large plastic flowers disguising each feeding port. These may block the domi-
nant hummingbird's view when he comes to feed. Another solution is to place several feeders in different parts of 
your yard, or separated by vegetation or other barriers, so that the domineering bird can only see one or two at a 
time. 
 
Feeder Pests and Predators: Mammals 
 
Squirrels 
Although it can be fun to watch a persistent squirrel finagle its way to your bird food, it's 
less amusing if they eat up all your seeds, chew holes in your feeders, and discourage your 
feeder birds from visiting. Squirrels can leap several feet horizontally or from above onto 
your feeder. Position your feeders so that they are at least 10 feet away from jumping-off 
points. 
 
One way to outwit these furry-tailed rodents is to distract them by feeding them peanuts or 
dried ears of corn in a location some distance from your feeders. But this tactic might not 
work for long. You can also try "squirrel-proof" bird feeders. But beware: we've watched 
one squirrel after another outwit numerous varieties. 

 
Squirrel baffles are a good bet. These are barriers, often shaped like an inverted bowl, 
that are placed between squirrels and feeders, as shown in the photo at left. Usually 
when a squirrel lands on a baffle, it simply slides off. On pole-mounted feeders, baf-
fles should be fixed in place under the feeder. On hanging feeders, a tilting baffle—at 
least 18 inches in diameter—should be installed above the feeder. As an alternative to 
commercially-made plastic baffles, bird watchers have used old vinyl records, plastic 
salad bowls, two-liter soda bottles, even stove pipes. 
 
If your feeder is hung from a horizontal line, another anti-squirrel tactic is to thread 
the line through several lengths of plastic tubing, end to end; the tubing should spin 
when a squirrel tries to walk on it. Alternatively, some people have tried suspending 
feeders on a three- to four-foot length of monofilament fishing line instead of wire—
it's too thin for squirrels to climb on. 
 



way to keep squirrels from your birdseed is a "squirrel spooker." As the squirrel climbs up a feeder pole to reach 
your feeder, it climbs over a moveable sleeve. Because of the squirrel's added weight, the sleeve slips down or 
spins around, dumping the surprised squirrel onto the ground. Once the squirrel has let go, the sleeve automati-
cally moves back into place. 
 
Some bird watchers have been using seeds that are coated with hot pepper or capsaicin products. Theoretically, 
squirrels avoid the coated seed while birds are unaffected. 
 
We do not recommend coating feeder poles with grease, oil, or glycerin as an anti-squirrel strategy. As well as be-
ing potentially toxic to wildlife, these substances can also mat fur and feathers, causing them to lose their insula-
tive properties. This may lead to the animal freezing to death. 
 
If you can't dissuade your squirrels from chewing your feeders to get at the seeds inside, consider buying a feeder 
made of a durable material like Lexan. Also there are feeders available with metal-reinforced seed ports. Some of 
these come with guarantees against destruction by squirrels. 
 
Other ideas can be found in many magazine articles and books that have been written about ways to outwit squir-
rels at your bird feeder. 
 
House Cats 
Cats are the most numerous pets in North America. Unfortunately they kill 
millions of birds each year. Ground-feeding and ground-nesting birds and 
fledglings are at greatest risk. Feeder birds are also easy prey. And al-
though kitty may not actually sit INSIDE the feeder, like the one pictured 
at right is, she may hide in the shrubbery nearby awaiting a chance to 
pounce. 
 
So, if you own a cat, we strongly recommend that you keep it indoors to 
reduce the needless loss of birdlife. The American Bird Conservancy has 
created the Cats Indoors! campaign to increase awareness of the problem. 
For more information contact: American Bird Conservancy, 1250 24th 
Street, NW, Suite 400, Washington, DC 20037. Phone: (202) 778-9666. Or go to their website here. 
Rats 
Rats and other pest rodents are attracted to seeds dropped beneath feeders. Once a 
population is established, it can be very difficult to discourage. The first step is to 
discontinue feeding for a couple of weeks to encourage the rodent population to 
disperse. Next, consider ways to feed without any waste falling to the ground. 
There are several feeders available that will catch dropped seeds, but most of the 
catch trays aren't big enough to really do the job. You may want to look into con-
structing a large catch tray to place (off the ground) or hang under your feeders 
that you can clean or remove each night. The key is to prevent rodents from get-
ting to the seed. It's important to clean any catch tray that you construct, because 
bird droppings contaminated with Salmonella bacteria may survive on the catch 
tray and spread disease among your birds. 
Bears 
Imagine waking up one night and seeing a bear pulling your feeder down to steal a 
midnight snack! Wildlife agencies from the following states issue precautions 
about feeding birds in areas with bears: Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, 
Connecticut, Florida, Minnesota, Montana, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New 
Mexico, Nevada, New York, Pennsylvania, and Wyoming. 



Here are some of their suggestions:  
• Don't feed birds during months when bears are most active—late March through November.  
• Bring all of your feeders in at night.  
• Hang feeders 10 feet above ground and 6 feet away from tree trunks.  
• Don't leave spilled birdseed lying on the ground.  
• Keep your birdseed supply indoors.  
• Don't hang your bird feeder from your front porch.  
• If you do have a bear in your yard, don't approach it. 

 
Other Mammals 
If bears, raccoons, deer, or moose become a nuisance the best tactic is to make your feeders inaccessible with 
fencing. If that approach is impractical, you'll probably have to take down your feeders temporarily. Like hawks, 
mammals will find new foraging places. If your mammalian visitors appear only at night, take in your feeders at 
dusk. 
 

Feeder Pests and Predators: Insects 
Insect Pests at Hummingbird Feeders 
Ants, bees, and wasps are often attracted to the sugar solution in hummingbird feeders. Besides stealing and 
sometimes contaminating the food, they also may dissuade the birds from visiting. Here are some suggestions for 
dealing with them: 
Ants 
Take precautions to prevent ants from discovering your hummingbird feeder in the first place—
the best way is to buy a dripless feeder. Bottle-style feeders may leak if the feeder is located in di-
rect sun—air trapped in the top of the bottle expands as it warms and pushes the nectar out. Sau-
cer-type hummingbird feeders are less likely to drip. 
Otherwise, try an "ant moat" (sometimes called "ant baffle" or "ant guard"). This is a small plastic 
cup (about 3 inches in diameter) that fits tightly around the hanger wire above the hummingbird 
feeder, as shown at right. Ant moats are available from several manufacturers, and some feeders 
have them built-in. Fill the moat with water—ants can't get past this barrier to the feeder. Some 
people fill them with vegetable oil or petroleum jelly. Be sure not to get these substances on the feeder support 
poles—oil and grease can mat bird feathers, ruining their insulative properties. 
 
You can make your own ant moat by running the hanger wire though a hole in a spray can top (use a dab of sili-
cone sealer or hot glue to seal the hole so it's waterproof). 
 
Another extremely effective defense against ants is to paint the inside of an ant moat with "Tanglefoot," a very 
sticky, insect-trapping material sold at plant nurseries. Then install the moat open side down on the feeder hanger 
wire. This way, the sticky material poses no threat of a bird getting stuck or contaminated, and stays protected 
from rain and dust. 
Bees and Wasps 
You can buy a hummingbird feeder with bee guards, made of plastic mesh, that keeps bees and wasps away from 
the feeding port. An even better defense is to buy a saucer-shaped feeder, from which the birds feed through ports 
in the top. This type is inherently bee- and wasp-proof because the syrup level is usually too low for insects to 
reach, but easily in range of the shortest hummingbird tongues. 
 
If the insects persist, try moving the feeder. They may never find it in its new location, whereas the hummingbirds 
will quickly find it again. If that doesn't work, take the feeder down for a day or two, until you stop seeing bees 



and wasps looking for it. The hummingbirds will look for it, too, but they won't give up nearly as soon as the in-
sects will. 
 
 
This publication contains pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some 
materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, 
sold, and/or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registration status for pesticide use in New York 
State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist or your regional DEC office. 
READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  
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