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 BREEDING THE YELLOW FRONTED WOODPECKER (Melanerpes flavifrons) 

 AT BIRDWORLD  

Paul Wexler 

The Yellow Fronted Woodpecker has been kept at Birdworld for 6 years and due to the 

nature of woodpeckers and their ability to drum holes in trees and wooden framed aviaries 

they have been housed in a block of aviaries designed to keep Lorikeets.  A bricked wall 

around the base of the flight and frames of 1" mesh on the front, sides and half of the roof 

are designed to reduce the chances of escape.  The remaining half of the roof provide 

outside shelter and along with the back are made of wood, but covered again with 1" mesh.  

The flight as a whole is 3 metres by 2 metres at the base and 2.5 metres high with a heated 

night shelter.   

 

A basic diet of chopped fruits, aviplus softbill food and minced ox heart are fed, to this is 

added a small amount of mealworms and a vitamin supplement.  The mealworms are always the 

first to be taken, but there seems to be no real preference over the other items. 

 

A nest box has been placed under cover at the rear of the flight for most of the time that 

the birds have been with us.  In general it is used through the winter for roosting, the night 

shelter is rarely used apart from in severe cold weather when the birds are physically caught 

up and put away at night.  This species is a quite hardy one and may indeed not require extra 

heat, but we feel it is better to be safe than sorry. 

 

Of course the same nest box is used when thoughts of breeding occur, but for the past 

three seasons nothing more than eggs have been produced, which tended to vanish either 

before hatching or soon after.  It is difficult to be accurate about what happens to the eggs 

as once the female takes up full time residence with her clutch she is left undisturbed.   
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A number of precautions have been taken with the nest box in the past to try stop any 

chance of egg breakage.  Filling the cavity with wood shavings or peat hoping the pair would 

burrow a chamber to cradle any eggs, was one idea that fell flat on its face, for once they 

were allowed access to the refurbished box the woodpeckers removed every last trace of 

filling before laying.  Even carpet tiles cut to size have been tried in the bottom of the box 

and yet again it seemed a source some work, but they were soon reduced to small pieces and 

exited from the nest site.   

 

Two eggs were taken from a second clutch in 1993 for artificial incubation after yet 

another clutch were lost with the parents.  These proved quite easy to incubate and hatched 

successfully after only 11 days.  This incubation period came as quite a surprise with the 

first chick pipping and hatching over night.  The scare happened when the incubators were 

checked in the morning and the newly hatched squab was found sat upright on the automatic 

turning carpet which was set to turn every 15 minutes threatening to pull the young 

Woodpecker under the incubators egg barriers.   

 

The eggs were 2.31 x 1.78cm and 2.36 x 1.86cm, they weighed 3.97 and 4.51 grams 

respectively.  The chicks were similar to other altricial chicks being naked, pink and blind 

with the neck appeared somewhat longer than passerine nestlings though feeding was 

stimulated in the same way.  Interestingly there were pads on the ankles similar to Toucans 

to protect the tender skin from being rubbed and aid balance whilst begging.  

 

Post hatch treatment also seemed quite easy the chicks eating well and gaining weight for up 

to five days before they would take a turn for the worst and perish.   

After a plagued succession of failures it seemed there was no way that our pair of 

woodpeckers would prosper until 1994 which saw a change in aviary furniture to incorporate 

a large rotted piece of three trunk.  Much interest was taken in the log as expected.  Small 

holes appeared almost instantly where p ieces of food were placed in storage. 
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Building of a nest chamber was not noticed at first, the entrance was thought only to be 

another of the food storage holes and there were no added forms of behaviour to denote 

courtship.  The pair often took to a high perch when disturbed and while half facing each 

other would rock side to side, beak high calling to define their territory, no more than this 

was observed.  

 

On the 5th of May the female was seen exiting from the hole that needed to be at least her 

full length (about 17 cm and possibly much deeper) that we realised it was more than simply a 

food store.  There were already, it transpired, eggs in the chamber at this time and so once 

again the aviary was left as undisturbed as possible. 

 

The first signs of a successful hatch were noted on the 16th of May when the male was 

observed collecting mealworms and taking them up to a small hole in the log.  Here he mashed 

them repeatedly before moving round the log to the entrance of the nest to pass the food to 

the female.  Before entering the nest, the male bobbed side to side looking round, this 

behaviour was constant throughout the rearing and performed by both partners.  The hen on 

receipt of food would diligently disappear into the tube to be greeted by what were at this 

time only faint warbling squeaks. 

 

From the first day that chicks were known to be present second feeds were given, at first a 

small amount of mealworms sufficed, but this rapidly grew to include crickets, cleaned 

maggots and defrosted ant eggs.   

 

After a week the noises from the nest chamber were very audible and almost constant, live 

food went into the aviary about three or four times a day and became obvious that an 

automatic live food feeder would be needed to keep up with the demand.  A 5" metal cube 

with holes drilled in the sides was filled with crumpled paper to hold mealworms and maggots. 

 This was suspended from the roof of the aviary and presented food through the day as the 

grubs gradually fell to the floor.   
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The use of crickets carried on, but these were put into the aviary once or twice a day by 

hand.  This provided an opportunity to watch the parents at work, by now the female was 

coming out of the nest to collect food with the male, both of them entering the chamber one 

at a time to feed the brood.  The male had a habit, however of collecting usually three 

mealworms or maggots, taking them to a store and dropping them all.  He then manoeuvred 

the larvae back into his beak side ways on and entered the nest only to return after a few 

seconds complete with all the food.  The female would only enter the nest with one item and 

this would be held in the length of the beak, head forward and proved a far more successful 

method of feeding. 

 

The chicks grew fast, but as yet had not been seen, though it was obvious after about three 

weeks that the young were on the move, the parents entering the entrance and simply leaning 

forward or dropping a little way to offer food.  Feed times now were quite frantic.  With the 

first feed of the day both parents collected food quickly and entered the chamber 

immediately, back and forth they travelled until the young began to slow.  At this point the 

female would carry on with her single item at a time, while the male played with his for a time 

before deciding whether to keep it or feed it to the nestlings.  Often the hen would make 

four visits to the nest compared to the male’s well meaning one. 

 

The first chick to begin to fledge was a male who reached the entrance of the chamber to 

accept food, even though after the first few appearances he was keen to retreat back 

after only a couple of beakfuls.  Soon after his retreat allowed a female too show.  There 

seemed only enough space for one head at a time at the entrance though the parents were 

still prepared to go into the nest to finish the feed. 

 

A month after hatching, three chicks had fledged, one male and two females who looked 

very similar to the parents lacking only vibrancy in their colours and having a slightly shorter 
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beak. Patterns of the colouration a lso differed slightly with the young male showing the red 

crown that did not extend as far down the nape as his fathers. 

 

Even after the chicks had left the nest and accepted food out in the open, usually clinging to 

the side of the nest log, they still had strong tendencies with the nest chamber returning 

when possible to be fed and certainly to roost for at least another week. 

 

By the 14th of July the female was showing signs of renesting and although in a wild state 

the Yellow Fronted Woodpeckers can be quite a gregarious bird, it seemed prudent to 

remove the fledglings to a separate aviary.  Here the young seemed quite happy and fed 

confidently and independently. 

 

A second clutch were indeed produced concluding with one male and one female both having 

fledged with no problems by the 20th of August 

 

The first clutch was deemed as a great success and enjoyed by many visitors on our 

Avicultural day in June 1994, the second clutch an added bonus and a credit to the diligence 

of keepers involved. 

 

Woodpeckers are classed in the order Piciformes along with the Toucans, Jacamars, 

Puffbirds, Barbets and Honeyguides.  The family Picidae associates them closer to 

Wrynecks and Piculets, but it is in the subfamily Picinae where the 182 species of 

woodpeckers are listed along with a single Piculet over 23 genera.  The genus Melanerpes has 

22 species occurring through the Americas, M. flavifrons being found in wooded areas from 

sea level up to 1800 metres throughout eastern south America, over southern Brazil, eastern 

Paraguay and north eastern Argentina. 


