
East-Central Lousiana: Cavities and Foraging Sign 
 
We have found a number of large, irregularly shaped cavities, including 
some that show signs of recent excavation. Some of these cavities are on the 
very edge of the forest, and others are scattered throughout the search area. 
Of the first two cavities depicted, one broke off during a winter storm. The 
other appears to have fallen into disuse in recent months, although we have 
reason to believe it was active as recently as August 
2009.
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This very elongated cavity start, located at the edge of the forest, was in the 
process of being excavated as of January 28, 2010. 
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We suspect that one apparently disused cavity may have been a nest in 
recent years (the basis for this suspicion is discussed below) and plan to 
examine it for the presence of feathers and egg shell fragments. 
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The presence of abandoned cavities may suggest that birds have been using 
this property for a number of years, an assumption that is supported by the 
property owners’ accounts and those of others in the area. Apparent cavity 
starts suggest that roost-building activity is ongoing. 
 
 
  
 
Foraging Sign 
 
There is an abundance of extensive bark scaling, with little or no damage to 
the underlying wood, in our search area. We have found this type of sign on 
a number of different tree species: oaks, honey locusts, sweet gums, 



persimmons, and cypresses, and have observed it on slash, downed limbs, 
the trunks of standing trees, and on branches in the canopy. 
 
While the subject of foraging sign has been hotly debated over the years, we 
consider the following images to be suggestive, and they are only a small 
selection. We look for tight bark scaling, with little or no excavation of the 
underlying wood, preferably on live or recently dead trees. We are beginning 
to think that a certain pattern of damage to the cambium may also be 
diagnostic. It seems significant to note that in a recent study of Pileated 
Woodpecker feeding behavior, in East-Central Louisiana, Patricia Newell 
found that Pileateds spent 7% of their feeding time scaling bark, mostly on 
cypress trees. Our own observations in the search area suggest that removing 
tight bark from hardwoods is difficult and time consuming for Pileaeteds, 
and that they generally do not remove tight bark in large chunks. 
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Large chunks of bark are frequently found beneath scaled trees in our search 
area. 
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Tight bark scaling (November 2009) on an oak cut down in August or September 2009. 
Several other downed trees in this vicinity were similarly and extensively scaled. Newell 
has also observed that foraging on slash is not a preferred feeding mode in Pileated 
Woodpeckers. Note the insect galleries and exit tunnels.  
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Scaling and excavation on a dead or dying sweet gum, November 2009. This is the 
suspected nest tree depicted above; it has decayed considerably since the photograph was 
taken, and we suspect it is no longer being used or fed upon by Ivory-billed 
Woodpeckers. The image has been converted to black and white and brightened slightly 
but is otherwise unaltered. The scaling and damage to the underlying wood on this tree 
bear a striking resemblance to what can be seen in images of known Ivory-billed 
Woodpecker nest trees. The conversion to black and white highlights the similarities: 
 
http://tinyurl.com/yg2c9rz 
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Extensively scaled honey locust. Note the damage to the underlying wood, 
the lack of excavation, and the absence of any typical Pileated Woodpecker 
foraging pits. 
 
 
The images below show scaling on a single recently dead or dying 
persimmon tree. There are many such scaled persimmons, in varying states 
of decay, in our search area. Persimmon bark is thick and dense, perhaps too 
thick for Pileateds to scale when tight. Both Newell and Tanner have 
reported that Pileateds seldom feed on persimmon trees and neither observed 
scaling on the species. The pattern of damage to the underlying wood is 
similar to what can be seen on the honey locust shown above and, to a lesser 
extent, on the suspected nest tree. We have been told that similar scaling of 
persimmons has been reported in Arkansas, sometimes within sight of roads, 
and that the source has never been identified. While this information raises 
some doubts in our minds about our initial view that persimmon scaling is 
likely the work of Ivory-billed Woodpecker, we find it intriguing 
nonetheless. 
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