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Equipment

The TreeTop Peeper made by Sandpiper Technologies, (http://www.sandpipertech.com/elevated_video.html) is a small camera with infrared LED lights, powered by a 12-v battery and mounted on a 50-ft telescoping fiberglass pole (Fig 1). 
Fig 1: The TreeTop Peeper used to examine nest cavities in YSTDS created snags
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The camera can be elevated and placed into a nest cavity to capture video images, which are sent through a cable to a monitor mounted at the base of the pole.  This instrument was made in the early 1990’s; more recent versions are wireless, an innovation which probably eliminates the problems we experienced with the cable. The entire package borrowed from Eric Forsman consisted of the camera, the 50-ft pole, two sets of monitor/reel/50-ft cable/sunshade assemblies, two 12-v battery beltpacks, with some instructional documentation, in a plastic storage box.
Scouting for Cavities to Peep
To find cavities which seemed like good candidates for investigating, I examined all created snags I could find in the YSTDS treatment units during August and September of 2009. Finding the snags without exact location data was often very challenging, especially in the uncut Control stands, where lack of visibility is a major impediment.  I had help with this scouting on several days from Tim Fox, a seasonal employee of the MRRD.  We found a total of 710 snags, about 99% of all that were created.
Each snag was examined from at least 3 different aspects, generally about 120 degrees apart, in order to view as much of the bole as possible to find cavities.  When we found cavities that appeared right for “peeping”, we noted snag number, recorded a GPS waypoint, and recorded relative height (high or low), and general aspect of the cavity, so that we could come back later with the camera.  We tried to concentrate on finding typical woodpecker nest cavities, and avoided noting foraging cavities, as the latter are generally shallow and not rewarding to peep with the camera.  We often passed up cavities that were obviously either too high to reach with the 50-ft pole or too small to fit the camera into.  Even so, we ended up attempting to get the camera into many more cavities than we succeeded with.

We also noted whether snags were still alive, whether they needed tags replaced, and whether they had fallen over.
Timing of Peeping
My original intent was to accomplish all scouting and peeping in August and September, but because of problems with the Peeper camera cable, we were able to peep only 28 snags during August.  When I finally received the repaired camera in early December, it was decided (in conference with Joan Hagar and Cheryl Friesen) to try to peep as many of the remaining cavities as possible, and so have about half the cavities peeped during warm weather (August) and half during cold weather (December).  As it turned out, a cold snap in early December provided not only cold temperatures, but also clear, dry weather. We (Tim Fox and I) were able to peep another 27 snags, some with multiple cavities, so we had a more-or-less even split between the 2 seasons.

Using the Peeper

Peeping cavities at heights above about 20 feet turns out to be an activity requiring 2 people. One person is required to manipulate the pole at the base of the tree, but another (the “spotter”) is necessary to stand back from the base and help direct the pole to the cavity, which is frequently invisible from the base of the tree.  At first we used a length of light parachute cord attached to the top of the pole to allow the spotter to help stabilize and manipulate the camera into the cavity, but as our skill with the pole increased, we found the rope was unnecessary.
The Peeper we used had apparently been originally equipped with a video recorder, but that part of the system had been misplaced long before we borrowed it, so we operated without any way to record videotape of cavity contents/occupants.  We did attempt a few still photographs of the monitor screen, but these were fairly poor images.

We had recurrent problems with faulty connections in the cable linking the camera and receiver.  I sent the system to the Sandpiper Technologies repair technician twice, and never got a satisfying solution to the problem.  This problem finally put an end to the field season on Dec 11, 2009.  At that point, we had 4 more cavities to check at the Sidewalk Creek block of YSTDS treatment units, 2 more at the Cougar Block, and 2 at the Mill Creek block; that is, those cavities were not peeped at all in 2009.
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