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By Dick Blaine, California Bluebird Recovery Program Director

Many of us have looked for an easy and inexpensive way to map nest box locations.  This can be done manually
and approximately but better methods are available. The advent of inexpensive GPS units can locate the boxes
within 20' which is sufficient in most cases.  Software is available to map the locations.

Mapping of equipment such as power poles, transformers, sensors and many other items is done by Cities,
Utility Companies and corporations using Graphic Information Systems (GIS) but these programs are far to
expensive and complex for most of us.  Some of us have tried to use programs such as DeLorme's Street Atlas,
Google Maps (My Maps), Microsoft's Streets and Trips and even Photoshop.  However, the "trails" (parks,
forests, cemeteries or other areas) in which we place nest boxes are not generally shown with much  if any
internal structure (buildings, trees, paths) to allow placement of the nest boxes with any accuracy.

In recent years Google Earth has become available.  It is free, downloadable, relatively fast, easy to navigate,
and provides extensive coverage of the US and many other parts of the world.  This program differs from Street
Atlas, Google Maps, and Street and Trips in that it displays 3D color satellite images as well as street type
displays to a fairly high degree of resolution.  Since images are displayed the details of the "trail" - trees,
walking paths, fences, etc. are easily discernable.  Also the program has to ability to overlay geographic features
such as city boundaries and roads, points of interest such as coffee shops, and much more.

In addition to the basic navigation (location, tilting, and zoom) and 3D display ability the free version Google
Earth has several features directly applicable to mapping next boxes.

1.  Placemarks

A Placemark displays as an icon (pin, point, circle, diamond, etc) of various size, shape and color which can be
located on the image:

  a)  by dragging the icon with the cursor and/or
  b)  by specifying GPS coordinates in any of several formats (degrees, minutes & seconds or degrees as
decimals)

Each icon has its own color, size and shape.  In addition titles and descriptions can be specified when the
Placemark is defined.  This information can be displayed by clicking on the icon.

2.  Overlays

If you are so fortunate (as I am) to have a detailed map of the "trail", Google Earth allows it to be overlaid on
top of the satellite image and adjusted to fit to the same size. If not, you still have a nice map showing the
locations of the nest boxes.

As an example, the trail I monitor, McClellan Ranch Park in Cupertino, CA, is approximately 1000' x 1500' and
contains 30 nest boxes.  The Google Earth map can be sized to fills a 19" display screen and prints on 8 1/2 x 11
paper.  It clearly shows all the nest box icons, buildings, trails, trees, etc.

Following is a screen shot showing the list of Placemarks on the left and the composite map on the right.  One
of the Placemarks is open illustrating the title and descriptive comments.  The overlay image is in black and
comprises Stevens Creek, the community gardens, several buildings and may annotations.  The printed map
contains the image portion only.



This article is not intended to be a tutorial or step-by-step guide to creating the maps but rather an overview.
The user site and help in Google Earth provides adequate user information.  Following is an overview as to how
I created the "trail" map.

1.  Open Google Earth and zoom to the "trail" using the basic navigation tools or by specifying the address or
zip code of the "trail" so that it nearly fills the screen.

2.  Insert a Placemark by dragging its icon to the location of the nest box or by entering the latitude and
longitude into the dialog box which opens for the Placemark.  Enter a title and description if desired.  Also
configure the size, shape and color of the Placemark.  Different configurations could be used to signify the nest
box size (small, standard or large); the species currently occupying the box, number of eggs, hatchlings or
fledglings; type of box; or any other property of the box.  The title should be brief as it always displays -  the
box 'number' is makes a good title.  Finally, enter a description to document box type, size or other.  Repeat this
step for each nest box.  Be sure to save the Placemarks when saving your file.

3.  Overlay



An overlay map can be created by scanning a park brochure, trail map, or other handout available at the "trail"
or from a web site and creating an image file (jpg, bmp, tif, etc).  This map can be cleaned up in Photoshop or
other image processing program so that only significant features remain; e.g., a stream, large trees, paths,
important buildings, etc.  Annotation can be added if desired.

The next step is to make the background of the map transparent so that the white background does not obscure
the color satellite image and Placemarks created by Google Earth.  This is easily done in PhotoShop (or other
program with similar capability).  Use the paint tool to change the background from white to transparent.  The
resultant file must be saved as a "png" file as that is the only image format Google Earth can read which
preserves the transparency property.

4.  The Final Map

Now we create the final "trail" map by combining the satellite image already containing the Placemarks and the
overlay created in the previous step.  To do so, open the Google Earth "trail" map which was previously saved
and overlay the "png" file (add/overlay image).  Using the "resize" handles, move the overlay around to fit on
the "trail" map.

Finally save the result as a "kmz" file which can be easily updated in the future if a next box is moved or
changed.  This file contains all of the Placemark and overlay information and can be emailed or posted on a web
site for anyone to view and modify (don't forget to include the "png" file).  Alternately save the file as a "jpg"
image file; this type of file can also be printed, emailed and/or posted on the web but is not easily changed.

I have not detailed the process but am willing to provide assistance by email to anyone who would like to
follow this procedure.  Please become familiar with the basic navigation features and the use of Placemarks in
Google Earth prior to contacting me.  The free version of Google Earth can be downloaded from:

1) http://earth.google.com, the official Google site
or
2) http://earth.download.googlepages.com/google-earth, a user oriented site which also contains download,
install and usage information.

Other versions are:
Google Earth Plus ($20) provides GPS device support including downloading way points, faster performance,
the ability to import spreadsheets, and higher resolution printing.
Google Earth Pro ($400) includes many professional features.


