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Nestling Transfer in the Northern Shrike (Lanius excubitor)
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Parent birds meet predatory threats by attacking
the predator, by distracting it from their young. or,
less commonly, by transferring the young to an al-
ternative site (Welty 1573). Some birds may respond
to human nest disturbance by abandoenment (Ham-
ilton and Orians 1965).

Many nonpasserine species have becn abserved to
transfer their altricial young (for examples see Johns-
gard and Kear 1968, Welty 1975). Nestling transfer is
apparently less common among passerines. To date,
the only species reported to transfer its young is the
Caralina Chickadee (Pgrus ceroiinensis; Goertz and
Rutherford 1972), although Black-billed Magpies (Pica
pica) and Pinyon Jays (Gumnorhinus cyanocephalusy have
been seen moving their eggs (Trost and Webb 1986).
We report observations of nestling transfer in the
Northern Shrike (Lanius excubitor).

The Northern Shrike has a broad holarctic distri-
bution and is found in a wide variety of habitats
(Harrison 1982). The species has altricial psilopedic
voung, and, as in all passerines, nestling growth and
development arerapid. Nestlings’ eves open at 4 days,
and they are fuily featnered when ready to leave the
nest at 19-20 days of age (Harrison 1975, Paz 1987).

During a study of Northern Shrikes at Sede Boger
in the central Negev Desert, Israel, we naticed that
immediately after we disturbed several nests to color-
bard the nestlings at the age of 10-13 days, the young
from 4 nests disappeared. All were subsequently
sighted 2-3 weeks later flying in the territories of
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their respective parents. Six of the observed nests
were situated in saltbush {A#riplex halimus); the sev-
enth was in a tamarisk (Tamarix nilotica). All nests
were 50-120 ¢m abeve the ground. The site is a flat
loessal plain (see Alkon et al. 1985 for details and
climate information), and there were no obvious dif-
ferences in nest exposure.

Atfter the disappearance of their breods, the parents
continued collecting prey items at the same frequency
as when feeding nestlings. This suggested that they
were still raising young, and after a thorough search
we found that the young had moved or been moved
to hiding places away from the bushes where the
original nests were situated. Sibling nestlings were
found sitting together in depressions on the ground
under thick undergrowth. These depressions were
lined with soft vegetation, but we do not know by
whom or when they were made. When disturbed by
our approach, the young birds dispersed into the un-
dergrowth; after we moved away theyv returned to sit
tagether in their depression. The parents continued
to feed the voung, whe ieft the undergrowth as soon
as they could fly short distances.

On two occasions we observed the translocation of
nestlings in Northern Shrikes. U'pon arrival at one
study nest, we found in it only 4 of the & nestlings
that were there the previous day. By observing the
parer.ts, we found the 2 missing yvoung under a near-
by saltbush. We removed the 4 nestlings for banding,
but reptaced only one of the newly banded nestlings.

Nestling transfer in the Northern Shrike, with age at which transfer took place and distances

nestlings were moved from nest to undergrowth. All nests were in saltbushes {Atriplex halintus) except No.

6, which was in a tamarisk (Taserx nilafica).

Height Agu at
above MNo.of trans-  Dis-
ground nest- fer  tance Mass at
Nes:tno.  {cm) lings {days} {m} transfer (g) Comments

1 Af 2 15 35 322+ 18 Mestlings found in neighbaring bush; fledg-
lings seen in study area.

2 10 5 9 ? 317 27 Transfer occurred after snake ate 1 nestling.
Surviving fledglings s=en in study area.

i) 93 2 10 ? 277 £ 63  Fledglings seen in study area.

1 113 3 10 3 41029  Nestlings found in neighboring bush; fledg-
lings seen in study area.

5 110 5 13 12 465+ 25 Mestlings found under neighboring tamarisk
tree, moved again after 48 h.

s — 3 15 186 Not weighed Fledglings seen in study area.

6 S8 5 9 35 WL+ 20 Transfer vecurred 1 day after a Eurasian Kes-
tre] was seen on the nest bush. Nestlings
found under neighboring bush: fladglings
seen in study area,

7 110 L 14 11 476 £ 1.7 Nestlings found in neighboring bush.
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A shott while later the female parent flew to the nest
and forced the nestling out by prodding it with her
beak. The nestling cumbled to the pround, where-
upon the female coaxed it {by calling and more prod-
ding) to walk to the same bush, 11 m distant, where
the two missing siblings sat. The whole process, from
the time the young bird was nudged from the nest
until the female left it under the new bush, took 11
min, 37 5. During this period the male perched close
by, apparently on gunard.

We then replaced simultaneously the other 3 nest-
lingsin the nest. The female soon returred and pushed
each nestling, in turn, out of the nest and ushered
them sequentially to the second bush. This transfer
process took 47 min, 13 s, Only alter her & nestlings
were together did she return to her look-gut post. We
observed the process af nestling transfer in one other
nest where 5 nestlings were moved 13 m. It proceeded
as described above.

Nestlings from three other nests were found scon
after we assumed transfers had taken place. One nest
was raided by a colubrid snake (Spalerosophis diademal
that consumed a 9-day-old nestling. Nestlings dis-
appeared from another nest the day after we saw a
Eurasian Kestrel (Falco timmunculis) perched on the
bush where the nest was situated. Fledglings from
two maore nests, which we had considered abandoned,
were seen flying about their parents” territories (Table
1).

In 13 disturbed nests we documented 3 nestling
transfers, and in 2 more cases we suspect that transfer
took place. One passible advantage to moving nest-
lings ance the nest has been discovered by a potential
predator is that it gives the young a better chance of
survival. Therefore, transfer of young is likely to be
successful only if it accurs when the young ne longer
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require brooding in a well-insulated nest. We suspect
that our disturbance caused a higher than normal
number of nestling transfers. but the fact that the
phenomenon occurred in 7 of 13 nests observed sug-
gests that it has adaptive value.

This paper is contribution Ne. 61 of the Mitrani
Center for Desert Ecology.
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