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Kleptoparasitism between owl species

At about 19.30 hrs on 20th June 2002, I was
watching distant Long-eared Owls Asio otus at
Druridge Pools in Northumberland. While
doing so, a Barn Owl Tyto alba flew through my
line of sight carrying a Bank Vole Clethrionomys
glareolus-sized prey item. I followed the Barn
Owl’s progress across the reserve towards a
barn, about 1 km away, where I knew it was
nesting. About 150 m before the barn, a Short-
eared Owl Asio flammeus flew up from the
ground, close to a hedge, and snatched the prey
item from the Barn Owl. The Short-eared Owl
attacked from below, taking the prey from the
clutches of its victim in an instant; once seized,

Iain D. Robson

it flew back down to the ground with its prize.
The Barn Owl turned and flew back in the
direction from which it had come.

Short-eared Owls are known to be klep-
toparasitic (BWP; Brockman & Barnard 1979);
but neither of the preceding references men-
tions Barn Owl as the host. They are, however,
known to take food from Common Kestrels
Falco tinnunculus.
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Male Blackbird defending Holly fruits

Some birds are able to switch from non-aggres-
sive social foraging to the defence of a food
source. This ability, which may in fact be wide-
spread in birds, has so far been investigated
mainly in nectar- and fruit-eaters; even so, rela-
tively few instances of birds defending fruits
have been recorded. Snow & Snow (1988)
described in detail the defence of Holly Ilex
aquifolium trees by Mistle Thrushes Turdus vis-
civorus, in which single birds or pairs prevented
other birds from feeding on the fruit and were
thus able to conserve a long-term food supply.
This note describes a male Blackbird T. merula
defending a fruiting Holly tree.

Observations were carried out in Oxford-
shire on four Holly trees which Blackbirds and
Redwings T. iliacus had been seen visiting to
feed on the fruits. The trees were observed from
October 1989 to January 1990. One tree was

100

defended by a male Blackbird, easily recognised-
individually since one of the feathers on its
right wing was white. Each visit by an indi-
vidual bird was recorded as a feeding visit if the
bird was seen to eat, or try to eat, at least one
fruit. Meal size (number of fruits eaten), any
interactions between the defender and the other
birds feeding on the tree and, where possible,
excretion of seeds (either by regurgitation or
defecation) were recorded for each feeding visit.

Table 1 summarises the observations on this
tree, covering a total of two and a half hours.
Mean meal size of the defender and female
Blackbirds were similar, while that of male
Blackbirds was smaller than the defender’s. The
difference in meal size between the defender
and all other Blackbirds was not significant,
however. Females were less often chased by the
defender, compared with male Blackbirds and
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Table I. Observations on the foraging behaviour of Blackbirds Turdus merula and Redwings T. iliacus
feeding on fruits of a Holly llex aquifolium tree defended by a male Blackbird, Oxfordshire, winter 1989/90.

Blackbird defender Female Blackbirds ~ Male Blackbirds  Redwings
No. feeding visits 13 5 19 2
Meal size — no. berries: (mean, +SE, n) 6.7 (+4.5,3) 7.0 (1.6, 4) 357 (=310 18 (n=1)
Visits when chased by defender (%) - 20 88 100
Total fruits eaten by (%) 19 27 36 18

Redwings. The total number of fruits taken by
all intruders combined was significantly higher
than the number taken by the defender (81%
compared with 19%, respectively).

We are not aware that defence of a Holly tree
by a male Blackbird in this way has been docu-
mented before. The only comparable case is that
of a female Blackbird which defended a Holly
temporarily after it had been abandoned by a
defending Mistle Thrush (Snow & Snow 1988).
Some territorial adult Blackbirds, both males and
females, may defend fruit sources within their
territories during the winter, but compared with
Mistle Thrushes they show a less developed form
of this defence behaviour. It seems that the male
Blackbird we observed was not really able to
prevent other birds from feeding on the
defended tree: the mean number of fruits eaten
by an intruder (of any species) per visit in the
defended tree was found to be 6.4 +£4.3 (n=13),
compared with 5.4 4.3 (n=10) for undefended
trees. This might be explained by the Blackbird’s
size, which is a key factor for dominance: Black-
birds are in the middle of the size range of the
five thrushes (Mistle Thrushes and Fieldfares T.
pilaris being larger and Song Thrushes T.

philomelos and Redwings smaller) which occur
in the area. Consequently, even though Black-
birds are dominant over both Song Thrushes and
Redwings, they are not regarded as specialists in
the defence of a winter food supply.

The finding that the total number of fruits
taken by intruders is about four times that con-
sumed by the defender has implications for seed
dispersal. Our observations showed that the
defender excretes most of the seeds consumed
underneath the parent plant, and thus fails to
disperse them. The seeds of fruits taken by
intruders are mostly excreted elsewhere, thus
assisting the plant’s dispersal.
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Common Chdffinch feeding on road kills

I was interested to read Philip Radford’s note,
‘Common Chaffinch eating flesh of juvenile
Blackbird’ (Brit. Birds 96: 91). During January
2003, I observed similar behaviour by Common
Chaffinches Fringilla coelebs in New Zealand,
where the species was introduced in the
nineteenth century and is now abundant
throughout the mainland and on offshore

R. E. Youngman

islands. On several occasions, and in various
parts of New Zealand, I saw Common
Chaffinches feeding on the bodies of freshly
killed possums (Trichosurus spp.) which had
been hit by road traffic. Possums, which are
introduced Australian marsupials, are extremely
common in New Zealand.
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