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Mass Banding of the Common Starling
- Sturnus Vulgaris

R. H.  CREEN

On Scptember 12, 1959, I was informed lhat a large flock of Corlmon
Starlings was roosting at night beneath the roof of a disused building in the
township of oatlands in the midrands of rasmania. 'r'he 

birds were iep'rted
to be in such numbers as to creale a local nuisance when arriving and departing,
their droppings fouling drying laundry, parked cars, etc., and, in spite of nightf-
raids by irate neighbours armed with sticks and the killing of many birds, they
could not be delerred from returning.

upon investigation.I found that thc_huilding was forming in a dead pinc trcc somc twowas a two-storey sandstone structure. The birdi hundred yards distant.
uerc  ga in ing  rccess  t ( r  ,h "  'p1 . . , - ! : ] y : : "  

l l :  e r  |7J0  hr \ .  rh is  g roup had hu i l  up  ro  anour
l":l-l^ld .lh:. :.il'Jq "f :h:,,pp.l_rg?T: ,hlgysh 2uo and stron aftefvajs ,r,.y ii.,J'"n _,,r,,,a {(. es ot grp\ bcl\\ecn lhc (nds.of 

]l: ]ltt.l rrver rhc building rnd wirh " ;rdd"; inr^ n*oroat spouting level. Thc ceiling of,the.rooms was i"uop "fi!tt"O ?n tt. ,onf- ""J- rii""ii"* _.fined wirh lonluc and glooye-{. pinc 
, boards inp-iAiy 

-.ni.r"<f 
thc roost. By l73i hrs.-birdsfastencd to 6 r, 2 inch ceitinc ioisrs. 11d lt 1as ;J;'";i;i;;- rion.' 

".i.r1 
itrJ.,'." 

"ii. 
.u".on th is  that  thc b i rds uerc r6oi t ing.  They wcrc increasing numberr  and forming contregal ronrcntering from evcrl side. bur rhe norrh-eastcrn ;;';;;;;;i pfn..r.' er'.n.i Bi"io 

'i"..r.rt.o 
,.corne r was bv far thc r"t, i::q:_ . l:^"., _ll: auour ro., i"".ir.o ii.v 

'r":"."J'.n"i,i. 
i. o",ryentrances the accumulated bird mlnure was nine in "ni.i u.n.ntn tlc ,ooi in itclur,re rviti nu.ruinchcs decp hut decrcrsud rowar!1 1!1 cenrre of "i 

-ii i. ir- 
pr.<rc..ssors. With rh. in.r.ar."'i i.,the ceiling Here was ' nutut"-l-,,tl1ll j lq 

,1*p nu,n'u.ii, Jo there was an increase in thc norscand the opportunity to sccurc starlings in largi ;;;i l"ty the chatrering of the birds as theynumbers was obvious. settled in ior the night.

pre-Roosr congregarions ."3L0't1to l;:,r:l fiBTj:.,;1?loo;:ul"n:l
on the same cvcning { 12.9.5e) a watch was :f l:^*11-t^'dj9:\; ,A: 

t. l" l ight bcgan to fail
Lcpt on the arrival of the birds at lhe ro6\ting 

lnese Dlrds moved Into tne roo5t in a masscd
site. 

By 1755 hrs. only a few birds were left out-
At 1720 hrs. about l8O birds h-ad congregated side and only odd stragglcrs were sti l l  arriving.

on the roof and on adjacent overhcad wircs and By l8l5 hrs. the l ight had almost gone and
were commen_cing to move into the roost in small the last of the birds 

-had 
disappeared beneath

groups. At the same time another congrcgation the roof.
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'The o ld  s lone h t tuse . i  Oot l .u td \ . *P  i t  tu re ,  lh .

duthor.

Flock clispcrsal is nornul at this tiulc and birds
do n( ' l  rC l rouD ugr in  un l i l  thc  ncs  )c l r .  t rhc t t
ju rcn i les  f i ' rm r  i ra io r  Par t  ( , f  lhc  d { \ck

On March  8 ,  1960,  another  152 b i rds  wcrc
collectcd and bandcd in ar similar nranncr' but
bv  Junc  18 .  r . r  hen i l  w l t .  c rpcc tcd  thu l  n t l ss
r6osr ing  wou ld  bc  r t  i t t  Dcak .  on lv  5  b i rd r  cou l t l
hc  co l l i c ted ,  and the  roos t  h rd  upparent l l  bce t t
abandoned.

ln April, 196,1, I was inforned thirt starl ings
wcrc asain formina a mass nocturnal roost in
thc ori i inal site at-Oatlands. I visitcd there on
May 3-and found the colony to be oncc again
back to its formcr strength.

Bv workins in complctc darkness on this and
the iollowing- two nights. 1634 birds $crc col-
lectcd into chalT bags and transported north for
banding and relcasc on the mornings following
the i r  cap turc .  For  co t tvcn icnce h68 b i rd \  $crc
released at Exeler, E5 rord mil,. 's north of thc
p l rcc  o f  cap ture .  lhe  rcmr in ing  966 bc ing
ielcased lt Launccslon, 7U road miles north of
the place of capture. Oncc again thc method
of tiansporting the birds was most satisfactory.
and it was found that 100 birds was a perfectly
safc numbcr to carry in each chalT bag.

On each of thcsc nights thc catch was only
l im i led  by  lhe  means ava i lab le '  to  t ranspor t - thc
b i rds  sa fe ly .  bu t  on  success ivc  r r igh ts  the  numbers
prcsent became noticcably less-

On the evcning of May 26, I again visitcd
the roost and collectcd anothcr 545 starl ings,
58 of which were recaptures. Thcse were trans-
ported to Launceston and banded and rcleased

At t830 hrs. I cl imbed through a manholc
in the ccil ing and sat tbr a momcnt in com-
pletc darkness, l istening to the mass-chorus of
voices. Thc din was of such volumc as to com-
Dlctclv drown out anv nornlal human conversa-
i ion . ' l  cx tc 'nded an  open hand in  the  d i rcc t ion
of the- noisc antl lowcrcd it onto a mass of birds
prckcd tightly together. The touch of my hand
had not thc slightest cffect on thcir dispositiorl
and, on fecling around. I found the solid mass
of birds to cxtend lls far as I could reach. I
clrcfully pickcd onc bird from thc roost and
rvas surpriscd to find that it ofTered litt lc resist-
ancc and that thc rcmaining birds werc not in
thc least disturbed. Using chalT bags as con-
taincrs, 164 birds werc collccted in this manncr.
thc number bcing l imited only by the number of
i ivailable bands at that t imc. Before leaving the
roost a hand lamp was flashed to reveal hundreds
of birds which, unti l then, had rcmained undis-
turbcd. Therc was an immediatc cruption of
birds and a jamming of the cxit holes. Thosc
that could not cscape, took wing inside thc
building. Many wcrc attracted by thc l ight and
I  founJ  myse l l  bc ing  c laued by  mrny  grop ing
birds. Thc panic gradually subsided as more
and morc found their way to the exits and
cscapcd into thc night. Though I waitcd for
fifteen minutcs they failcd to return.

Thc capturcd birds wcrc transported in ths
back of an open uti l i ty for scven miles to Antil l
Ponds. Here thc bags were spread flat on a
cemcnt floor, and thc birds lcft overnight. Thc
following morning banding was comPleted satis-
factority without loss or injury to a single bird.
It was found that thc bags could be handled
in  an  unr iah t  pos i t ion  w i thout  dc l r iment  to  thc
hirds. rr ' thil cndcavtrurcd to climb to the highcst
po in t .  When hand ing ,  sca ted  w i th  lhc  neck  o f
ihe  brg  be tuecn tha  knccs .  th i \  hab i t  o f  thc
b i rds  J .s is tcd  grca t l l ,  a i  thc re  wcrc  invar iab ly
h i rds  l r t  thc  mouth ,  ihus  sar , ing  the  neccss i ty  fo r
the bandcr to reach deep into the bag-

Additional bands were obtained and on Sep-
tembcr 20 thc roost was again visited. By this
date thc number of birds was noticeably reduced
and onlv 240 could bc collectcd. These were
satisfactori ly handled in a similar manner, banded
and releascd at Antil l  Ponds.

Followinq the disturbance, the birds did not
return to ihe building in significant numbers
until March, 1960. Their disappearance may
have been influenced also by the approach ot
the breeding season and the pairing of birds.
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on the following morning. On this occasion the
numbers were found to bc considerably reduced
and collecting continued unti l all the birds were
cither capturcd or had escapcd. With the excep-
tion of 100, they were releised individually, the
remaining one hundred being l iberated en masse.
They did -not remain in a group, but dispersed
In every olrecnon.

On August 18 I once more visited the roost
and collected 268 starl ings, 58 of whicb were
found to be banded. On this occasion the birds
were noticcably more nervous and the catch was
probably only 50,, of those presenr. The place
ol releasc was again Launceston on thc morn-
ing following capture. (See Table 1, below).

Table 2
Birds Retrapped Twice

neleaseO Re- Released Re-
9e4.! "t ggptuleq j! captured
9.3.60 Ant i l l  Pond'  3 .5.64 Exeter  27.5.64

Rccoveries of dead birds bandcd on or beforc
19.6.60 are listed in Table 3.

Table B
Recoveries of Dead Birds

Date of Banding Flace Date of Recovcrv-  
1  2 .9 .59  Br isbane,  Qtd .  .  l0 .5q

3.5.64 Exeter 27.5.64 Launceston 19.8.64

r 8 . 6 . 6 0  ( 4 )
t 7 . 4 . 6 1
1 9 6 1

1 8 . 6 . 6 0  ( 2 )
1 3 . 5 . 6 1
20.5 .62
1 8 . 6 . 6 0
3 . 3 . 6  I
l 9 6 l

20.5 .62
24.6.62 (2)

. .  1 3 .  |  1 . 6 2
where more lhan one bird $a. reco\ered on thc

same date, lhe number is shown in parenlheses.
and kil led these birds on the roost and at this
time the birds were not in sufficient numbers
to cause trouble to the nearby residents. lt is
most probable lhat they had died from thc ef-
lects of feeding on poison bait intended for the
destruction of rabbits.

Oth€r Nocturnal Roosts
In January, 1960, I was informed of the pres-

ence of a noctumal roost at Mt. Pleasant. aiout
ten miles east of Oatlands. Here I found thc
slarl ings to be roosring in an old pine hedge
about 120 yards long and 25 feet higl. f ie
owner was concerned because of the nossibilitv

,, Oatlands

) r )  q  50

q ' l  6 0

4.554 Launceston 27.5.64 Llunceston 19.&64

This represents only about 2.47o of those birds
which madc the return flight once as opposed
to an overall retum of about sEa.

On June 18, 1960, I inspected the roostjng
site and found 56 dead starlings. From the ap-
pearance of the remains they bad been dead
about one month. Seven of these carried bands
(see Tab le  3 ) .

From enquiries made I could not find any
evidence of anybody having entered the building

Table I
RECAPTURES OF LIVE BIRDS

Place of
Release

Banding. RecaDtures.
Date  No.  21 .9 .59  9 .3 .60  19 .6 .60  3 .5 .64 '4 .5 .64  5 .5 .64  27 .5 .64 19.8.64 Total

Antill

Exeter

Laun-
ceston

0
0
0
0

t'7
4

1 l
l 0
1 6
0

T O T A L  2 8 9 3  3  9  0  3 1 0 5 8  5 8  1 3 2  4 . sTable I is an analvsis of the recovery figures -to show the- percentage recovery of each night,scapture_. It is of inter;st ro note that tivo 
"utai 

banded on 21ziit;;r;';;;1u.;l ;;'iirJ'r"-"roost almost five years later. Three birds wer€ recaptured twice as shown i" iili" 2. 
- "' "'-
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Ponds r  3 .9.59
2t  .9 .59
9.3.60

r  9.6.60
3.5.64
4.5.64

4.5.64
5.5.64

2'1 .5 .64
19.8.64

164
240
t52

5
468
200

545
421
488
210

3
0
0
0
0
0

4 0 0 0 0 0
5 0 1 1 0 0
0 0 2 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0
0  0  0  0  0  1 9
0 0 0 0 0 1 2

0  0  0  0  0  1 6
0  0  0  0  0  1 1
0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0

4.3
2.9
1 . 3

7 ."1
8 . 0

5 . 0
5.0
J . J

'7

7
2
0

36
l 6

27
2'l
t 6
0

0
0
0
0
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that such a mass of birds might cventually kil l
thc trccs.

The prcvious summer the birds had roosted
in a ncarby clump of wil lows, all of which had
subsequcntly died, apparently from thc cffccts
o f  thc  b i rds .  Thomas (1957n,  p .  45)  rc te rs  to
similar dcstruction in England and Canada, but
apparently did not cncountcr it in the Sunraysia
d is t r i c t  in  thc  coursc  r r l  h is  S t l r l ing  invc . t iga t ion .

On onc evcning I watchcd this prc-roosting
congregation. As was the casc at Oatlands, thc
h i rds  camc in  l r ( 'm i r l l  t l i r ce l i , ' r rs .  r r r i v ing  in
snall f locks over a period of an hour bcfore
dark. Thcy gathercd in nearby trces to fornr
largcr f locks which latcr moved into thc hcdgc
togcthcr.'Ihcy 

coultl bc rcadily disturbcd from this
sitc at any timc ol thc night. A sudden noise
ncar thc hcdgc would rcsult in a cloud of birds
t r l rnF tu  lh (  i r r r .  lhc i r  w ine \  c rc i r t ing  an  in lensc
roar als they bcat thcir wav out. Howcvcr. | lo
amount of disturbancc could dctcr them fronr
rcturning aftcr a fcw minutcs' f l ight. On this
occasion I cstimatcd thc birds to numbcr about
tcn thousand.

This hcdgc has subscqucntly bccn uscd as a
sunlmcr roost in each succeeding year. Occu-
pancy starts with the post breeding congrcga-
tiols at thc cnd of Dccember and continues unti l
thc  f i rs t  au tumn ra ins .

Thcse rains invariably rcsult in the abandon-
mcnt of the site unti l thc following summcr.
Thc owner of the propcrty nearby informs mc
that thc birds havc causcd considerable damagc
to thc hcdgc and, had not hcavy rains fallen
in January, 1964, to dispcrsc thc birds earlier
than usual, hc considered that much of it would
havc  d ied .

It was at f irst thought that the disappcarancc
of thc birds from the hcdgc roost would rcsult
in a buildup in the shcltcrcd Oatlands roost, but
between l9-59 and the 1964 occupancy the num-
ber occurring thcrc wlls insignificant and thc
birds trom thc hcdgc roost wcrc dispersing to
othcr places.

Mass nocturnal roosts are known to exist in
thc rccd bcds on the banks of the Derwent Rivcr,
and in 1963 a congregation totall ing scveral
thousand was roosting in ti-trccs on the bank
of thc Tamar Rivcr near Launccston. Such
opcn air roosts arc not uncommon, but thc birds
are diffrcult to catch in satisfactory numbcrs
under thcsc conditions.

Discussion
Oatlands, the township at which all the Starl-

ings werc originally captured, is thc ccntrc of an

cxtensive pasieral district. Clcaring and pasturc
improvement has been taking placc for nrirnl
ycars. The introduced Comnron Starling is thc
most common bird occurring in town and courtr\
r rcas  r l i kc .  l t  bu i lds  i t s  rough gruss  ncs t  i l  i r
widc rangc oi sitcs such as bcncath the roofs
of houscs, in wall cavitics, hollows in trcc-s, bridgc
foundations, ctc. On onc occasion I founcl a
nest placed on thc ground in the nriddlc of a
small pile of stones. Their habit of ncsting in
t rcc  cav i t i cs  somet imcs  rcsu l ts  in  thc  usurpat ion
of ncsting cavities already occupicd by othcr
spccics. Thc Swift Parrot. and thc Bluc-Wing
P rrot, arc possibly thc most frcqucnt victinls
in  Tasmania  and scvcra l  ins tanccs  invo lv ing
thcsc spccics havc comc undcr m_u- noticc. 

'Ihc

ncsting holes sclcctcd by thcsc birds arc w!' l l
suited to the rcquircmcnt of thc Starlings, which
can takc over an already occupicd ncst bv
carrying in a quantit) '  of vcgetablc mattcr lor
ncst building. thus burying thc parrot's cggs and
caus ing  thc  b i rds  to  dcscr t .  Fava lo ro  (1942)
and Thomas (  1957b,  p .  328)  a lso  rccord  th is
usurpation of ncsting sites.

The passagcs from thc cavitl, '  cntrancc to thc
ncst nlay vary from horizontal to vc ically down-
ward, but I do not know of anv sitc whcrc thc
passage asccnds stecply. Clulch sizc varics bc-
tween four and six, f ivc bcing most common.

A pair of starl ings, which ncstcd in a spcciall l
prcpared ncst box mcasuring 6 x 8 x l0 inchcs
in  1q59.  wcrc  l i ' und  t , '  p roduee thc i r  I i r r t  c r . :g
on October 9. at which time thc ncst was no
morc than a rough grass l ining in thc bottom of
thc box. Nest construction continur-d unti l Oc
tobcr  13 ,  whcn thc  four th  and f ina l  egg wts  la id
and incubat ion  commcnced.  Bv  th is  t imc thc '
n . \ t  \  i r s  r  h u l l )  \ r r u c t u r c  w c l l  i i n . t l  w i t h  u , ' r r t
and feathcrs conrpletcly fi l l ing thc ncst box.

On Novcmber 13 the four young. thsn fullv
flcdgcd, werc flushed from the ncst and did not
rcturn. tsy thc cnd of Dcccmbcr a sccond
clutch of four had bccn succcssfully rcarcd in
thc samc ncst, prcsumably by thc samc prrcnts.
as they had bcen caught and bandcd at the nest
box when occupancy was first noticcd in Scp-
tcnrbcr.

A  ncs t  cxamincd on  13 .12 .59 .  s i tu i l t cd  in  th ! '
roof of a housc. was found to contain four 1'oung
birds almost fullv f lcdgcd and a closc watch was
maintained for sevcral hours te obscrvc thc
fccding of the nestl ings. Both adults participatcd
in this task and cach visited the nest about (nrcc
cvcry l ivc minutes. The food consisted mostl)
of small grasshoppcrs about a quartcr of an inch
long. abundant at that t imc. On two occasions
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a bird was seen to bring a four-inchJong lizard
which was devoured by a singlc ncstl ing with
litt lc diff iculty.

I found that if a Darcnt was disturbed and
left the nest beforc dcpositing its beak full i t
invariably rcturned with an added load, thc bcak
really distcndcd with grasshoppers' legs protrud-
ing in all directions. ln such cases thc parent
made scveral strokes to dischargc the load and
usually divided it betwccn two young. Prefer-
cncc was always givcn to the young which werc
most pcrsistcnt in thcir dcmands. This is ap-
parcntly the main factor regulating thc lood
distribution, for freshly fed nestl ings wcrc noted
to be more content and often slcDt or oreened
lhe i r  l ca thcr : '  wh i l c  thc  morc  h tmsrv  on ;s  werc
led  or  workcd  thc i r  u ry  towards  the  edgc  o f  thc
ncst ncarcst to thc entrance. Thus their oosi-
r ion .  in  lhc  nes t  wcrc  cont inua l l y  chang ing .  thc
hungr ics t  ncs t l ing  bc ing  thc  most  aggrcss ivc .

The nestl ings commenced to call immediately
a parent was heard to alight at thc cntrance, but
if thc ncstl ings werc rcmoved and silenced thc
parent becamc alarmcd and made numerous in-
spcction visits bcfore it f inally and hesitantly en-
tcrcd thc ncst. Upon discovery ol the absence
of the young it became agitated and called con-
tinually. If one young only was left in thc ncst
the adults were undisturbed and carricd on as if
nothing we rc amiss.

The entrancc from thc bright l ight to the dark-
cncd attic apparcntly left thc parcnts blinded to
everything exccpt thcir ncstl ings. My presence
only two fect from the nest had not the slightest
cffcct and a nestl ing held in the hand and pre-
sented 10 the arriving parent was readily fed
without hesitation. Even the camera flashlisht
d id  no t  a f fec l  thc i r  d ispos i t ion .  Sound a lways
crcatcd somc reaction, and thc parents wcrc
noticcably affccted by the tone and intensity of
the call ings of thc nesdings.

The extensive areas of improved pasture with
its associated worm and pasture parasite popu-
lation affords a vast and ever increasins food
supply. and lhis incrcase has undoubtedly con-
tributed to the present heavy starl ing popula-
tion. No doubt, a local population such as that
bascd on thc Oatlands roost has a wide feeding
range, but though daily dispersal is apparent birds
return to gather at the communal night roost.

Recaptures have shown that though the popu-
lation was removed to a comDletelv different
arca somc birds eventuallv returned. The re-
covcry pcrcentagc in this instance was re-
la t i vc ly  smal l  {  approx imate ly  5  per  cent . .
disregarding the most recently banded birds
rclcased on 19.8.64). This fisure is not suffi-

ciently high to suggest a strong honing instinct,
for were the birds to radiate in everv dircction
from the point oI rclel:.c. a segmcnt c.,vcrirrg
5% of this dispersal cxtended to thc roosring sitc
would span litt lc more than thc probable feeding
range of the flock based on Oatlands.

It does, howcvcr. indicatc thal Starlincs rc-
moved to  l  new env i ronmcn l  may no l  rcad i l \
settlc and bccome assimilatcd into the local ooou-
la t ion .  though i t  i s  log ic r r l  lo  t \ sumc th r t  .uch
populations are sufficiently large to prcclude the
idcntif ication of strangers and any rcsultant dis-
crimination. Though Starlings would be quitc
capable of covering the distancc of 70 to 80 milcs
encountered in this instancc in a mattcr of half
a day. none of the birds rcleased on thc morn-
ing of May 3 and 4 wcre recovercd with thc
birds captured in thc roost on rhc night of May
4. However, after a lapse of three weeks 58 of
the 164,1 starl ings banded ovcr this thrcc dav
per io t l  werc  rccaptured  w i lh  rhc  488 unbandc i
birds collcctcd on 27.5.64. Anothcr three
months latcr, on 19.8.64. an additional 42 of
thesc birds were recaptured back at thc roost
a long w i th  210 unba;ded b i rds  and t6  o f  thc
.l8U banded on 27.5.64 were includcd with that
catch. Two birds were recaDtured on both datcs
(  Tab le  3  ) .

Summary
A nocturnal Starling roost in thc ceil ing of a

disuscd house is describcd. Observalions on orc-
roosling congrcgalion and a rcsted method of
handling the birds in large numbers is given.

Band ing  and recover )  de ta i l s  cover i r rg  2 .893
ind iv idua ls  a re  g iven.  lhe  most  no tab le  be ing  thc
recovery of a Starling at Brisbane, Queensland,
a distance of 1,225 miles north, 29 davs aftcr
i l s  re lea :e  a t  Ant i l l  Ponds.  Tasmania .

Though 132 individuals returned to the roost
after being rcleased up to 85 milcs north, thc
figurc is not considered significant enough to
suggest a homing instinct. It does, however,
indicate that Starlings removed from one area
arc not readily assimilated into new flocks. The
occupancy of an exposed nocturnal roost is de-
scribed and observations on breeding and thc
feeding of nestl ings are recorded.
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