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UNUSUAL BEHAVIOUR OF A FEMALE ZEBRA FINGH:
POSSIBLE EGG DUMPING
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R&drcd l6 D.(?Dtbu 1990

Rccent ly ,  there  has  been much in te res t  in
n lu l t ip lc  parcn tage o f  c lu tches  in  so  ca l led
monogamous species of birds. The cvidence mostlv
r r r r rs rs t l r [  ( ,h { . rv i r t ions  o f  (x l r i r  p i r i r  copu lJ t i , rn i
(EPCs) (Birkhcad ct al. 1987: Westneat l9{J7;
Mol lc r  1987) .  bu t  mu l t ip le  paren tage may a lso
arise from intra-specific brood parasitism (tBP),
also known as conspecific nest parasitism, or cgg
clurnping. Intra-spccil ic brood parasitism (IBP),
is nuclr morc ti i ff lcult to detect and has been
iclcntit icd in vcry fcw pzrsscrines (Yom Tov 1980;
Anclersson l9tl.1; Rohwer and Frccman 1989;
Romngnano ct al. 1990) .

Ol thc fc$ rcportcd cases of IBP in pitsserines.
most have onlv obscrvcd this behaviour through
sccondary observations such as abnormal changcs
in  thc  lay ing  sequcncc  (Lonrbarc lo  1988;  P icman
and Bc l l cs - Is lcs  1988) ,  abnormal  c lu tch  s izcs
(Yom-'l 'ov et al. 1974). or electrophoretic analysis
of relatedness betwccn ofTspring and parents
(Brown and Brown l9Etla). Direct observations
in which the dumper is identif iccl are extremely
rare (Yom-Tov 1980; Rohwer and Frccman 19891
Brown anci Brown 1988b).

Zcbra l lnchcs Tacniopygiu guttata are a
monogitmous specics that havc a vcry strong pair
bond and appear to pair for l i fc (lmmclnrann
196-5; Butterfield 1970). EPCs havc bccn
observed on manv occasions in Zebra Finches
both in thc wild (Birkhead et qt. I988a) and in the
laboratory (Birkhead et a/. 1988b) and unti l
rcccntly EPCS would have been considered to be
the most common mechanism contributing to
multiple parentage of clutches in Zebra Finches.
Rcccnt work, however, by Birkhead et ql. (1990)
rcvcalcd a high incidence of IBP in Zebra Finch
clutches (in 30"1, of clutches), using DNA finger-
printing techniques. Previously, IBP had not been
rccordcd for Zcbra Finchcs.

As part of a project on the song of Zcbra
Finchcs in the wild I havc watchecl over 40 ncsts
at the egg laying stage over thc past four breeding
seasons (1986/87 to 1989/90 seasons). Over that
pcriod thcre has been only Onc occasion in which
I have observed a fcmale suspected of dumping
an egg in a nest which was not her own. Ncsts
wcrc watched for L-5 to 3 hours from dawn. for
each day of the laying pcriod. The field site is
situated north of Shepparton in northcrn Victoria
on a property with a population of Zebra Finches
which are colour-banded for indiviciual identif ica-
tion. The breeding seirson for this particular
colony is bctweeD Septenlbcr and April of cach
ycar, reaching peak breeding activity usually
arouncl October/November.

On 10 November 1988. I observed a possible
IBP incidert while watching a nest. Tlre nest was
owned by a banded male (RMOW) and female
(WMOR) ancl. bcforc starting b watch thc ncst
(at 0708 edt). I chcckcd the number of eggs and
found that there were thrcc in thc ncst. During
thc watch (at 0751 edt) the owners of this nest
flcw away, prcsumably to feed, but about one
minute later a second female (ORMU). owning a
difTerent nearby nest, approached the nest silently
from the side concealed mainly by foliage, and
entered it. This fcrnalc sat in thc ncst for a l itt le
more than two minutes before leaving as quiclly
as she had entered. Thc malc owner of the nest
was back in the bush lcss than a minute after
ORMU had left and appeared not to have noticed
the intrusion. The femalc WMOR had bccn in
the nest both bcfore and after I obseryed ORMU
entering thc ncst.

At the end of the watcl 'r on this nest ({)845 edt)
I chccked the nest again and found that it now
had four eggs. Zebra Finches normally lay one
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egg (]ach day. usually in the morning (Immelmann
1962). Unfortunatcly. I did not realize the signifi-
cance ol this observation at thc tine and did not
chcck thc nest on the following day to conllrm
whether the egg laid during thc otrscrvation was
clumped. I had chcckcd thc nest on the previous
thrcc days ancl thc laying sequence on those days
was 0, l. and 3 eggs which points to an IBP
incident on 9 Novembcr 1988 ancl not necessarily
on 10 Novcmbcr 1988. Thc l inal size of the clutch
was scvcn eggs which is a large clutch size lbr
thcsc birds. The mean clutch size (:! SD) of nests
in  th is  par t i cu la r  co lony  was 5 .02  +  1 .02  (n  =
303)  (R.  Zann,  unpub l .  da ta) .  The nes t  owned by
thc  'paras i t i c ' female  was loca ted  in  the  same bush
as the  foca l  ncs t ,  l css  than 1 .5  m away.  On 7
Novcmbcr  1988.  th is  nes t  had th ree  eggs  and
rcachecl a flnal clutch size of f ivc eggs. Thc ncsts
of both pairs involved in this incident wcrc
unsucccsslul, possibly due to predation.

Usually Zctrra Finches strongly defend the area
itround the nest during the egg laying period
( lmmclmann 1962.  pers .  obs . ) .  I t  i s  unusua l  tc r
sec any birds othcr than thc pair cnter the nest
but, occasionally. a pair searching for a nest may
bricfly cntcl an cxisting nest if the owners are
absent. Nest searching pairs. howcvcr, arc casily
recognized as they always arrive together and
mirke characteristic nest calls while inspecting the
ncs t  ( ln rn rc l rnann 1962) .

Although it is uncertain whether or not thc
intruding tbmale 'dumped' an egg on this
occ.rsion, thc bchaviour cxhibitcd by thc fcmalc
was unusual and was the type of behaviour which
has trccn dcscribcd from thc fcw dircct obscrva-
t ions  o f  o ther  spec ics  (Brown 1984;  Emlen and
Wrege 1986).

The speed with which the female entered
ancl lcft thc ncst. ancl thc manner in which
thc fcmalc approached the nest demonstrate
why this behaviour is rarely obscrvcd. As a
consequence. direct observation would not be
a rcliablc alternative to secondary observations
for dctermining thc prcvalcncc of IBP, but is
recessary to identify the type of female l ikely to
parasitizc ncsts.

Moller ( 1989) found that female swallows
Hiruntkt rusticu were more l ikely to parasitize
nests which were more distant from other nests
than those that were positioned closely together,

as close ncsts wcrc guardcd to sonre extent by
nearby nest owners. However, MOller (1989) also
found tha l  c l ( ) {e  nes ts  su l le red  grcu lc r  p i r r i l s i t i .m
when synchronous with neighbours' nests. A
similar situation may be occurring with Zebra
'Finches as my obscrvations are consistent with
tlris pzrttcrn. A fcrnale wishing to parasitize a nest
would be able to observe bcttcr a ncarby nest to
dctcrminc i l the neighbouring female is laying
eggs and when the owners are absent, than a
distant one. Some otheI intraspccific brood
parasitcs arc known to observe nests to determine
when owners leave, bctbrc parasitizing thcm
(Senlel and Sherman 19{J6; Weller 1959).
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RECOVERY ROUND.UP
'lhi! 

\((tnn is lr4)arcd with th( tropoatbn ol the S(rctutl.
..lu:truliun Biftl und Ilut BMrling S(htn?.\, Aultnttiun Nutbnul
I'urkt unrl V'ildlilt Scrr (t. Tht rrtovrics uft: only sclcuio
ol th( thousunds rctcirctl auch \.eor: thcl ur( ttot a (:on (t(
li:r und :houll ru)t h( a ul|scd n li l or part A,ithd prior
t1rt.\otI ol rl , bandcrs tonctrntl. Longcvitv ant! distnnre
ruonl t  ntL ' r  lo tht :  ABBBS r tn l tss othcrx, isc stdted.  Th(
ttistdntt i\ th( shorrtsr tlr';ran<t in kilotnctc\ along th( dircd
l i t r  l t )Dt inL th(  lkk(  4 hunl ing and reovet t - ;  the .ompuss
lir(tk)n 14rr\ tu th( ntnt. lir((t lin(. (7 h(rc is o itlltlicaion
rcgunli g !lt( di\tun((.llo\n ot tlrc nurc lblloa|d br th( birul).
\yho( t tu i l ib l t  ABBBS t ly  o le\  hurt  been int ludul  in rhc

ll,!t1,tt,r\ ar lt) g(rit\ ittn^ nn\ h( !ul)n1it?l dir?ct[.\ k) nk
\Jt . r l t ton l lu ' i t  D.( / i ts  l t , t  ut ( lusk,  t t i l l  b( .onskl( rcd.

H o o .  E d i r o r .

' l  
hc Ib l lo$ing abt)re! ia l ions appcar in th is issre:

AwS(;  Austra l i ln  Wadcr Sludy Croup.
E( 'W(j  Last  Chrnr Watcrbi rd Group
NPWI s S, \  Nrt ionr l  Prrks and Wi ld l i fc  Scrv icc.  Sorth

NSWWS(; Nc$ South Walcs Wrdcr Sludv C;roup.
\  W \ . i  \  i ,  r . ' r i . r n  W . r J ,  |  \ r u J \  ( l r . , u l

WAWS(j  -  Wc\ icr I ]  Auslra l inn Wldcr Sludy Croup
wwl jN wor ld Wi ld l i ic  I rund ior  Nature

Australian Pelican Pclecanus conspit'illatus

l7(HJ7701. Nest l ing hardcd by M. H. Walcrman on No(h
Irc l 'cun Is land.  SA on l l t  J . rn.  E9.  Rccovcrcd.  band o ly
I o u n d .  a l  L a k e  U r a n r .  N S W  o n  2 l  M a y  9 1 .  6 0 7  k m  E .

Cattle Egret ArdeoLa ibis
(a)  10F737.10.  Nesl l ing baodcd by J.  T.  Wi l lows ncar Bal l ina.

NSW (2l t '45 'S.  153'31'E) on 1.1 Dcc.  t9.  Colour marking
sightcd in l ic ld.  (band nuInher inferred) a l  Rangir i r i .  New
Zcaland (17"25'5.  175"06'E) on 26 June 90.  2 222 knr
LSI] .

(b)  l0(Hn)571. Ncst l inS bandcd b) D H. c.  Davidson ncar
Murwi l lumbrh.  NSW on 5 Jan.  8J.  Rccovcrcd.  dead. ar
Back Mx Mx Cre. 'k .  a; I ln lh lm. Okl  on 25 Apr.  91.  over
7 ycars I  nonths.r f icr  banding.  117 kn) WNW.

(c)  l0( I -62689. Ncst l ing b ndcd bt  N.  c.  McKi l l igan l l i
Lo*(x)d.  Qld on 8 Dcc.  E9.  Colour marking s ightcci  in
6cld.  (band nuDrber inferred) at  Duckcol io ld ncar
M t ' i r l a n d .  N S W  o o  1 5  A p r .  9 1 .  5 9 3  k n r  S

Eastern Reef Egret Egre u sucrd
l { ) (18{)016.  ndul t  ( l+)  bandcd by R. A.  h lv i lh on I le l . ( )n

Is la d.  Qld on 7 Dcc.  78.  Rccovcrcd dead at  b nding
placc by P.  Ogi lv ic  on l9 No!.  88.  ovcr 9 ycars I  I  months
af tcr  b.rnding.

Straw-necked lbis Threskiornis spinicollis

l2(15951'1. Nosll ing bandcd by M. H. Watorman at Narrurg.
SA on 29 Oct.  66.  Recovered dead at  bandinS pl . rce on
l9 Nov.  90.  over 21 years af ter  banding.

Royal Spoonbill Platalea regia

l3 l -75939. Juveni le brnded by J.  W. Reside at  Dowd Morass
Slatc Gamc Rcscrvc.  Vic.  on l? Dcc.  90.  Colour marking
sightcd in f ic ld.  (band number i r fcrrcd) a l  Seaharr
Swamp Ni t ture Reserve.  NSW on 2 Apr.  9 l .  651) km ND.


