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Rather tike some Hollywood chitd actors,
atpine swift nesttings f requentty'divorce'
their parents, leaving their natal nest in

search of an adoptive famity etsewhere.

This behaviour is remarkabty common in
bird species and has long been thought to
result from sibting rivatry, but a new study
suggests a different cause - biting insects.

Gtasgow University's Pierre Bize and

co[[eague Alexandre Routin studied nest-
switching behaviour in a cotony of about
100 breeding pairs of atpine swifts Apus

melba located under the roof of a ctock
tower in Bienne, Switzertand. Their
experiment was designed to test whether
brood size - and hence competition
between nestlings - was the factor that
prompted some individuals to leave home.

To their surprise, they found instead that
the most significant predictor was the

[eve[ of infestation by the btood-sucking

louse fty Crataerina melbae.
0ne of the costs of group living is

increased numbers of parasites, which

thrive in the presence of muttipte hosts.

However, there are atways areas with
fewer parasites within a community, and

animats tend to seek out these havens.

This seems to be what atpine swift
nestlings are doing.

Leaving a heavily infested nest has an

additionaL benefit - by sharing its parasites

with its new foster siblings, a nestting can

reduce its own burden even further, though

this doesn't make much of a wetcome gift

for the new family. Nick Atkinson
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PUMP.EM UP

lf under threat, ruddy

turnstones beef up their ftight
muscles. Researchers found

that turnstones subjected to

staged'ftyovers' by modets of

predators buitt up more than

four per cent extra breast

muscle in a matter of daYs, which

enhances the smat[ shorebirds'

take-off and manoeuvrabititY

lJournal of Avian Biology,vol3T ,

pp425-301. Dave Brian Butvill

BATS'FREEZING FLIGHTS
Bats in Canadian prairies not

ontywake up during hibernation

but take sub-zero ftights, too.

Researchers found that the bats

ftewto a river and urinated on

their return, which shows they

had been drinking. At[ bats have

furless wings that lose water,

and this may exptain the habit

lCanadian Journal of ZoologY,

voL 84, pp1 079-86l,. Dawn Barons

LOVE HURTS
Burying beetles NicraPhorus sP.

lbeiow] tay eggs on vertebrate

corpses. Competition is fierce,

and strangers often kitt

devetoping young so theY can

take over a carcass. StePhen

Trumbo of the UniversitY of

Connecticut found that Parent
beettes make fewer attemPts to

defend their tarvae from kitters

with whom they can mate to

recoup some of the reProductive

toss Hnimal Behaviour,

doi:1 0.1 01 6/j.anbehav.

2006.05.004). Dave Brian Butvill
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SwiftLets that'flea' the nest
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i I Living in groups brings many
benefits, such as protection
from predators and increased
vigitance. But there is atso

a downside, caused mainty
by increased competition for
resources.
, Adoption of non-biotogicaI
offspring occurs in âs many as

three-quarters of bird famities,
and appears to be hetped bY

mistakes in parent-offspring
recognition,
,r:: Quite why birds choose to

adopt unre[âted chicks isn't
ctear, though it coutd be that
for those species that do,

maintaining a [arge group size

is as important as setectivety
rearing your own biotogicaI
offspring.
:': There coutd atso be a setfish
aspect to adoptive behaviour

- by caring for unrelated
offspring, parents can
potentiatty heIp provide their
own offspring with mates.

:,ril,.p:1i.l;:; Animat Behaviour, vot 72, pp869-73 i.ii{2i, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ALpine-Swift
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