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CO-(PERATIVE BREEDING IN THE CHESINUF-EELLIED STARLING SPREO PULCHER

by Roger Wilkinscn

Received 8 August 1978

From March to June 1878 I found a total of thirteen occupied nests of
the Chestnut-bellied Starling Sprec pulcher in the grounds of Bayero
University campus, Kano, northem Nigeria, Five of these nests ware pred-
ated or deserted at the egg stage and one was predated when containing well-
developed chicks. Of the seven remaining nests at least one was used for
two suceessive broods, young starlings fledging on 15 April and 1 June.

This nate is confined to observations made at four of these successful
nests, observations at the other nests being too casual to ascertain the
type of breeding behaviour. All four are likely to represent second broods
or second breeding attempts.

The first nest in which co-operative breeding was noted was sited
within the structure of an old nest of the Buffalo Weaver Bubaloruis
albirostris located high up a Parkia tree. It was discovered on 28 May and
contained an indetermined number of chicks which fledged within five days.
Detailed observations on this nest amounted to only 45 minutes. Twice I saw
tour adult starlings at the nest; on the first cccasion three of the adults
entered the nest with food and on the second all four adults fed the chicks.
The adults took twrns in feeding, a bird only flying to the nest and entering
it to feed after the previous bird had departed. On another visit seven
starlings were seen in the close vicinity of the nest; one of these perched
on the top of a nearby building and acted as a sentinel giving almm calls
whenever I approached too pear to the nest, This behaviowr may have dis-
couraged the other birds from flying to the nest, for on this occasion only
two starlings were seen to feed the vomg. _

The second nest was built in a thorn tree and observations totalling
400 minutes were made between 24 May and the fledging of the last chick on
1 June. This was the second brood in this nest, the First biood having left
the nest on 15 April. The ‘sentinel’ behaviour reported above was also
witnessed at this nest, ane starling frequently perching at the very top of a
Parkia tree. A minimm of fow adults (two of which were marked with colour
Tings) co-opevated in feeding the nestlings, In addition a juvenile,
recognisable Ly the lack of metallic green on the breast and probably from
the first brood in this nest, was noted to feed the young on four separate
occasions,

The third nest was built high up in a Parkin tree and when discovered
on 1 June contained fouwr well-developed nestlings., I watched it over a
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single period of 62 minutes, A total of five adults was cbserved, and with
their conspicuous behaviour and calling they succeeded in distracting my
attention fram the nest. Although several adults were seen to enter the nest
to feed the chicks it proved impossible to detemmine how many individusls
were involved,

A period of 40 minutes was spent cbserving the fourth nest which was
located in a2 thom tree and was inaccessible, On 2 June four adults,
one acting as a sentinel, were seen near this nest. Two of them co—operated
in driving off a Buffalo Weaver which landed cn the nest tree, but :
co-cperative feeding of the yowmg was not ascertained, On one occasion a
juvenile with food in its bill flew to the nest but following 'warning' calls
by the sentinel it flew off without feeding the nestlings.

Co-operative breeding has previously bheen reported in the Superb
Starling Spreo superbus (T. R. Huels in Grimes 1978) and Fischer's Starling

Spreo fischeri (Miskell 1977) and should be sought in other members of this
genus.  ATtholgh Sprec pulcher is the only West African representative of ils
genus careful ohservations of other starlings may prove rewarding,
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