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OAK CATKINS AND BLACKBURNIAN WARBLERS: OPPORTUNISTI C FLOWER
CONSUMPTION BY AN INSECTIVOROUS BIRD

Amentos de roble y reinitas gorjinaranja: consumo portunista de flores por un ave insectivora
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ABSTRACT

The diet of the Blackburnian Warblebéndroica fuscahas been reported to include mainly
insects and occasionally fruits. We observed tlpec®es eating Andean OalQgercus
humboldti) catkins in the Colombian Andes. Apparently an apmistic exploitation of a
temporarily superabundant resource, this phenoméasnbeen reported for other wintering
boreal migrants. We briefly review the effects lofafer consumption for the plant and possible
benefits for the bird.

Key words: Blackburnian Warbler, migrant birds, flower congation, opportunistic
behaviour, Colombian Andes.

RESUMEN

Se ha documentado que la dieta de la Reinita @Gogjija Dendroica fuscaincluye insectos y
ocasionalmente frutos. Registramos a esta especisumiendo flores de robleQercus
humboldti) en los Andes colombianos, aparentemente unaestpoportunista a un recurso
temporalmente superabundante. Conductas oportsirdstaste tipo han sido registradas para
otros migratorios boreales en sus zonas de invarnddsefiamos brevemente el efecto del
consumo de flores para la planta y los posiblegfi@os para el ave.

Palabras clave Reinita Gorjinaranja, aves migratorias, condugpertunista, consumo de
flores, Andes colombianos.

The Blackburnian WarblerDendroica fuscpis a patch of Andean Oak forest at La Cabuyera ranch,
boreal migrant bird with a winter distribution rang3 km north of Popayéan, in the Central Andes of
ing from Costa Rica south to northern Brazil, Pegouthwest Colombia (2°30°N; 76°31'W, elevation
and Bolivia. The species is most abundant in tA850 m). The landscape's matrix is dominated by
northern region of the Andes, from Bolivia througpastures, with other elements such as crops (e.g.,
northern Venezuela (Stiles & Skutch 1989, Cursmoffee, vegetables), stands of planted eucalyptus
et al. 1994), and it is the most common winteringees and suburban neighborhoods. Forest frag-
warbler in the Colombian Andes (Chipley 1976@nents surrounding Popayan have been altered due
Hilty & Brown 1986, De La Zerda-Lerner &to selective logging, but some trees can reach 25 m
Stauffer 1998). in height. Some forest patches, including that in
which we made our observations, are practically
We observed Blackburnian warblers in a 17.5 maonospecific stands of Andean O&)xugrcus hum-
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Figure 1. Blackburnian Warbler's behavior as described:calpi perched (right), taking oak catkins (centemnd swallowing
them while perched (left). lllustration by Andrésal® C.

boldtii) (Behling et al. 1998, pers. obs.). Howeveally frugivorous (Hilty 1980, Curson et al. 1994).
in addition to Oak, occasional large trees of thiee Neotropics, this warbler often forages with
Lauraceae familyNectandra acutifoliaN. lineata, mixed flocks in the upper parts of the forest.dt a
N. umbrosa and Cinnamomun tripleneryealso tively searches for insects by pecking twigs and
occur (Alcazar 2003). branches and amid leaves, moss and lichens (i.e.,
reach-up; Remsen & Robinson 1990) or by making
During an episode of intense flowering activity o$hort flights to pluck prey from foliage or other
the oaks on 11-12 December 2002, we watchedbstrates (i.e., sally-striking; Chipley 1976, Rem
eight Blackburnian Warblers between 08:00 ars#n & Robinson 1990, Curson et al. 1994, Morse
09:30 using 10x25 Tasco binoculars. They wel®94, de la Zerda-Lerner & Stauffer 1998, pers.
part of a mixed flock of small insectivorous birdebs.). This latter tactic was also used by the Blac
(also includingMniotilta varia, Parula pitiayumj burnian Warblers to collect the oak flowers, such
and Myioborus miniatus which were travelling that they were not modifying their normal foraging
through the forest canopy. Blackburnian Warbletshavior, which could thus permit potential access
repeatedly made short flights to pluck staminate a wider spectrum of food resources than previ-
oak flowers from the catkins, swallowing thenously reported.
while perched on a nearby branch (Fig. 1). Subse-
guently, we checked some oak flowers in the sukithough flower consumption, apart from nectar
rounding area, finding no insects on them thahd pollen, has been infrequently documented in
could explain this behavior according to the knowlirds, it has been suggested that this resourdel cou
natural history of this species. provide birds with a rich mix of lipids, proteins,
and carbohydrates (Riley & Smith 1986). Although
Previous authors have considered the Blackburni@lackburnian Warblers swallowed entire oak flow-
Warbler to be mainly insectivorous, and occasioers, the nutritional value of these structures adoul
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be limited. Andean Oak is a wind-pollinated speno definitive explanation in the literature forwler
cies (Fernandez-M. & Sork 2007), a characterisitonsumption by insectivorous birds, we propose
that is associated with protein-poor pollen and nbat our records of Andean Oak flowers eaten by
nectar production. Indeed, North American speci@ackburnian Warblers represent an opportunistic
of Quercusdo not produce nectar (Roulston et ahehavior. This is consistent with the known ten-
2000, Kraemer & Favi 2005). dency of Neotropical migrant birds to exploit su-
perabundant or seasonally available resources in
Considering the ecological relevance of flower cotlaeir winter territories (Karr 1976).
sumption from the perspective of plants, it is im-
portant to note that whereas some birds consuliMe thank Andrés Gallo C. for his fine drawing of
flowers that are attached to the plants (e. g.r@&hathe figure. Douglass Morse, Susana de la Zerda
1997), some others only eat them after they halerner, Gary Stiles, Jennifer Lusk, and Sebastian
fallen to the ground (e. g., Kettle 1991). WheRestrepo-Calle made helpful suggestions on the
flowers are removed from the plant, some biradsanuscript. Walter Boles, Walter Weber, Carolina
consume only parts of the corolla (e. g., petal€}ajiao, Diego Calderon, Margarita Rios and Fran-
leaving the flower's reproductive parts (i.e., ifist cisco Gallo kindly supplied useful literature. This
stamens) intact. Nonetheless, it is unlikely thatork was supported by Idea Wild Biodiversity
these florivorous birds play a role as pollinatoiSonservation Organization, the Museo de Historia
(Riley & Smith 1986, Bharos 1997). On the othdé¥atural and Grupo de Estudios en Manejo de Vida
hand, the consumption of whole flowers could W&ilvestre y Conservacion (GEMAVIC), Universi-
considered a case of “predation” (Franklin 2005)lad del Cauca, Popayan, Colombia.
thus, our observations suggest that Blackburnian
Warblers could be considered “predators” of An-
dean Oak flowers. LITERATURE CITED
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