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Dump Nesting in the Wood Duck Traced by Tetracycline
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Tetracyclines have been used to mark the bones
and teeth of coyotes(Canislatrans,Linhart and Kennelly 1967), rodents (Crier 1970), and even the scales
of salmonids(Weber and Ridgway 1962).Suchmarking is based on the property of this group of antibioticsto chelate with calcium ions. Calcium deposits
containing chelated tetracycline produce a goldenyellow fluorescencewhen exposedto wave ultraviolet light.
Alliston and Richmond (unpubl. research)investigated the use of tetracyclines as a possible eggmarking technique for the study of the parasiticegglaying behavior of the Redhead (Aythya americana).
Experiments performed with White Leghorn Chickens (Gallusgallus)and Mallards (domesticMallards
and Pekin Ducks, Anasplatyrhynchos)
indicated that

an intraperitoneal injection of the tetracycline declomycin (demethylchlortetracyclinehydrochloride) at
a rate of 100 mg per kilogram of body weight would
consistentlymark all eggslaid by these femalesfor
up to one month and longer in many instances.Un-

fortunately,further testsindicatedthat the ability of
the labeled eggsto fluorescedecreasedrapidly with
exposureto sunlight, thus precluding the use of this
technique with ground-nesting waterfowl. The technique seemedideal, however, for investigating the
dump-nestinghabit of the cavity-nestingWood Duck
(Aix sponsa).
This paper reportsthe experimentaluse
of this marking techniqueduring a study of nesting
Wood Ducks within a 250-ha green-tree impoundment at the Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge in
central New York (Haramis 1975).
We induced
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two female Wood Ducks to desert their

nests by trapping them in nest boxes during their
laying period. The nestsof these females were separated by 1.2 km, and each was adjacent to active as
well

as unused

nest boxes.

The

two

females

were
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trapped, injected with declomycin, and releasedon
19 and 20 April 1974, respectively.The declomycin
was prepared by crushing tablets with mortar and
pestleand forming a suspensionin distilled water at
a concentrationof 100 mg per cc. Becauseour field
recordsindicated that female Wood Ducks averaged
about 560 g in weight (Haramis 1975: 152), eachwas
injectedwith 50 mg of declomycin(0.5 cc injection).
We found it necessaryto mix the suspensionthoroughly before each injection.
Female l's nest contained 4 eggs and female 2's
contained6 eggswhen they were deserted.Because
Wood Ducks are known to lay at a rate of one egg
per day (Leopold 1951) and have an averageclutch
size of about 12 eggs (McLaughlin and Grice 1952),
it was likely that each female would deposit the remainder of her clutch within a week after injection.
At that time, we examinedall nest boxesfor the presenceof markedeggswith the useof a portableultraviolet light.
No marked eggs were found near the vicinity of
female 1's nest. This was not surprising, becausean
abundanceof naturallyoccurringtree-cavitynestsites
was available

on the area and female

1 could

have

[Auk, Vol. 100

to mark the eggshellsof laying fowl. We suggestthat
100 mg/kg may be used as a rule-of-thumb dosage
with other speciesbut recommend that dose levels
be evaluatedunderspecificconditionsfor eachspecies
beforeapplying the techniquein a field experiment.
In general, dosageshould not exceedthat suggested
for medical treatment, and we recommend that a vet-

erinarian be consultedfor guidelines.In addition, we
do not recommendthat tetracyclinebe given orally.
Our preliminary experiments produced inconsistent
results with this method, and we suspect that the
tetracyclinemay have chelatedwith food or grit in
the digestive tract.
We acknowledgethe staff at the Montezuma National Wildlife Refugefor their cooperationand thank
L. H.

Fredrickson,

H

W Heusmann,

and D.

Q.

Thompson for their helpful review of an earlier draft
of the manuscript.
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