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AUTUMNAL BREEDING IN THE SCRUB JAY
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Abstract.—A case of fall breeding in the Scrub Jay (dphelocoma coerulescens) is reported
for central coastal California (first egg date approximately 8 September). Factors contributing
to opportunistic fall breeding in general, and to this case in particular, are discussed. An
abundant ripening acorn crop and access to a bird feeder may have led to this unusually
timed but successful breeding attempt.

REPRODUCCION DURANTE EL OTONO DE APHELOCOMA COERULESCENS

Sinopsis.—Presentamos un caso de reproduccion durante el otofio de una pareja de Aphe-
locoma coerulescens en la zona costanera de la parte central de California (el primer huevo
fue puesto aproximadamente el 8 de septiembre). Discutimos los elementos que contribuyeron
a la reproduccién en el otofio en éste, y otros casos en general. Una abundancia en la cosecha
de bellotas y acceso a alimento adicional probablemente explica este intento reproductivo.

Opportunistic fall breeding is found in several temperate North Amer-
ican birds. Fall nests of Acorn Woodpeckers (Melanerpes formicivorus) in
the western United States are associated with the ripening in September
of an abundant acorn crop (Cully 1987, Koenig and Mumme 1987, Myers
1915). Similar breeding in response to seed crops has been described for
Red Crossbills (Loxia curvirostra) (McCabe and McCabe 1933), Pinyon
Jays (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus) (Ligon 1971), and Band-tailed Pigeons
(Columba fasciata) (Gutierrez et al. 1975).

Despite their reliance on acorns, Scrub Jays (Aphelocoma coerulescens)
are not known to nest in the fall; breeding is typically highly synchronous
and restricted to the spring months (Carmen 1988). Of 332 nest records
for A. coerulescens californica, the latest clutch initiation date was 19 June
(L. Kiff, pers. comm.). Under natural conditions the probability of suc-
cessfully raising independent young decreases significantly as the season
progresses, presumably due to dwindling food supplies and increasing
predator activity (Carmen 1988, but see Woolfenden 1974, Woolfenden
and Fitzpatrick 1984 for alternative hypotheses regarding early nesting).

Nonetheless, on 24 October 1987 a fledgling-age Scrub Jay nestling
was found by Margaret Scharzel in Menlo Park, San Mateo County,
California. Assuming a clutch size of four, a 21-d incubation period, and
a fledging age of 22 d (Carmen 1988), the first egg of this nest was laid
on approximately 8 September, more than 4 mo later than is typical.

Due to the timing and the conditions under which this nesting occurred,
I consider it to be an example of true fall breeding rather than merely a
late nest. Several observations support this claim. First, the 1987 acorn
crop at Hastings Natural History Reservation in Monterey County, Cal-
ifornia, was very large, resulting in more fall nests among Acorn Wood-
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peckers than in any previous year (Stanback, unpubl. data). Second,
wildlife rehabilitators in Marin and San Mateo counties received a total
of three broods of Acorn Woodpecker nestlings in the autumn of 1987;
they had never before received fall nestlings. These facts suggest a sub-
stantial acorn crop along the entire central coast of California. In fact,
the fall 1987 Menlo Park/Palo Alto area acorn crop is known to have
been heavy (J. R. Griffin, pers. comm.).

It is unlikely, however, that acorns alone caused this unusual nesting
attempt. Very large acorn crops occur irregularly at Hastings Reservation
and result in occasional fall nests for Acorn Woodpeckers (Koenig and
Mumme 1987), but none have been recorded for Scrub Jays (Carmen
1988). Carmen (pers. comm.) speculates that jays fledged in the fall would
be inept at caching and recovering the acorns on which they depend
during the winter. The energetic requirements of the late summer molt
of adults also may discourage breeding at this time (Pitelka 1945). As
the Scrub Jay nest in question occurred in a suburban setting, it is possible
that factors other than the abundance of acorns in the area were involved.
As nestling Scrub Jays are fed primarily insects (Carmen 1988), knowl-
edge of relative insect abundance at the time of nesting would be valuable.
Unfortunately, these data were not available for the Menlo Park area.
However, this nesting occurred in the vicinity of a bird feeder that was
kept filled year-round. Perhaps an abundant ripening acorn crop, coupled
with this additional food resource, triggered autumnal breeding in these
Scrub Jays.
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