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NEST SITE SELECTION BY PEREGRINE FALCONS

by

David A. Ponton

Los Alamos National Laboratory
P.O. Box 1663

Los Alamos, New Mexico 87545

The Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) is known to use different nest sites (nest ledges) at a particular cliff, either in
successive years, or in response to the loss of a clutch of eggs (Herbert and Herbert, 1965; Porter and White, 1973;
Ratcliffe, 1980). In Great Britain, at least 4 alternative nest sites are used at most eyries, and one had 8 (one involving a
repeat clutch) in 9 seasons (Ratcliffe, 1980).

A peregrine eyrie in northern New Mexico isunusual in that 10 different nest sites were used in 10 consecutive seasons.
The nest sites are eroded potholesin volcanic tuff along 1 km of cliff, where approximately 150 similar holes are available.
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The large availability of suitable sites apparently facilitated non-repetitive selection. In the 11th and 12th years, the
female apparently failed to lay eggs. A new female appeared in 1976 and laid eggs in 1977, 1978, and 1979, continuing
the pattern of selecting new nest sites each year. However, two second (repeat) clutches were laid in previously used sites.
Specifically, the 1978 second clutch was laid in the 1977 nest site, and the 1979 second clutch was laid in the site used for
the first clutch in 1978. This pattern, i.e., the second choice of nest site having been the first choice the year before, I have
termed the “fall-back-one” behavior.

The only historical event common to both second clutch sites is egg laying. I suggest that preference for location of
the second clutch is for a site where egg laying and associated behavior have been ritualized in the nearest past. Previous
nesting success at that site is incidental. If the “fall-back-one” behavior pattern is, in fact, common in peregrines, it should
aid in predicting the location of second clutches.

I thank Wayne Hanson for locating nest sites in 1978, and John Hubbard and Wayne Pilz for reviewing earlier drafts.
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Carnus hemapterus NITZSCH FROM SWAINSON’S HAWK

by

Richard E. Fitzner
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Battelle, Pacific Northwest Laboratory
Box 999

Richland, WA 99352

and
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The wingless ectoparasitic fly (Carnus hemapterus, Nitzsch) was first reported on North American birds by Bequaert
(1942) although in Europe, C. hemapterus seems to be fairly generally distributed. Bequaert (1942) identified the fly from
2 birds, a nestling flicker (Colaptes cafer) collected at Penn Yann, New York and a Screech Owl (Asio otus) taken in Florida.
Capelle and Whiteworth (1973) have since reviewed the distribution of C. hemapterus in North America, siting records for
9 host species, including 3 woodpeckers, starling (Sturnus vulgaris), Black-billed Magpie (Pica pica) and American Kestrel
(Falco sparverius). Main and Wallis (1974) found C. hemapterus on nestling Osprey (Pandion haliaetus) in Massachusetts and
Wilson (1977) found Pileated Woodpecker (Dryocopus pileatus) nesting material to contain the parasites. These records,
seem to indicate that Carnus is widespread in the United States. Its distribution, however, will be unclear until there is a
systematic study of bird ectoparasites in this country.

Bequaert (1942) reports the C. hemapterus has been observed on 12 families and 26 species of birds in Europe. Seven
raptor species, White-tailed Eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla), Imperial Eagle (Aquila heliaca), Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus),
Kestrel (F. tennunculus), Saker (F. cherrug), Barn Owl (Tyto alba), and Tengmalm’s Owl (Aegolius funereus) have been noted
as host.

In July of 1980, while examining nestling Swainson’s Hawks (Buteo swainsoni), we found that 12 of the 15 nestlings we
studied were parasitized by C. hemapterus. The flies occurred in groups of 3 to 5 and were found only in the axillary region
of the hawks. No flies were attached and on being disturbed they moved from the bare axillary region to nearby feathered
areas. The exact nature of the diet of C. hemapterus is unknown. Noller (1920) reports that the fly sucks blood from its host,
while Hendel (1928) felt that Carnus feeds most probably on skin secretions. We observed dried blood spots on the hawks
axillary region which is supportive of Noller’s (1920) claim. The true diet of the fly is presently in question, but the fly
could act as a vector of certain avian blood parasites.

Our findings are of interest, since few records have been reported for C. hemapterus in non-cavity nesting birds or from
long-distance migrants like the Swainson’s Hawk. Our report is also the first record of this dipteran parasite on the
Swainson’s Hawk.
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