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A new case of interspecific brood parasitism in the common moorhen

Gallinula chloropus
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Riassunto — Un nuovo caso di parassitismo interspecifico di cova
nella gallinella d’acqua Gallinula chloropus. Con questo lavoro
segnaliamo il quarto caso di parassitismo interspecifico di cova
nella gallinella d’acqua, rilevato nello stagno di Campenesti (Cluj
County, Romania) nel 2004, in un nido di tarabusino Ixobrychus
minutus. L’ osservazione costituisce anche il secondo caso in cui
la specie parassitata appartiene al genere Ixobrychus.

The common moorhen Gallinula chloropus is a ter-
ritorial species and a very adaptable member of the
Rallidae family, which inhabits in reedbeds and
rushes along slow moving rivers or still water bodies
across the world, except for Australia (Cramp and
Simmons 1980). This adaptability is partly due to its
behavioural flexibility, as well as the reproductive
particularities of the species.

The breeding biology and ecology of the common
moorhen were extensively studied during the last 30
years (Relton 1972, Wood 1974, Huxley and Wood
1976, Forman 2001). The studies carried out since
the 80s have evidenced diversity and complexity of
the social and breeding behaviour of the common
moorhen (Petrie 1984, Gibbons 1987, Eden 1987,
Eden et al. 1988, Leonard ef al. 1988, Forman 2004).
Although predominantly monogamous, the common
moorhen displays the whole range of reproductive
strategies found in birds. Cases of cooperative breed-
ing, polyandry or polygyny, and also cases of
intraspecific brood parasitism as an additional strate-
gy have been described (Gibbons 1986, McRae 1995,
1996, Post and Seals 2000, Forman 2001, 2004).
Only 3 cases of interspecific brood parasitism have
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been identified until now in common moorhen (Post
and Seals 1989, Ueda 1993, Forman 2003).

During the year 2004, we carried out studies on
the ecology and breeding biology of the little bittern
Ixobrychus minutus at the Campenesti fish ponds.
The study area is situated in the Transylvanian Plain,
on Feiurdeni Valley, 15 km NE of Cluj-Napoca (N:
46°50°19”; E: 23°43’05”) and comprises 5 fish
ponds that spread on a total surface of 120 ha. The
reedbeds Phragmites australis and rushes Typha
angustifolia cover three of these ponds on 40 to 60
% of the surface. The common moorhen population
is estimated to 23 breeding pairs (unpublished data).

On the 27" of May, we found a little bittern nest
that had been preyed upon which still contained the
remains of three egg shells. The nest had been built at
a height of 53 cm above water in an area covered by
both reed and rush (4 — 4.5 m tall) and had a diame-
ter of 19 cm. Four days later, on the 31" of May, we
found three common moorhen eggs in this little bit-
tern’s nest. The nest was revisited again on the 3" of
June, when it was found preyed and abandoned. On
the same date, at a distance of 9 m from this nest, a
little bittern female laid its first egg in a nest situated
at 45 cm above water and having a diameter of 21
cm. On the 5" of June, this nest was holding 3 little
bittern eggs and 1 common moorhen egg (39 x 24
mm, 24 g), and on the 7" of June, the little bittern
clutch has been complete, reaching 5 eggs (Fig. 1).

This is the second case in which the common
moorhen parasitize a species of the genus Ixo -
brychus and the first case in which the parasitized
species is the little bittern.

The first little bittern egg hatched on the 23" of
June, and the last on the 24" of June. During the brood-

33



Brevi note — Short communications

ing period, we visited the nest at intervals of 3 or 4
days. The common moorhen egg was incubated same
as the little bittern eggs. On the 28" of June, the little
bittern young’s were capable of leaving the nest, while
the adults initiated the second nesting cycle. This sec-
ond clutch was also formed of 5 eggs and was com-
pleted until the 2™ of July. On the 3* of July, at 10.20
AM, in the little bittern’s nest, there was only one
young, along with 5 other little bittern eggs, and the
common moorhen egg. On the same date the nest had
been preyed upon, but two of the little bittern eggs and
the common moorhen egg remained intact. After the
nest had been preyed the common moorhen egg was
collected and artificially incubated for 5 days, after
which we discovered that it was infertile. Supposing

that the common moorhen had laid this egg on the 4"
of June, the time that passed until the moment of prey-
ing was of 29 days, which was longer than the normal
incubation period of 21 days that is described in liter-
ature (Cramp and Simmons 1980).
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Figure 1. The common moorhen egg in the little bittern nest found the 7" of June 2004 in the Campenesti (Cluj County, Romania).
— Covata di tarabusino parassitata dalla gallinella d’acqua trovata il 7 giugno 2004 nello stagno di Campenesti (Cluj County,
Romania).

A comparison of the shape, size and colour
between the first three common moorhen eggs with
the egg laid in the little bittern’s nest suggested that
that they had been laid by the same female. We con-
sider that initially, this female had used the preyed
little bittern nest to lay her own clutch. We based this
affirmation on the fact that the nests of this two
species are very similar, being built in the same habi-
tat type and from the same material. There have been
cited cases in which the common moorhen has either
used the abandoned nest of other species, or built her
own on top of abandoned nests (Ripley 1977,
Ciochia 1992, Post and Seals 2000). Because this
nest has been preyed for the second time (probably
by magpies Pica pica), the common moorhen laid
one egg in the active nest of the little bittern during
the host laying period. Previous research on the
intraspecific brood parasitism in common moorhen
have disclosed the fact that eggs laid during the host
laying period have better chances to hatch than those






