





Murrelet/ Nest mystery unravels
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which sat on top of a large
branch, partially obscured by
foliage. The group lost no time in
setting up an observation post,
320 feet away on a nearby slope at
a site that was level with the nest.
Watching through a spotting
scope, members of the team re-
corded their observations on tape.

Most of the time, Naslund said,
the adult bird just sat on the nest,
incubating the single egg. Per-
iodically it stood up to roll its egg,
turning it to keep the developing
embryo from adhering to the in-
side of the egg shell. The male and
female traded off 24-hour shifts
incubating the egg.

The researchers saw the parent
birds exchange incubation duties
in a pre-dawn ritual. When the
returning bird arrived, it landed
on the branch a few feet from the
nest. Soft, buzzy cooing sounds
issued from the tree as the other
bird left the nest and walked over,
bowing its head several times in
front of its partner before flying
off. After a few minutes, the re-
turning bird walked over and
took its place on the nest.

Several times, the observers
saw a raven landing near the
nest. Then, two weeks after the
nest was discovered, the raven
attacked the adult murrelet,
knocking it off the nest. Ranger
Brooks Collom, who was observ-
ing at the time, ran to notify the
others. Fifteen minutes later, they
flushed a raven carrying a bloody
mass, which may have been part
of the adult or the embryo. Later
in the day, jays could be seen with

bits of eggshell in their beak, pick-
ing over the nest site.

Devastated, Naslund returned
to her surveys. Within a week,
she said, she noticed murrelets
flying in and out of a certain tree
and heard a familiar pattern of
“keer” calls. It was all very simi-
lar to what she had seen at the
first nest site. So she and Rob
Burton, a recent UCSC graduate,
staked out the tree — another big
Douglas fir, 300-500 years old.
Eventually Naslund saw a
marbled murrelet stand up in its
nest to roll its egg.

HE TEAM began videotaping

the nest activity, using a big
Mead 2400mm telescope, a smaller
spotting scope and a night scope
for viewing in low light con-
ditions. They took shifts observ-
ing the nest all day long, begin-
ning at least 45 minutes before
dawn and continuing until after
dusk. Naslund and undergraduate
Juliet Schear did much of the
observing, sleeping on the ground
near the observation post.

“At one point,” said Naslund, “I
realized that we had about $46,000
worth of other people’s equipment
up there. But despite all the ex-
pensive equipment, we were real-
ly doing 19th-century biology. We
were trying to answer very basic
questions about the life history of
these birds — the sort of things
that are known for pretty much
every other species in North
America.”

In late July, about a month
after the nest was discovered, the

chick hatched, allowing Naslund
to observe the parents feeding
their young.

“I saw one adult bring back a
fish that obviously was too big for
the chick to eat,” Naslund said.
“After several unsuccessful at-
tempts to feed the chick the whole
fish, the adult ate the fish itself
and later regurgitated it for the
chick.”

But a few days later, that nest
also fell victim to a marauder. A
Steller’s Jay, which had visited
the nest several times before,
killed the chick while both
parents were gone to hunt for
fish. Naslund said they don’t
know if it is unusual for the
adults to leave a chick alone, nor
how common this type of preda-
tion is, since so few nests have
been observed.

No one knows how many mur-
relets live in most areas, said
Naslund, so it is difficult to say if
the murrelet numbers are declin-
ing. The birds are more easily
observed on the ocean than in the
forest, so Naslund began doing
surveys at sea in September.

Next spring, when a new breed-
ing season begins, she and Steve
Singer will contirue their search
for nests in the forest. It is import-
ant, said Singer, because ‘“the
more nests we can find and exam-
ine, the more we will learn about
their nesting requirements.”

The Singers, Naslund and C.J.
Ralph of the U.S. Forest Service,
presented a paper on their work
Feb. 24 to the Pacific Seabird
Group in Victoria, B.C.
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