
 

Chubby birds get there faster
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Garden warbler with sender. Image: Wolfgang Goymann

(PhysOrg.com) -- Small migratory birds, like the garden warbler, must
make stopovers on their journeys to their breeding grounds. When they
have crossed extensive ecological barriers, such as deserts or oceans,
they must land to replenish their fat reserves.

A researcher from the Max Planck Institute for Ornithology in
Seewiesen and a team of Italian colleagues measured the duration of the
stopovers made by garden warblers on an island off the Italian coast.
There they observed that fat birds usually move on the night of their
arrival, while thin birds interrupt their journey for an average of almost
two days (Biology Letters, February 17, 2010).

While pockets of flab accumulated over the winter months may be a
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source of frustration for some, it can be a cause of joy for others: "Fat
garden warblers can make shorter stops to replenish their fat reserves on
the taxing annual journey to their breeding grounds," reports Wolfgang
Goymann of the Max Planck Institute for Ornithology in Seewiesen. The
research results have shown that the duration of a bird's stopover is not
only influenced by environmental factors, such as wind and weather
conditions, or a genetically-programmed internal urge: subcutaneous fat
stores are the main factor behind the varying durations of the stopovers
made during avian migration.

The researchers fitted ten fat birds and ten lean birds that landed on the
Italian island of Ventotene in the morning on route to the north with
temporary adhesive radio transmitters. They then monitored, at regular
intervals, whether the signal emitted by the transmitters could still be
heard on the island. Nine out of the ten fat birds flew on the same night;
the lean birds, however, remained on the island for an average duration
of 40 hours before resuming their journey. "We assume that the
majority of the birds arrived on the island the morning we caught them,"
says Wolfgang Goymann. "However, even if this were not the case, our
data clearly revealed that fat garden warblers only waited until nightfall
on the same day to move on. As opposed to this, the lean birds had to
wait until they had accumulated sufficient fat reserves for the next leg of
their journey."

The data demonstrates the importance of ecologically-intact resting
grounds: The birds can only replenish their energy reserves quickly and
move on to their breeding grounds swiftly and unfailingly if they can rest
in areas with sufficient supplies of insects, nectar and pollen. Those that
arrive early at the breeding ground can secure the best nesting sites.

  More information: Wolfgang Goymann, Fernando Spina, Andrea
Ferri and Leonida Fusani, Body fat influences departure from stopover
sites in migratory birds: evidence from whole-island telemetry. Biology
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