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The Sparkling Violetear Mulauco was one of the bird species biologist Paul
Martin studied for his research into understanding why species live where they
do.

Body size has long been recognized to play a key role in shaping species
interactions, with larger species usually winning conflicts with their
smaller counterparts. But Queen's University biologist Paul Martin has
found that occasionally, small species of birds can dominate larger
species during aggressive interactions, particularly when they interact
with distantly related species.
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The new findings provide evidence that the evolution of certain traits
can allow species to overcome the disadvantage of a smaller size.

"We want to understand why species live where they do, and how
different species partition resources, like food, in nature," Dr. Martin
explains. "This research feeds into that. The 'larger animal wins' rule that
usually governs species interactions, and often influences where smaller
species can live, is more likely to break down when the interacting
species are distantly related."

For his research, Dr. Martin examined the outcome of 23,362 aggressive
interactions among 246 bird species pairs including vultures at carcasses,
hummingbirds at nectar sources and antbirds and woodcreepers at army
ant swarms. The research looked at the outcome of aggressive contests
for food among species as a function of their body size and evolutionary
distance.

The research found that the advantages of large size declined with
increased evolutionary distance between species—a pattern explained by
the evolution of certain traits in smaller birds that enhanced their
abilities in aggressive contests.

Specific traits that may provide advantages to small species in aggressive
interactions included well-developed leg musculature and talons,
enhanced flight acceleration and maneuverability and traits associated
with aggression including testosterone and muscle development.

"This study examines broad patterns across many species, and now we
would like to understand the details of these interactions by studying
specific groups," says Dr. Martin. "We really want to understand why
some species can overcome the disadvantages of small size, while other 
species cannot."
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https://phys.org/tags/species+interactions/
https://phys.org/tags/body+size/
https://phys.org/tags/species/


 

The research was published in the latest issue of PLOS ONE.

  More information: www.plosone.org/article/info
%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0108741
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