
 

Crows, like humans, store their tools when
not in use
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Researchers at the University of St Andrews have discovered that crows,
like humans, store their tools when they don't need them. The study
published today in the Proceedings of the Royal Society B is the first to
examine how non-human animals avoid accidental tool loss.

New Caledonian crows are famous for using stick tools to extract insects
from tree holes and other hiding places. Crows hold tools in their bill
when foraging, but need to put them down to eat their prey. "We were
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really excited when we saw crows in our study site carefully placing tools
under their feet, to use them again later" says Barbara Klump, lead
author of the study.

In experiments with wild-caught birds, the researchers discovered that
crows look after their tools more carefully when foraging at height than
on the ground. Ms Klump explained:

"This makes perfect sense because the higher up you are, the more
challenging it would be to recover a tool. In fact, wild crows seem to get
really upset when they accidentally drop their tools!"

Humans use many different tools every day, and are very good at
keeping them safe for later use. Dr Christian Rutz, team leader and one
of the study's co-authors, said:

"When you put a treasured pen in a pen holder, you know where it is,
and can quickly find it again. It turns out that crows do exactly the same,
sometimes storing their tools in tree holes or behind bark."
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The crows were extremely good at keeping track of their tools,
remembering where they had put them, and reusing them again to extract
more meals shortly after.

This tool 'safekeeping' may be very important, as it means crows don't
have to repeatedly manufacture new tools and can spend more time on
the critical business of finding food. Exactly how long wild crows use
individual tools for, and how far into the future they can plan, remains to
be explored.
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New Caledonian crows live on the tropical archipelago of New
Caledonia in the South Pacific, where all fieldwork for this study was
conducted. They are well known for their sophisticated tool behaviour,
including the manufacture of hooked stick tools (as studied here).

Crows for this study were held in field aviaries for the brief duration of
their experimental trials, before being released back into the wild.

Several animal species use tools for foraging and a few of them have
been reported to re-use and even transport their tools. This study is the
first, however, to investigate what animals do with their tools between
meals.

  More information: "Context-dependent 'safekeeping' of foraging
tools in New Caledonian crows." rspb.royalsocietypublishing.or …
08/20150278.full.pdf

4/5

https://phys.org/tags/crows/
http://rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/royprsb/282/1808/20150278.full.pdf
http://rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/royprsb/282/1808/20150278.full.pdf
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