
 

Birds hit by cars are, well, bird-brained
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Bird species with a larger brain have a tendency to adapt better to the dangers of
vehicle traffic, according to a new study

What's the difference between birds that get killed by cars, and those
that don't?

The dead ones tend to have smaller brains, scientists who performed
3,521 avian autopsies said Wednesday.

What might be called the "bird brain rule" applies to different species,
depending on the ratio of grey matter to body mass, they reported in the
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journal Royal Society Open Science.

Crows, for example, have big brains relative to their size, and have
shown a remarkable knack for navigating oncoming traffic.

While picking at road kill on Florida highways, earlier research showed,
the scavengers learned to ignore cars and trucks whizzing by them within
inches, but would fly away just in time when threatened by a vehicle in
their lane.

"I don't know if we can say they are 'smarter,' but they do exhibit
cognitive behaviour that makes them likely to survive," lead author
Anders Pape Moller, an evolutionary biologist at the French National
Centre for Scientific Research, told AFP.

Pigeons, by contrast, appear to be less adept at avoiding collisions, a
deficiency visible in compressed form on most big-city streets.

Not coincidentally, they have teeny-weeny brains.

More surprisingly, the relation between brain size and traffic accidents
also holds within the same species, the study found.

"Common European blackbirds, house sparrows and robins all show this
difference in individuals that were hit by cars, and those that were not,"
Moller said by phone.

Undamaged brains from birds killed in accidents—weighed to within a
hundredth of a gramme—were consistently smaller, he said.

Grim tally

At the same time, other organs—liver, heart and lungs—all had the same
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mass.

In total, the researchers examined 251 different species.

The finding raises the question of whether certain species, and certain
populations within species, have evolved over the space of dozens of
generations such that birds with car-dodging abilities have become more
common.

Moller is sceptical.

Recent research has shown that evolutionary changes in many
animals—fish and insects, in particular—are occurring in response to
climate change and human encroachment on habitat far more quickly
that scientists imagined possible.

But given that fast-moving cars have only been on the roads for less than
a century, it is unlikely that birds have adapted—as a species level—that
fast.

"The other problem is that total mortality due to traffic is not big enough
to cause evolutionary change," Moller said.

It would take a very high death toll, in other words, to exert a strong
influence on the course of evolution.

Having said that, a lot of birds get killed by moving vehicles.

The State of the Birds annual report estimated in 2014 that 200 million
birds perish on the road every year in the United States alone.

Estimates for Europe are lower, but worldwide the grim tally is certainly
in the hundreds of millions.
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But there are an estimated 300 billion birds in the world, so the death toll
is still only a fraction of one percent.

There is one threat, however, to which our feathered friends almost
certainly have evolved to avoid, though with limited success.

The same report estimates that 2.4 billion birds fall victim in cats every
hear in the United States.

  More information: Brain size in birds is related to traffic accidents, 
Royal Society Open Science, rsos.royalsocietypublishing.or …
/10.1098/rsos.161040

© 2017 AFP

Citation: Birds hit by cars are, well, bird-brained (2017, March 29) retrieved 9 April 2024 from 
https://phys.org/news/2017-03-birds-cars-bird-brained.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://phys.org/tags/birds/
http://rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org/lookup/doi/10.1098/rsos.161040
http://rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org/lookup/doi/10.1098/rsos.161040
https://phys.org/news/2017-03-birds-cars-bird-brained.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

