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Abstract

ThelIndian Hawk-Cuckoo (Hierococcyx variusVahl.) was
found to be a brood parasite on Pale-capped Babbler,
Turdoides affinis (Jerdon) in Kerala Agricultural
University (KAU) Campus, Thrissur. The chances of
babbler nests parasitised by cuckoos is maximum when
they build nests on open-crowned and exposed trees at
heights more than 5m. However, the nest building
materialsand theflock size of the babbler family did not
influence the cuckoo in selecting the host. The study
also indicates that the cuckoo may be destroying the
eggs or the chicks of the host.
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Introduction

In spite of al that has been published by Baker (1906-07, 1908)
and others, unequivocal dataon the breeding of Indian parasitic
cuckoo are by and large lacking (Becking, 1981). Most cuckoos
areknown for their act of brood parasitism, the details of which
arestill unraveled. Each cuckoo hasits own specific hogt, like
babblers, bulbuls, crows, ioras, etc., who act asfoster parentsto
bring up the cuckoo chicks.

The Ceylon Hawk-Cuckoo (Hierococcyx varius ciceliae)
changed the host from the Ceylon Babbler (Turdoidesrufescens)
to the Jungle Babbler (Turdoides striatus) during the course of
its habitat change (Lushington, 1949). Macdonald (1959)
reported that four Large Grey Babblers (Turdoides malcolmi)
constructed the nest jointly, inwhichtwo femaleslaid their eggs.
Communal defense of thefledglings of the Large Grey Babblers
(Turdoides malcolmi) was reported by Dharmakumarsinhji
(1961). Jungle Babblersare parasited by other cuckoosalso. A
Pied Cuckoo (Clamator jacobinus) chick was found to be fed
by four Jungle Babblers (Bates, 1938, 1959). Ali (1968) has
reported the Brown Dipper (Cinclus pallasii) as a host of a

cuckoo (Cuculus sp.).

Brood parasitismin I ndian Hawk-Cuckoo (Heirococcyx varius)
has been reported by Himmatsinhji (1980) and Ali (1969). Their
preferred hosts are babblers; in Kerala the favorite host is the
Jungle Babbler (Turdoidesstriatus) (Ali, 1969).

Mathew et al. (1980) and, Zacharias and Mathew (1988) had
done a detailed study on the breeding biology of the babblers.
Becking (1981) reported Turdoides affinis, Turdoides striatus,
Turdoides rufescens and many species of laughing thrushes as
hosts of the Indian Hawk-Cuckoo. Johnsingh et al. (1983)
reported that there was no cooperative hunting or food sharing
between adult Pale-capped Babblers and that their chief food
wasanima matter. Theegg colour and size of the cuckoo matches
exactly that of the babbler eggs. The cuckoos are faster in egg
laying and it is believed that the female cuckoo inherits her egg
colour exclusively from her maternal parent (Martin, 1987).

The nest owners are said to gject the cuckoo eggs from the nest
if the contrast is perceived and the eggs vary considerably
(Livesey, 1938). Investigationsinto the nest building biology of
birdsinclude nest lodging sites, nesting height preference, nest
construction material, nest composition, nest morphology,
colonial nesting and nesting territory (Baker, 1929; Ali & Ripley,
1987; Hanzak, 1971), which are of practical importancein bird
conservation and management (Anon, 1981). Thisisemphasized
by the fact that protecting and promoting the breeding and
feeding habitats only can ensure conservation of birdsin their
natural range.

A brief study was conducted on the breeding biology of Pale-
capped Babblers and brood-parasitism of the Indian Hawk-
CuckoointheKeralaAgricultural University campus, Thrissur,
Keralafrom June 1997 to May 1998. The purpose of the study
wasto learn

(i) whether the nest location and height, nesting material and
flock size of the babblers have any influence on it being
parasitised by the Indian Hawk-Cuckoo; and

(i) whether the cuckoos damage the host’s eggs or nestlings.
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Study areaand M ethods

The study was conducted at Kerala Agricultural University
(KAU) main campus, Vellanikkara, Thrissur District, Kerala
covering atotal areaof 391.44ha. Thearealieswithinalongitude
of 76°13"'and latitude of 10°14'. Theareaconsistsof plantations
of coconut, arecanut, rubber and cocoa. There are gardens,
grasslands and natural vegetation of trees and shrubs. Out of
the 1,200 speciesof birdsthat arereported from India(Ali, 1979),
475 have been reported from Kerala(Neelakantan et al ., 1993).
The Kerala Agricultural University (KAU) Campus supports
about 140 birds. Out of the 15 speciesof cuckoosin Kerala, nine
speciesarereported from KAU campus (Nameer et al., 2000)

The area enjoys a tropical climate. The Southwest Monsoon
contributes a greater proportion of the rain compared to the
Northeast. Rainfall is 3042.8mm. Mean monthly maximum
temperature (Mar.-Feb.) isfrom 28.6°C-35.7°C and mean monthly
minimum temperaturevariesfrom 21.8°C-24.5°C. Mean monthly
maximum humidity variesfrom 95-77 per cent.

The study was done from June 1997 to May 1998 in the KAU
campus. A thorough search for nests was done during the
reported breeding season of Pale-capped Babbler (March to
June). A total of ninenestswerelocated in different areasinthe
campus. Observations such as the species of tree on which the
nest was constructed, the height of the nest, distance from human
habitation and the flock size of the babbler family were made.
The nest building materials were identified after the birds
abandoned them. Observationswere madefor al the nests, the
behaviour of birds were also noted, and compared to the nest
with cuckoo chick. The fledgling was followed after its
emergence from the nest.

Results and Discussions
Observations on the Pde-capped Babbler nestsare givenin Table 1.

Nest height
Thetwo parasitised nestswere at aheight of 4.8m and 5.5m from

ground level. The other Pale-capped Babbler nestswere lower
(Mean height = 1.93m, sd = 0.73m, n = 7). We assume that the
probability of babbler nests being parasitised by cuckoos is
moreif the nests are located at a height of more than 5m.

Host tree

Two parasitised nests were located on Ailanthus triphysa and
Smaruba glauca, both the trees, incidentally, belong to the
family Simaroubaceae. These two trees have an open crown
and the branches are well exposed. The parasitised nests were
more exposed when compared to other nests.

Flock sizeof babblers

Theflock sizeof al theninebabbler familiesvaried from four to
seven (mean = 5.44, sd = 1.13). The flock sizes of the cuckoo
occupied nestswerefiveand seven. Theflock size of the babbler
family did not have any effect on it being parasitised by the
cuckoo.

Nest buildingmaterial

The nesting materials also were more or lessthe samein all the
nests studied. They were mostly composed of Casuarina
needles, finegrassand roots. Twineswerefound to beacommon
material forming the major part of the nest, second being the
roots and grasses. Some nests also had banana fibres in them.
Thenest building material, we assume, does not have any effect
on the nest being attracted or repelled by the cuckoo.

The composition of the nestling(s) and egg(s) in al the nests
studiedisgivenin Table 2.

While more than one chick or egg was observed in the non-
parasitised nests, the parasitised nests had only the cuckoo
chick. Thisprobably indicatesthat the cuckoo (either the mother
or the chick) may be destroying the eggs or the chicks of the
host.

General observationson thebabbler nest
All the members of the babbler flock fed the nestlings or
fledgelings. Thefeeding was morefrequent inthe morning and

Table 1. Observations on the Pale-capped Babbler nests during 1997-1998 in Kerala Agricultural University campus, Thrissur.

Host Tree Family Nest Flock Nest building material
height (m) size
1. * Ailanthus triphysa Simaorubaceae 55 5 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Casuarina needles
2.* Simaruba glauca Simaroubaceae 48 7 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Casuarina needles
3. Anacardium occidentale Anacardiaceae 152 5 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Casuarina needles, Banana fibres
4. Anacardium occidentale Anacardiaceae 164 6 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Casuarina needles
5. Caesalpinia corriaria Leguminaceae 333 7 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Casuarina needles
6. Sterculia guttata Sterculiaceae 254 4 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Casuarina needles
7. Mimusops elenjii Moraceae 146 4 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Casuarina needles
8. Musa sp. Musaceae 154 6 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Casuarina needles, Banana fibres
9. Piper nigrum. Piperaceae 148 5 Dry grass, Twines, Fine roots, Banana fibres

* Nests with Indian Hawk-Cuckoo chick.
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Table 2. Composition of the nests of the Pale-capped Babblers.

Host Tree Cuckoo Babbler Babbler
chick chick eggs
1. * Ailanthus triphysa 1 0 0
2.* Simaruba glauca 1 0 0
3. Anacardium occidentale 0 3 0
4. Anacardium occidentale 0 2 0
5. Caesalpinia corriaria 0 3 1
6. Sterculia guttata 0 2 0
7. Mimusops elenjii 0 2 1
8. Musa sp. 0 2 0
9. Piper nigrum. 0 2 1

* Nests with Indian Hawk-Cuckoo chick.

late afternoon hours. During hot noon hours, the birds either
fed themselves or took rest in nearby branches. Most of the
time one bird kept awatch over the entire areafrom atop ahigh
branch giving warning signalsto intruders. In case of intruders
including man, Black-hooded Orioles, domestic cat, crows,
mongoose, Asian Koel and squirrels, they made great fuss and
managed to keep the intruder away. Johnsingh et al. (1983)
reported that Shikra (Accipiter badius) has created the most
anti predator responses from the Pale-capped Babblers. In our
study, we noticed that one bird spent the night with chick(s)
when they were without plumage. But when the chicks
developed plumage, they were left alone. Eggs were noticed
unhatched in three nests without a cuckoo chick. The nest on
the Mimusops elenjii was found destroyed, when the two
fledglings started to devel op feathers and the egg was seen on
the ground attacked by ants.

Observationsin nestswith cuckoo chicks

Thefrequency of feeding the cuckoo nestling was higher, when
compared to the feeding frequency to the babbler chicks. After
leaving the nest, the cuckoo perched at heights varying from
4mto 18m, in spite of which they werebeing fed by thebabblers.
It may be noted that babblers seldom go to that height otherwise.
Occasionally, it was observed that the cuckoo fledgling came
down to the bushes at a height of 3m begging for food but it
never came to the ground.
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