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Under my wing: lesser kestrels and jackdaws
derive reciprocal benefits in mixed-species
colonies
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In mixed-species assemblages, antipredator benefits for a timid species nesting close to a more pugnacious one are often
reported. Advantages for the protected species are usually manifested in terms of higher reproductive success than conspecifics
nesting remote to the protector species. Whether the protector species also accrues any benefit remains untested, and the
species-specific behavioral traits underlying enhanced reproductive output in mixed-species associations remain poorly docu-
mented. We studied associations between lesser kestrels (Falco naumanni) and jackdaws (Corvus monedula) nesting in rural
buildings in the Gela Plain (Italy). We tested for interspecific interactions of jackdaws and lesser kestrels by comparing single-
and mixed-species colonies in terms of: 1) vigilance, nest attendance, and intra- and interspecific interference and 2) defensive
responses shown by each species when confronted with potential predators or competitors. In both species, nesting in mixed
associations was accompanied by decreased vigilance. Diminished vigilance, however, was associated with decreased defensive
effort for lesser kestrels, whereas jackdaws increased alarm calling, but only in small colonies. Our results reveal a reciprocal
influence on behavior of lesser kestrels and jackdaws nesting within the same colony, whereby both species experience decreased
energetic expenditures associated with vigilance, but only lesser kestrels appear to benefit via reduced nest defense effort. We
discuss our results in light of the possible asymmetrical information transfer triggered by a common set of nest predators that
favors the exchange of interspecific information regarding predator detection and defense. Key words: antipredator behavior, Corvus
monedula, Falco naumanni, information transfer, interspecific interactions, mutualism, predator protection, vigilance. [Behav Ecol]

INTRODUCTION

The aggregation of different species to form a species assem-
blage can provide foraging and/or antipredator benefits for

one or more of the species involved (Seppänen et al. 2007). In
particular, enhanced access to food and predator detection and
deterrence are benefits that favor the formation of mixed-spe-
cies associations (Stensland et al. 2003; Quinn and Ueta 2008;
Goodale et al. 2010). These same benefits, however, accrue
where conspecifics aggregate together, and thus serve as selec-
tive forces favoring the evolution and maintenance of colonial-
ity (Clark and Mangel 1984; Caro 2005; Campobello and Hare
2007). Where conspecifics aggregate, however, benefits are, at
least in part, offset by increased competition for food, mates,
and/or nest sites (Fitzgibbon 1990; Serrano and Tella 2007).
Reduced niche overlap among aggregations of allospecifics al-
lows the benefits of large group size to accrue without increas-
ing intraspecific competition (Waser 1984).
Where members of multiple species aggregate together, for-

aging and antipredator benefits derive not only from a group
size effect but also from complementary characteristics that
each species brings to the assemblage (Phelps et al. 2007).
Recently, interspecific information transfer has been consid-

ered to be a tool at the disposal of each species comprising
a mixed-species assemblage, which can improve resource ex-
ploitation and predator avoidance, and thus influence the
community structure (Goodale et al. 2010). In that each spe-
cies contributes their own unique morphological, ecological,
and behavioral adaptations to an assemblage, however, inter-
specific exchanges may involve information or attributes that
would not be available in a single-species group (Fitzgibbon
1990). For example, the complementary tactics of badgers
(Taxidea taxus) and coyotes (Canis latrans) hunting Uinta
ground squirrels (Urocitellus armatus) enhance the predatory
efficiency of both species (Cahalane 1950; Minta et al. 1992).
Improved predator detection has also been documented for
cowtail stingray (Pastinachus sephen) that rest closer to the
whipray (Himantura uarnak), a species with more sensitive
mechanoreceptors, and hence an enhanced ability to detect
approaching predators (Semeniuk and Dill 2006).

Except among primates (Stensland et al. 2003), detailed
studies documenting behavioral changes of species within
mixed-species groups have been rare. In birds, mixed-species
assemblages often occur in the form of multispecies nesting
associations (Quinn and Ueta 2008), which provide pro-
nounced antipredator benefits (Quinn et al. 2003). A timid
species nesting close to a more pugnacious one will derive the
predator-deterrent benefit of the size or aggressiveness of
its neighbor for its own nests (Richardson and Bolen 1999).
Evidence that less-protected species enjoy reduced predation
by nesting close to a protector abounds (Ueta 1994; Quinn
and Kokorev 2002), though few studies have elucidated the
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fitness payoff for the apparent protector (Sergio et al. 2004).
Furthermore, whether species-specific behavioral traits provide
information to all species comprising the mixed associations
and thus underlie these benefits remains untested (Krause
et al. 2009). To better understand the adaptive mechanisms
promoting the evolution and maintenance of mixed-species
assemblages, research must go beyond the identification of
costs and benefits to the parties involved (Stensland et al.
2003; Goodale et al. 2010).
In this study, we investigated the nesting association between

lesser kestrels (Falco naumanni) and jackdaws (Corvus monedu-
la) breeding in the Gela Plain (Italy), both in single- and
mixed-species colonies. Lesser kestrels have been identified
as the protector species of red-billed choughs (Pyrrhocorax
pyrrhocorax), in that the nesting success of choughs nesting
with lesser kestrels is greater than those nesting solitarily
(Blanco and Tella 1997). The mechanism underlying that
benefit, however, remains undocumented in that neither the
vigilance at the colony nor the antipredator responses of
choughs or lesser kestrels in the single- versus mixed-species
colonies have been recorded. Furthermore, it is unclear
whether lesser kestrels that are party to an association with
choughs experience enhanced, unchanged, or diminished fit-
ness. As with choughs, lesser kestrels share a variety of potential
egg, nestling, fledgling, and adult predators with jackdaws
(Blanco and Tella 1997). Lesser kestrels are skillfull flyers
(Cramp 1980), whereas jackdaws, like other corvids, have a par-
ticularly rich vocal repertoire (Cramp and Perrins 1993). Both
of these elements may serve to enhance vigilance and thus
facilitate both predator detection and deterrence (Goodale
and Kotagama 2005, 2008; Campobello and Sealy 2010, 2011).
In addition to the complementary nature of their antipreda-

tor adaptations, species joining a large multispecies assemblage
rather than a like-sized group of conspecifics may benefit via
the dilution of intraspecific competition (Fitzgibbon 1990).
This may be especially true for jackdaws where both predation
and intraspecific interference contribute significantly to nest
failure (Röell 1978). Nest site competition among jackdaws is
fierce, as males without a nest hole have no opportunity to mate
with females (Henderson et al. 2000). Like lesser kestrels, jack-
daws are cavity nesters, though they leave ample nest habitat for
lesser kestrels where mixed-species colonies occur (Forero et al.
1996). Jackdaws, however, are described as opportunists and
scavengers and, in some cases, feed almost exclusively on eggs
and nestlings (Cramp and Perrins 1993), although jackdaw pre-
dation on lesser kestrel nests is rare (Forero et al. 1996).
We explored the effect of nesting in multispecies assemb-

lages on vigilance and defense responses of jackdaws and lesser
kestrels by comparing the behaviors of each species nesting in
single- versus mixed-species colonies. We focused initially on
colony vigilance, nest attendance, and intra- and interspecific
interference. Second, we presented taxidermically prepared
models in order to quantify the defensive response shown by
each species when confronted with potential predators or
competitors in both single- and mixed-species colonies. In
contrasting responses of birds in single- and mixed-species
associations, we also considered the different number of indi-
viduals nesting within each colony, so that the effects of colony
size and association type on the vigilance and defensive re-
sponses of each species could be disentangled.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

From April to July 2009, we collected observations and con-
ducted experiments at 16 colonies: 5 including lesser kestrels
only (hereafter, LK single), 5 with jackdaws only (JD single),
and 6 that were mixed-species colonies with both lesser kes-
trels (LK mixed) and jackdaws (JD mixed) nesting.

Study area

The study area was the ‘‘Biviere e Piana di Gela’’ (Italy;
37�01#N, 14�20#E; hereafter Gela Plain), a roughly 450 km2

area 200 m above sea level, 80% covered by cereal, legumi-
nous, and artichoke cultivations (Mascara and Sarà 2006).
The rest of the area contains pasture and garigue vegetation,
predominantly graminaceous plants, rosemary (Rosmarinus
officinalis), juniper (Juniperus communis, J. oxycedrus, and
J. phoenicea), and rock samphire (Crithmun maritimum). Several
farmhouses and rural buildings have been built in the area
since the 1950s, but most of those are now abandoned. They
are of different sizes and maintenance status, from ruins made
of small walls to 2-level mansions with several rooms, cellars,
and outbuildings. In addition to the crevices in the walls, the
roofs of these structures are covered by overlapping rows of
saddle-shaped tiles offering both lesser kestrels and jackdaws
numerous cavities in which to raise their offspring (Mascara
and Sarà 2006).

Colony and nest observations

From 8 to 25 April 2009, we conducted preliminary observa-
tions of lesser kestrels and jackdaws at the colonies to delin-
eate the behavioral variables and the experimental sets to be
used in subsequent observations and model presentations.
We did not include data from these preliminary observations
in our analyses. Starting on 26 April 2009, at each colony,
we conducted 4–9 observation sessions at 3 randomized time
periods of the day (AM: 0800–1200 h Central Eastern Time
(CET), noon: 1200–1600 h CET, and PM: 1600–2000 h CET).
We employed scan and all-occurrence sampling during 5 min
intervals for a total of 20 min of observation (Martin and
Bateson 1986) during each observation session, starting 10
min after we had retreated to a hide (burlap-covered frame
or automobile). At the end of each 5-min observation inter-
val, we stopped recording for another 5 min. During each
observation session, we recorded 14 behavioral variables, in-
cluding particular aspects of flight, vocalizations, nest-related
behaviors, and interactions of the 2 species. We used a Principal
Component Analysis (PCA) to preliminarily select those vari-
ables that best characterized lesser kestrel and jackdaw behav-
ior at the colonies (Digby and Kempton 1987). The first
components of the PCAs showed that most of the variation
was explained by 3 variables with the highest weights (from
20.54 to 20.37 in PC1 and from 0.40 to 20.31 in PC2) and,
therefore, we selected the following 3 behaviors for further
analysis: 1) perched away—the number of times individuals
perched on structures (e.g., trees or electrical poles or build-
ings) surrounding the structure housing the colony, as a mea-
sure of vigilance at a short distance from the colony; 2)
perched on structure—the number of times individuals
perched on the structure housing the colony, as a measure
of vigilance at the colony; and 3) hole in—the number of
times individuals entered a nest, as a measure of nest vigi-
lance, in that inside their nest both lesser kestrels and jack-
daws may detect and deter terrestrial predators, such as the
black rat (Rattus rattus), that otherwise cause heavy nest losses
(Mascara and Sarà 2006). We also recorded: 4) intraspecific
aggression—the number of attacks and mobbing between in-
dividuals of the same species and 5) interspecific aggres-
sion—the number of attacks and mobbing between
individuals of different species, as measures of intra- and in-
terspecific interference, respectively. We also recorded an-
other variable; the maximum number of individuals flying
over the colony. The function of this behavior, however, might
have depended on both intra- and interspecific competition
or other types of social interactions (Cresswell et al. 2003;
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Lima 2009). As we could not interpret whether the maximum
number of individuals flying above the colony was a manifes-
tation of vigilance or a product of competition based upon
observations in the field, we did not consider this variable
further in our analyses. During the 5 min intervals between
colony observation periods, we recorded the presence or the
absence (1/0) of any individual in, or in front of, single nests
as a measure of nest attendance. Three different observers
conducted observations at a distance of 10–20 m from the
structure housing the colony. As colonies were close to main
or secondary roads, both species were acclimatized to vehicu-
lar traffic, and thus when possible, we conducted observations
from a car. Alternatively, we observed colony activities from a
hide made of a folding wooden trestle (ca. 80 3 80 3 140 cm)
covered by burlap that formed 4 walls and the ceiling of the
structure. Burlap was attached to the trestle so that one side
allowed access. On the opposite side, a 20 3 10 cm cutout
allowed observations.

Model presentations

To compare responses of lesser kestrels and jackdaws to nest pred-
ator, competitor, and innocuous species, in single- and mixed-
species nesting associations, we exposed each colony to 4 models
(i.e., taxidermic mounts positioned in a perching posture), in-
cluding a European magpie (Pica pica), a jackdaw, a lesser
kestrel, and a woodpigeon (Columba palumbus). European mag-
pies are common on the Gela Plain (Sarà M, unpublished data).
They are generalist predators reported to depredate nests of
a variety of species, including those of lesser kestrels and jack-
daws (Cramp and Perrins 1993; Blanco and Tella 1997). Jack-
daw models had a dual function: they represented nest
competitors for other jackdaws and potential nest predators
for lesser kestrels. Woodpigeons are innocuous species, feed-
ing on plant material. They do not represent nest competitors
for lesser kestrels or jackdaws as they nest in trees (Bogliani
et al. 1999). Each model was attached to a wooden dowel (ca.
25 3 3 cm) that, during the presentation, was inserted in wall
crevices or under tiles of the structure housing the colony. To
ascertain whether aspects of the model presentation indepen-
dent of the models themselves, including our presence, af-
fected bird responses, we also exposed each colony to
a dowel with no model attached (negative control). Each col-
ony was, thus, exposed to 5 presentations, 4 with avian models
and 1 with a control dowel. To avoid habituation to models or
carryover aggression (Knight and Temple 1986), we con-
ducted the 5 presentations at each colony on 2 consecutive
days, 3 presentations on one day and the remaining 2 on the
next one, or vice versa, with a 30 min pause between presen-
tations within the same day. We positioned models on the
colony structure with the use of a ladder and then retreated
to the car or the hide. The distance between the model and
the nearest jackdaw and/or kestrel nest was similar in single-
and mixed-species colonies for each species and between spe-
cies (Supplementary Material). We observed bird responses
from 5 to 10 m from the colony. In 23 cases, however, it was
not possible to set a hide at that distance, and thus, in those
cases, we video recorded bird responses with a video camera
(SONY Handycam DCR-DVD110E) set with a field of view
equivalent to that we would have had from inside the hide.
Trials lasted 10 min from when the first bird returned to
within 5 m of the structure housing the colony. The presen-
tation order of models was randomized via label draws. We
employed 2 models for each species (1 and 2) whose presen-
tation was randomized to ensure that the subject responses
were in fact directed to the species and not to a specific
model. During the 10 min presentation, we recorded the fol-
lowing variables: 6) hover—the number of times individuals

flew without changing position in the air at about 5 m above
the model; 7) approach—the number of times the individuals
came closer than 2 m to the model with a U-shaped swooping
flight, first closing their distance to the model and then flying
away from it; 8) attack—the number of times individuals made
physical contact with the model; 9) ‘‘kee-chee’’ call—the num-
ber of ‘‘kee-chee-chee’’ calls of lesser kestrels (Cramp 1980);
10) ‘‘kaar’’ call—the number of kaar calls uttered by jackdaws
(Röell 1978; Cramp and Perrins 1993).

Colony size

As part of a larger investigation (Sarà 2010), from 24 April to
3 July 2009, we conducted at least 3 nest checks at each colony.
For each species, we were able to determine the number of
active nests, where at least 1 egg was laid. In turn, this allowed
us to determine the number of active breeders at each colony
for each species. We divided colonies into 2 size categories,
small and large, according to the number of active breeders
present at each colony. As jackdaw colonies were generally
smaller than those of lesser kestrels, we adopted 2 different size
range criteria to identify small and large colonies. For lesser
kestrels, colonies that contained 2–32 breeders were considered
small, whereas those with 34–62 breeders were considered large.
For jackdaws, colonies with 2–8 breeders were considered small,
whereas those with 10–20 breeders were considered large.

Statistical analyses

Colony vigilance and nest attendance
We first checked whether confounding factors affected lesser
kestrel and jackdaw behavior at the colony with a repeated-
measures Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA), where
colony (16 levels, 1 per colony site), time (3 levels; AM, noon,
and PM), observer (3 levels, 1 per observer), and observation
interval (4 levels: first–fourth per session) were treated as
fixed independent factors and behavioral categories a–e were
the dependent variables. To test whether each species modi-
fied its behavior depending on the type of association and/or
colony size, we used repeated-measures MANOVAs and AN-
OVAs (Underwood 1997), where we investigated the interac-
tion effects among the species (2 levels: lesser kestrel and
jackdaw), type of association (2 levels: single and mixed spe-
cies), and colony size (2 levels: small and large) on behavioral
categories a–e as dependent variables. To test whether nest
attendance at nests changed between single and mixed colo-
nies, we used contingency tables contrasting the presence ver-
sus the absence at nests in single- versus mixed-species
colonies for each species. Thus, contingency tables analyzed
the percentage of the presence/the absence per active nest on
the total number of observations with Yates-corrected chi-
square tests (Zar 1999).

Response to predators and competitors
We first checked whether confounding factors affected lesser
kestrel and jackdaw responses to the 5 model types with
a repeated-measures MANOVA. We treated the observation
mode (3 levels: video, car, and hide), the specific model
within each of the 5 types (2 levels: 1 and 2), and the order
in which each model was presented (5 levels: first–fifth) as
independent variables, whereas variables f–j were treated as
the dependent variables. To test whether lesser kestrels and
jackdaws responded differently in single- versus mixed-species
colonies to the 5 models, we performed repeated-measures
MANOVA and ANOVAs with species (2 levels: lesser kestrel
and jackdaw), association (2 levels: single and mixed), and
model species (5 levels: magpie, jackdaw, lesser kestrel, wood-
pigeon, and control) as fixed independent factors and
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variables f–j as the dependent variables. We conducted this
test after excluding the effect of the distance between the
model and the nearest kestrel and/or jackdaw nest on mob-
bing intensity. A Multivariate Analysis of Covariance with Spe-
cies and Association type as factors and distance of models to
nearest nest as a covariate revealed that this last continuous
factor did not have an effect on the mobbing responses of
lesser kestrels and jackdaws (F5,101 = 1.11, P = 0.360).
For all ANOVAs, we square-root transformed those variables

when Cochran’s C-tests revealed significant departure from
homogeneity of variance among treatment groups. We con-
ducted a total of 5 ANOVAs/MANOVAs. In 3 of those, all

variables met the homogeneity of variance assumption,
whereas in the other 2, some variables (1 out of 5 and 4 out
of 6, respectively) were not homogeneous after transforma-
tion. ANOVA tests are not, however, susceptible to either Type
I or Type II error with large sample sizes even when the ho-
moscedasticity assumption is violated (Underwood 1997; Zar
1999), and thus, to keep methods of analysis uniform through-
out, we employed ANOVA even for the 5 variables where var-
iances were heterogeneous among treatment groups. For all
ANOVAs, we tested differences between each pair of treat-
ments using post hoc Student–Newman–Keuls (SNK) tests
(Underwood 1997).

Table 1

ANOVA results showing the effects of association, colony size, and their interaction on the behavioral variables recorded among lesser kestrels
nesting without (small: N = 64, large: N = 60) and with (small: N = 119, large: N = 60) jackdaws, and among jackdaws nesting without (small:
N = 68, large: N = 64) and with (small: N = 96, large: N = 84) lesser kestrels

Perched away Perched on structure Hole in

F P F P F P

Species 4.59 0.033 50.72 < 0.001 0.08 0.772
Association type 1.72 0.190 19.11 < 0.001 33.71 < 0.001
Colony size 46.24 < 0.001 28.08 < 0.001 41.39 < 0.001
Species 3 colony size 1.08 0.300 0.90 0.343 5.94 0.015
Species 3 association type 3.12 0.078 30.65 < 0.001 1.25 0.264
Species 3 colony size 3 association 5.07 0.025 14.77 < 0.001 3.48 0.062

Interspecific aggression Intraspecific aggression

F P F P

Species 8.23 0.004 1.34 0.248
Association type 6.06 0.014 4.48 0.035
Colony size 1.17 0.280 3.53 0.061
Species 3 colony size 3.10 0.079 0.71 0.401
Species 3 association type 2.07 0.150 0.01 0.908
Species 3 colony size 3 association 0.87 0.352 1.76 0.185

Significant differences (P , 0.05) are indicated by bold font.

Table 2

P values of SNK post hoc tests of ANOVAs on the vigilance variables of lesser kestrels nesting without (small: N = 64, large: N = 60) and with
(small: N = 119, large: N = 60) jackdaws, and jackdaws nesting without (small: N = 68, large: N = 64) and with (small: N = 96, large: N = 84) lesser
kestrels

Lesser Kestrel Jackdaw

Perched on structure MS = 0.56 Perched away MS = 0.52

Single Mixed Single Mixed

Small Large Small Large Small Large Small Large
Single Single

Small –– <0.001 0.019 –– Small –– 0.866 0.002 ––
Large –– <0.001 Large –– 0.570

Mixed Mixed
Small 0.939 Small <0.001
Large –– Large ––

Hole in MS = 0.48 Hole in MS = 0.48

Single Mixed Single Mixed

Small Large Small Large Small Large Small Large
Single Single

Small –– 0.441 0.012 –– Small –– 0.165 <0.001 ––
Large –– 0.350 Large –– 0.519

Mixed Mixed
Small 0.012 Small <0.001
Large –– Large ––

Significant differences (P , 0.05) are indicated by bold font. Nonbiologically relevant comparisons are indicated with —.
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RESULTS

The overall vigilance of lesser kestrels and jackdaws was
affected by colony size (MANOVA, N = 615, F5,603 = 2.60, P =
0.024) and association type (F5,603 = 7.70, P , 0.001), as well
as the interaction between those factors (F5,603 = 4.26, P ,
0.0001). For each species, univariate analyses (Table 1) re-
vealed that each vigilance variable was affected by either col-
ony size (hole in) or type of association (perched on
structure), or the interaction between those factors (perched
away and perched on structure). Within each species, how-
ever, intra- and interspecific aggression were unaffected by
these factors or the interaction between them (Table 1, spe-
cies 3 colony size and species 3 association type). In partic-
ular for lesser kestrels, post hoc SNK tests showed that
vigilance at the colony (perched on structure) and vigilance
at the nest (hole in) tended to increase with colony size. The
presence of nesting jackdaws, however, reversed this tendency
as these manifestations of vigilance were reduced in mixed-

species colonies relative to the single-species colonies (Table 2
and Figure 1). This decrease of both perching on the struc-
ture and entering the nest were maintained in mixed-species
colonies (ANOVA, perched on structure: F1,607 = 30.65, SNK
test: MS = 0.58, P, 0.001; hole in: F1,607 = 1.25, SNK test: MS =
0.48, P , 0.001) when they were compared regardless of their
size (Figure 1). Lesser kestrels did not change their overall
presence in close proximity to the nest between single- and
mixed-species colonies (Yates-corrected v2 = 0.00, P = 1.00).
Of a total of 819 observations in single-species colonies and
504 in mixed-species colonies, lesser kestrels were present at
each nest 3.37 and 3.70 times per observation session, respec-
tively.
As for lesser kestrels, jackdaws in larger colonies tended to

increase vigilance, both at a distance from the colony (perched
away) and at the nest. The presence of lesser kestrels, however,
affected the vigilance in small colonies only with a decrease of
both vigilance variables (Table 2 and Figure 2). In mixed-
species colonies, both the decrease in the number of times

Figure 1
Changes in lesser kestrel vigilance-related behaviors in small and
large colonies without (single-species colonies: small: N = 64, large:
N = 60) and with (mixed-species colonies: small: N = 119, large:
N = 60) jackdaws.

Figure 2
Changes in jackdaw vigilance-related behaviors in small and large
colonies without (single-species colonies: small: N = 68, large: N = 64)
and with (mixed-species colonies: small: N = 96, large: N = 84) lesser
kestrels.

 

Figure 3
Responses of lesser kestrels
nesting without (single-species
colonies, N = 25) and with
(mixed-species colonies, N =
30) jackdaws to magpie (EM),
jackdaw (JD), lesser kestrel
(LK), woodpigeon (WP), and
control models (CTRL).
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individuals perched away (F1,607 = 3.12, SNK test: MS = 0.52,
P = 0.011) or entered the nest (F1,607 = 1.25, SNK test:
MS = 0.48, P , 0.001) were maintained when colonies were
compared regardless of their size (Figure 2). Jackdaws de-
creased nest attendance significantly when nesting in mixed
colonies with lesser kestrels (Yates-corrected v2 = 14.87,
P = 0.001). Of a total of 192 observations in single-species
colonies and 372 observations in mixed-species colonies, jack-
daws were in proximity to nests 12.11 and 5.19 times per
observation session, respectively.
Within each species, the overall response to potential pred-

ator, competitor, and innocuous species was affected by the
association type (MANOVA F5,86 = 4.03, P = 0.002). In partic-
ular, lesser kestrels nesting with jackdaws responded to
all model presentations with a decreased number of hovers
(ANOVA: F1,90 = 5.09, P = 0.026; SNK test: MS = 1.05, P ,
0.001) and approaches (ANOVA: F1,90 = 16.15, P, 0.001; SNK
test: MS = 0.71, P , 0.001) relative to conspecifics nesting in
single-species colonies (Figure 3). Lesser kestrels in mixed-
versus single-species colonies responded to models with a sim-
ilar number of attacks (F1,90 = 3.34, P = 0.071; SNK test: MS =
7.52, P = 0.054), although lesser kestrels nesting in single-
species colonies directed most responses to jackdaw and mag-
pie models. The jackdaw models elicited the highest number
of approaches among all models tested (SNK test: MS = 0.71,
P range ,0.001–0.003) and a higher number of attacks than
the woodpigeon model (MS = 7.52, P = 0.002). Still, in single-
species colonies, magpies elicited a higher number of ap-
proaches (P = 0.049) and attacks (P = 0.010) than the wood-
pigeon models (Figure 3).
Jackdaws in mixed-species colonies responded similarly to

those in single-species colonies to each individual model type
(SNK test: MS range = 0.71–7.52, P range = 0.095–1.000). They
never attacked any model and performed a similar number of
hovers (single- versus mixed-species colonies, respectively:
mean 6 standard error: 0.56 6 0.23 versus 0.17 6 0.11;
SNK test: MS = 1.05, P = 0.426), approaches (0.04 6 0.04
versus 0.57 6 0.34; MS = 0.71, P = 0.494), and kaar calls
(0.726 0.34 versus 0.306 0.14; MS = 0.84, P = 0.095). Because
we detected a significant effect of mixed association on vigi-
lance in small colonies only, we then restricted our analyses
accordingly. In small colonies, jackdaws responded differently
to the different model species (ANOVA, F4,20 = 5.17, P = 0.005)

with magpies eliciting the highest number of kaar calls, both
in single- and mixed-species colonies (SNK test, MS = 0.30,
P range = 0.011–0.005, Figure 4). Magpies also elicited a high-
er number of kaar calls in mixed- than in single-species asso-
ciations (P = 0.037, Figure 4). An equivalent test restricted
to large colonies revealed no significant effect of the associa-
tion type and/or model presented on all variables considered
(ANOVA, F4,15 range = 0.59–1.15, P . 0.05).

Behavior of lesser kestrels and jackdaws were unaffected by
the interaction among colony site, observer, observation time,
and interval (MANOVA, N = 615, F90,1494 = 1.07, P = 0.31).
Responses of lesser kestrels and jackdaws to models were not
affected by the interaction among hide type, model number,
and presentation order (MANOVA, N = 110, F30,314 = 0.53,
P = 0.98).

DISCUSSION

When nesting with jackdaws, lesser kestrels decreased both their
vigilance and response to potential predators. Parallel to that, in
mixed-species colonies, jackdaws decreased their vigilance and
nestattendanceespecially insmall colonies,but,unlike lesserkes-
trels, jackdaws in those small colonies increased the frequency of
alarm calls when confronted with a potential predator.
Interspecific information has been suggested to be of

greater value than that conveyed intraspecifically, in that it pro-
vides species-specific cues and signals that are otherwise un-
available in monospecific groups (Seppänen et al. 2007).
Specifically, the value of interspecific information appears to
be a product of the trade-off between the similarity of the
ecological niche and the competition between the species
composing the assemblage (Seppänen et al. 2007). The closer
the ecological niches of the associated species, the more rel-
evant the information is likely to be, but with that, comes
more intense competition between the species (Goodale
et al. 2010). In the mixed-species association we studied, nei-
ther colony size or association type nor the interaction be-
tween those variables, resulted in an increased intra- or
interspecific aggression for either species. This result is con-
sistent with nesting site availability being sufficient to preclude
nest site competition within and between species (Serrano
and Tella 2007) and with an ongoing expansion of the lesser
kestrel population recorded since the 1980s (Sarà 2010). The

Figure 4
Number of kaar calls of jack-
daws nesting without (single-
species colonies, N = 15) and
with (mixed-species colonies,
N = 15) lesser kestrels to mag-
pie (EM), jackdaw (JD), lesser
kestrel (LK), woodpigeon
(WP), and control models
(CTRL) in small colonies.
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absence of aggression within jackdaws may also be explained
by the abundance of nest sites in our study area relative to that
in previous studies, in which nest-boxes provided the only
nest sites available for jackdaws (Henderson and Hart 1993;
Liebers and Peter 1998).
The absence of direct competition for nest sites and the

different foraging preferences (Donázar et al. 1993; Soler
et al. 1993) place lesser kestrels and jackdaws in distinct eco-
logical niches. They do, however, share the same set of nest
predators (Forero et al. 1996; Blanco and Tella 1997), a suffi-
cient condition for selection to favor the exchange of inter-
specific information regarding predator detection and
defense (Quinn and Ueta 2008). Given their greater propen-
sity to fly (Cramp 1980), lesser kestrels may have provided
jackdaws with information on predator presence from a differ-
ent perspective as revealed by mixed-species flocks of associ-
ated species foraging on different layers of a forest (Goodale
and Kotagama 2008). Interspecific alarm calls have proven to
convey information about predator type and presence (Rainey
et al. 2004; Templeton and Greene 2007; Fallow and Magrath
2010) and jackdaws, as a corvid species with a rich call reper-
toire (Cramp and Perrins 1993), may have provided lesser
kestrels with refined information regarding potential preda-
tors. In other words, decreased vigilance of both lesser kestrels
and jackdaws in mixed- versus single-species colonies may be
attributable to a mutual exchange of information resulting
from the heightened aerial vigilance provided by lesser kes-
trels, and the enhanced alarm signaling afforded by jackdaws.
In mixed-species colonies, changes in defense responses

were not, however, symmetrical for the 2 species. Lesser kes-
trels, in accordance with their reduced vigilance, decreased
their defensive efforts. When confronted with a predator, jack-
daws maintained the same intensity of mobbing responses
(approaches or hovers) recorded in single-species colonies
but increased the number of alarm calls produced. Thus, only
lesser kestrels appear to benefit from the interspecific associ-
ation via reduced effort expended upon defense behavior. By
contrast, the interspecific association appeared to elicit in-
creased defensive effort on the part of jackdaws. The response
of jackdaws is made more intriguing by the apparent colony
size effect. Whereas mixed-species association with jackdaws
affected lesser kestrel defense independently of colony size,
the mixed-species association with lesser kestrels significantly
altered jackdaw behavior only in small colonies. Thus jack-
daws increased their alarm calls when nesting with both lesser
kestrels and a low number of conspecifics. Increased alarm-
signaling rates have been reported to be effective in the re-
cruitment of neighbors of colonial Montagu’s harriers (Cyrcus
pygargus) confronted with predator models (Arroyo et al.
2001). In the harriers, alarm call rate was inversely correlated
with the number of individuals present, though alarm call rate
was directly correlated with the number of recruits attacking
the model, thereby decreasing individual antipredator effort
(Arroyo et al. 2001). If this mechanism applies to jackdaws,
their increased alarm calling in mixed-species colonies could
be explained as a tool to recruit neighbors that are not pres-
ent in single-species colonies. Why jackdaws do not increase
the rate of alarm calling in large colonies, however, is unclear,
though perhaps there is some threshold of colony size beyond
which the recruitment of additional individuals diminishes
profitability as defined by the trade-off between predator de-
terrence and interindividual interference.
The asymmetric behavioral change in the 2 study species

indicates asymmetries in information exchange (Stensland
et al. 2003). Commensal (Norrdahl et al. 1995; Beier and Tung-
bani 2006), mutualistic (Wiklund 1979), or parasitic (Sullivan
1984; Groom 1992) relationships have been reported on the
bases of the production and use of information by associated

species (Quinn and Kokorev 2002; Sergio et al. 2004). Studies
of mixed-species groups have, however, focused on the fitness
benefits accrued by the protected species only (Burger 1984;
Norrdahl et al. 1995; Richardson and Bolen 1999; Vaänänen
2000; Nguyen et al. 2006; Smith et al. 2007), tacitly assuming
that it is the aggressiveness of one species toward the mutual
predators that explains such interspecific attractions (Ueta
1994; Larsen and Grundetjern 1997; Bogliani et al. 1999;
Quinn et al. 2003). No attempts, however, have been made to
test directly for reciprocal behavioral influences as the mecha-
nism underlying enhanced fitness for associating allospecifics
(Stensland et al. 2003; Goodale et al. 2010). Unlike the vast
majority of predator protection studies, our results reveal po-
tential mutualistic advantages in terms of decreased vigilance
for both species and decreased defense efforts for lesser kes-
trels but not jackdaws. Thus, the presumptive protector species
(i.e., the lesser kestrel) is the one that appears to have
benefited the most from the multispecies aggregation.
Cooperation among unrelated individuals is often inferred

to result from benefits derived via reciprocal altruism (Trivers
1971; Clutton-Brock 2009; Connor 2010). The stable expres-
sion of reciprocity over time, however, requires that any initial
investment on the part of the actor, that benefits a recipient or
recipients at the actor’s cost, be repaid to the actor in the
future (Trivers 1971; Raihani and Bshary 2011). An evolution-
arily stable system of reciprocity thus imposes an underlying
cost in terms of the evolution and maintenance of a cognitive
mechanism allowing a system of score keeping, thereby negat-
ing the prospect of an actor taking the sucker’s payoff (Trivers
1971; Connor 2010). Although reciprocal altruism has been
proposed as a potential mechanism promoting cooperative
avian mobbing (Krams et al. 2008), a more likely explanation
is that mobbing, particularly where it involves members of
different species, is a result of by-product mutualism (Russell
and Wright 2009), intersepcific mutualism in general, or per-
haps even manipulation (Brown 1983; Clutton-Brock 2009).
On the Gela Plain, jackdaws increased their alarm calling ef-
fort only when lesser kestrels were present, and presumably
received the offsetting benefit of enhanced predator detection
and/or deterrence afforded by the greater number of lesser
kestrels flying above mixed-species colonies. Our present data
offer no insight, however, into which of the competing mecha-
nisms account for the reciprocal interspecific changes in
behavior documented among lesser kestrels and jackdaws par-
ticipating in mixed-species nesting associations. Addressing that
question represents a compelling direction for future research
(Clutton-Brock 2009; Raihani and Bshary 2011), though such
research must also incorporate measures of seasonal reproduc-
tive success, thereby documenting the fitness implications to
individuals residing in single- versus mixed-species colonies.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Supplementary material can be found at http://www.beheco.
oxfordjournals.org/.

FUNDING

Funding was provided by the University of Palermo with a
Scientific Research Grant (ex-quota 60%, year 2007) and with
a 2008 CoRI grant ‘‘Human mobility and International Scien-
tific Cooperation’’ to M.S., and a Natural Sciences and Engi-
neering Research Council of Canada Discovery Grant
(#154271) to J.F.H.

We thank S. Triolo, J. Tysseire, and L. Zanca for field assistance and
E. Giudice and R. Mascara for field accommodation. R. Mascara also
provided important information on colony sites and composition. We

Campobello et al. • Vigilance and antipredator responses in mixed-species colonies 7

 by guest on D
ecem

ber 6, 2011
http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/


thank 2 anonymous reviewers for their invaluable suggestions that sig-
nificantly improved our manuscript.

REFERENCES

Arroyo B, Mougeot F, Bretagnole V. 2001. Colonial breeding and nest
defence in Montagu’s harrier (Circus pygargus). Behav Ecol Socio-
biol. 50:109–115.

Beier P, Tungbani AI. 2006. Nesting with the wasp Ropalidia cincta
increases nest success of red-cheeked cordonbleu (Uraeginthus
bengalus) in Ghana. Auk. 123:1022–1037.

Blanco G, Tella JL. 1997. Protective association and breeding advan-
tages of choughs nesting in lesser kestrel colonies. Anim Behav.
54:335–342.

Bogliani G, Sergio F, Tavecchia G. 1999. Woodpigeons nesting in
association with hobby falcons: advantages and choice rules. Anim
Behav. 57:125–131.

Brown JL. 1983. Cooperation: a biologist’s dilemma. Adv Study Behav.
13:1–37.

Burger J. 1984. Grebes nesting in gull colonies: protective associations
and early warning. Am Nat. 123:327–337.

Cahalane VH. 1950. Badger-coyote ‘‘partnerships’’. J Mammal.
31:354–355.

Campobello D, Hare JF. 2007. Information transfer determined by
association of neighbours in European bee-eater (Merops apiaster)
colonies. Ethol Ecol Evol. 19:237–243.

Campobello D, Sealy SG. 2010. Enemy recognition of reed warbler
(Acrocephalus scirpaceus): threats and reproductive value act indepen-
dently in nest defence modulation. Ethology. 116:498–508.

Campobello D, Sealy SG. 2011. Use of social over personal informa-
tion enhances nest defense against avian brood parasitism. Behav
Ecol. 22:422–428.

Caro T. 2005. Antipredator defences in birds and mammals. Chicago
(IL): University of Chicago Press.

Clark CW, Mangel M. 1984. Foraging and flocking strategies: informa-
tion in an uncertain environment. Am Nat. 123:626–641.

Clutton-Brock TM. 2009. Cooperation between non-kin in animal
societies. Nature. 462:51–57.

Connor RC. 2010. Cooperation beyond the dyad: on simple models
and a complex society. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci.
365:2687–2697.

Cramp S, editor. 1980. The birds of the Western Palearctic. Vol. II.
London: Oxford University Press.

Cramp S, Perrins CM, editors. 1993. The birds of the Western Pale-
arctic. Vol. VII. London: Oxford University Press.

Cresswell W, Lind J, Kaby U, Quinn JL, Jakobsson S. 2003. Does an
opportunistic predator preferentially attack non-vigilant prey? Anim
Behav. 66:643–648.

Digby PG, Kempton RA. 1987. Multivariate analysis of ecological com-
munities. London: Chapman and Hall.

Donazár JA, Negro JJ, Hiraldo F. 1993. Foraging habitat selection,
land-use changes and population decline in lesser kestrel Falco nau-
manni. J Appl Ecol. 30:515–522.

Fallow PM, Magrath RD. 2010. Eavesdropping on other species: mu-
tual interspecific understanding of urgency information in avian
alarm calls. Anim Behav. 79:411–471.

Fitzgibbon CD. 1990. Mixed-species grouping in Thomson’s and Grant’s
gazelles: the antipredator benefits. Anim Behav. 39:1116–1126.

Forero MG, Tella JL, Donazár JA, Hiraldo F. 1996. Can interspecific
competition and nest site availability explain the decrease of lesser
kestrel Falco naumanni populations? Biol Conserv. 78:289–293.

Goodale E, Beauchamp G, Magrath RD, Nieh JC, Ruxton GD. 2010.
Interspecific information transfer influences animal community
structure. Trends Ecol Evol. 25:354–361.

Goodale E, Kotagama SW. 2005. Alarm calling in Sri Lanka mixed-
species bird flocks. Auk. 122:108–120.

Goodale E, Kotagama SW. 2008. Response to conspecific and heterospe-
cific alarm calls in mixed-species bird flocks. Behav Ecol. 19:887–894.

Groom MJ. 1992. Sand-colored nighthawks parasitize the antipredator
behavior of three nesting bird species. Ecology. 73:785–793.

Henderson IG, Hart PJB. 1993. Provisioning, parental investment and
reproductive success in jackdaws Corvus monedula. Ornis Scand.
24:142–148.

Henderson IG, Hart PJB, Burke T. 2000. Strict monogamy in a semi-
colonial passerine: the jackdaw Corvus monedula. J Avian Biol.
31:177–182.

Knight RL, Temple SA. 1986. Methodological problems in studies of
avian nest defense. Anim Behav. 34:561–566.
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