DATA ON THE FOOD BIOLOGY OF HOUSE SPARROW
(PASSER DOMESTICUS) NESTLINGS

Dr. Rékdst Jozsef

Although food biological studies are of great importance from the practical
and scientifical point of view, the Hungarian special literature dealing with
this topic is rather poor (Gyurké et al., 1959; Rékdsi, 1968). The economic
importance of the urbanized stationary house sparrows owing to their huge
population mustn’t be undervalued and it’s essential to know the main features
of the nestlings’ food biology. The article gives data on the abhove-mentioned
topic.

Materials and Metods

The study was made within the scope of the International Biological Prog-
ramme — IBP (Pinowskr—Kendeigh, 1977) in 1968 and 1969. The experi-
ments were conducted by using ligature («) and all-day observation of the
parents feeding their nestlings (b).

a) Use of ligature. The esophagus was tied with a plastic thread given by
the Institute of Ecology of the Polish Academy of Sciences. Good care was
taken not to hurt the trachea and cervical vertebrae. The thread was left on
the neck of the nestling for an hour so we were enabled to analyze the feed
(data on meteorological condition were put down as well). The experiments
were conducted on the dwellers of the nests located under eaves of a cart-shed
(owned by the Bécsalmas Cooperative Farm — 46° 10" N; 19° 20" E). All the
nests were on the same level (2.4 ms from the soil). The nests chosen for the
experiments differed from each other in the location (outside and central
ones) and the number of nestlings per nest. In the farmstead — surrounded
with pastures — there were granaries, maize sheds, cow-sheds and pigsties
and dunghills. The experiments were conducted early in the morning, at noon
and in the evening during the lst (in May and June) nad 3rd (in August)
brood. The nestlings dwelt the nest No. 9 were examined three times a day.

b) All-day observation of the feeding activity of parents. On 18th May and
22nd June 1969 during the 1st and 2nd broodwe succeeded in observating
the feeding activity of the house sparrow parents lived in the nest No. 32.
The observation lasted from five a. m. till a quarter past seven p. m. In the
nest there were 4 nine-day-old nestlings during the lst and 5 ten-day-old
nestlings during the 2nd brood.

Weather conditions: on 18th May from 5 till 7 in the morning there was a
thunderstorm then it cleared up and temperature rose to 20 °C. On 22nd June
it was cloudy in the morning but later it cleared up and the temperature rose
to 22 °C. Our observation post was 30ms away from the nest No. 32 and my

151



young fellow-observators (my pupils at the grammar-school)-armed with field-
glasses-relieved each other every 2nd hour. During the lst brood between
6 and 7 in the morning and in the evening experiments were conducted using
ligature as well.

Results

a) Use of ligature. Experiments were conducted once in May (3 one-week-old
nestlings), twice in June (4 one-week-old nestlings) during the 1st brood and
nine times in August (3 one-week-old, 4 ten-day-old and 4 tweeve day-old
nestlings) during the 3rd brood. The nestlings dwelt the nests No. 2, 4, 9 and
10. The feed was removed from the mouth cavities of nestlings and analyzed.
The results are given in Table 1.

The vicinity of the granary was practically covered with wheat during the
corn-sifting, the members of 3 insects species were collected from the nearby
cornfield ( Burygaster mawra) and pastures (Calliptamus italicus, Decticus verru-
civorus). All the insects belonged to harmful species. While the smallest insects
— fly larvae — were consumed in the morning, the biggest ones — Tettigonia,
the very harmful Calliptamus and Decticus — were eaten usually in the evening
and cool cloudy days, but the most varied feed was given at noon. 72.2 percent
of the examined nestlings were fed with fly larvae. It demonstrates plainly
that house sparrows living in the neighbourhood of pigsties, cow-sheds and
dunghills decimate the fly population, so the species is important from the
hygienic point of view as well.

There was a remarkable difference in quality between the feed given to
the nestlings of the Ist and 2nd brood. While the feed of the first brood can
be characterized by the very harmful apple ermels, Burygaster and leather-
winged beetles, flV larvae and Calliptamus italicus dominated in the feed of
the 3rd brood. Only one pebble was found in the feed of the 18 nestlings.

b) All-day observation. During the Ist brood 4 nine-day-old nestlings and

1. tablazat
Table 1
Composition of feed removed from the oral cavities
of house sparrow (Passer domesticus) nestlings
A hizi veréb fiokdinak 9..rr]meqebol' nyert tf.rpluleﬂ. 0852 (z‘(’fd(’

Feed-item No. of incidences Percentage No. of pieces

Useful grains:

Triticum aestivum 11 | 61,1 16
Zea mays 1 2,0 1
Insects:

Musca domestica (larvae) 13 72,2 32
Calliptamus italicus 7 38,8 8
Tettigonia viridissima 2 11,1 2
Diptera sp. 2 115 2
Furygaster maura 1 5,5 2
Cantharis fuseca 1 5,6 2
Decticus verrucivorus 1 5,5 1
Laspeyresia pomonella | 5,5 1

Gastrolite:
Pebble 1
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during the 2nd brood 5 ten-day-old nestlings and their parents were observed.
The observation lasted 15—15 hours. The results are summarized in Table
2. and shown on Fig. 1. While dunng the 1st brocd the parents fed their
nestlings 157 times — averagely 10.5 times per hour — during the 2nd brood
the number of feedings was lower — 140, averagely 9 times per hour — though
there were 5 nestlings in the nest.

During the 1st brood the female fed 2.5 times as much as did the male,
but during the 2nd brood the ratio was lower 1.3. So during the 2nd brood
the female and the male rougly hslved the task. While during the 1st brood

=]
the maximum number of ieedmcs didn’t outnumber 21 — the female fed 14

times in the morning and 16 timt;:s in the afternoon, the male fed 4 times and
5 times during the same periods and the parents fed jointly 3 times. During
the 2nd brood the maximum number of feedings reached 32 — the female
fed 23 times and the male fed 9 times. During the st brood the female left
the nest at 5.07 at down and fed the nestling for the first time at 5.55. During
the 2nd brood it was the male who left the nest first at 5.28 but it was the
female again who fed the nestlings for the first time at 6.42. During the feedings
the parents spent a minute or so in the nest (but once the female took 23
minutes to feed her nestlings). The feeding activity can be characterized with
three peaks, the first berween 9 and 10 a. m. (21.80 feedings), the second
between 1 and 2 p. m. (21.14 feedings) and the last between 6 and 7 in the
evening (7.32 feedings) (Fig. 1).

Continuous line — 1st brood, broken line — 2nd brood. The male usually
escorted the female on her way to the nest and watched over duting the
feeding. The nconday hours were characterized by collective feedings, tlmugh

2. tablazat
Table 2
All-day observation on feeding activity of house sparrow
( Passer domesticus) parents
Egész napos megfigyelés a hazi veréb tapldalkozdsi aktivitiasdaral

No. of feedings Female fed Male fed Female-male
fed jointly

st | 2na 1st 2nd 1st | 2nd st | 2nd

Time o’'clock

boord brood

brood

5—=b6 10 — 6 — 4 — — —
6—17 5 3] 3 2 2 3 == ==
==t} 6 3 5 2 = 1 1 ===
8—9 9 8 3 4 6 4 — ==
9—10 211 8 14 3 4 5 3 =
10—11 il 12 5} 6 1 G 1 —=
1—12 D 3 3 — 2 2 e 1
12—13 9 14 6 3 1 3 2 3

13—14 21! 14 16 6 H 7 — 1
14—15 7 5 4 2 3 2 1
15—16 1) 4 14 3 H 1 = —
16—17 14 18 | 11 6 3 12 = =
17—18 17 13 11 10 5] 3 1 =
18—19 7 32! b5} 23 1 ) 1 =
19—20 e 1 — 1 = = = =
157 140 106 76 42 H8 9 6
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No. of feedings
per hour

o'clock

I. Number of feedings during a day. A napi etetések szama

in case the parents arrived at the nest simultaneously it was usually the
female who fed first the nestlings. After the first peak, between 11 and 12
the feedings became extremely rare. While during the peaks of feeding activity
it took only 2—3 minutes the birds to collect the food and a few seconds to
feed the nestlings, in the late morning hours there were intervals of 20—25
minutes between the feedings. At dusk the intervals became longer, the adults
preened on the nearby trees. It was the male who went to roost first (at 18.29;
18.51), the female after having fed the nestlings for the last time drank some
water from a nearby puddle and went to roost a couple of minutes later (at
18.45; 19.13).

Summary

The food biology of the house sparrow nmtling_ﬁ was studied by using ligature and
1|l 1] ay observation of the feeding activity of adults in 1968 and 1969.

The author hoped the results would complete not only the Hungarian trophological
st Iltll(“- but also help the researc :h work of the working group on gr anivorous birds.

3. As the species is of great economic unpmtum(‘ it’s necessary to know not only the
amount but also the composition of the feed given to the nestlings. The Oxpmlmmltb were
conducted in Southern Hungary-in region called Bédeska-in a farmstead consisted of
granaries, maize sheds, pigsties and cow-sheds and 1lung}ulls The farmstead was surro-
unded with crop land and pastures. These farmsteads aren’t; only abundant sources ot
food but excellent nest areas as well. The experiments were conducted on a colony con-
sisted of 34 nests. Beside the composition of the fead removed from the mouth cavities
of the nestlings, special features of feeding are given as well (e. g. the nestlings consumed
tlm smallest insects in the morning and the biggest ones in the P\'C‘lllllg)

. Although the adults rifled the granaries and the damage wasn’t unimportant owing
to t]w large population, during the broods the feed consumed by the nestlings was comp-
leted with harmful insects. From the hygienic point of view it’s (’\tIF‘HlPl‘y important that
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72.2 per cent of the nestlings were given fly larvae. During the broods the consumption
of harmful insects compensated the damage made to the cultures and stroed crop.

5. The feeding activity of parents was also observed. While during the Ist brood the
parents fed their nestlings 10.5 times per hour, the 2nd brood can be characterized by 9
feedings per hour, though during the 2 nd brood the maximum number of feedings per

hour was much higher (32) than it was during the Ist brood (21).

Author’s Address:
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Adatok a haziveréb-fiokak (Passer domesticus) taplilkozasahoz
Dr. Réldsi Jozsef

A taplalkozdsbiologiai vizsgdlatok mind tudomédnyos, mind gyakorlati szempontbal
nagy jelentdségiiek. Mégis igen kevés dolgozat jelent meg o faj tdaplalkozdsirol (Gyurke
et. al., 1959; Rékasi, 1968 ). Nem szabad aldabecsiilni e nagy populdcioban é16, urbanizald-
dott, dllanddan itt tartézkodo hazi verebek jelentdségét, és fontos megismerni tapldaléku-
kat.

Anyag és madszer

A taplalkozdsbiologiai vizsgilatokat a Nemzetkozi Bioldgiai Program (IBP) keretén
beliil végeztiik 1968—1969-ben (Pinowski—Kendeigh, 1977). A haziveréb-fidkdk taplal-
kozdsat nyakelkdtéses — ligatura — modszerrel (a), és egész napon dt torténd fickaetetés
megfigyelésével végeztiik (b).

a) A fiokdak nyeléesivét a Lengyel Tudomsanyos Akadémiatol kapott miianyayg zsineggel
szoritottuk le. Vigydztunk, hogy ne sériiljon meg a léges6 és a gerincoszlop. Igy lehetdvé
valt a sziil6k dltal egy ora alatt hordott tapldlék elemzése. A meteoroldgiai adatokat is
mindenkor feljegveztiik. A vizsgdlatokat a Bacsalmasi Tsz (46°10° N; 19°20° 1) majorjd-
nak koesiszin faldn, 2,4 m magasan fészkel6 hdziveréb-fiokdkon végeztiik el egy 24 fészek-
b6l dll6 kolonidban. A tsz-major udvardn bazamagtdrat, kukoricagérét, tehénistdllot,
sertésolakat, tragyadombot, kozvetlen kozelében pedig szantofoldet és legel6t taldltunk.

b) A fidkaetetés aktivitasdt az elsé és a masodik koltés idején a 32. sz. fészekben sike-
rilt megfigyelniink 1969. V. 18-4n és VI. 22-én. [d6jdrds: mdjus 18-d4n reggel 5 6rdtol
7 ordig vihar volt, de utdna kitisztult és a hémérséklet 20 °C-ra emelkedett. A 32. sz. fe-
szektdl 30 m-re helyezkedtiink el, s tdvesGvel figyeltiik egész napon 4t a fidkaetetést.
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Eredmények

a) Az elsé koltés idején mdjusban 3 egyhetes fickaval egy esetben, juniusban 4 egvhetes
fiokival két esetben és a harmadik koltés idején augusztusban 3 egyhetes, 4 tiznapos és
4 tizenkétnapos fiokdval kilenc alkalommal végeztiik a megfigyelést. A szdjiiregben egy
oran at osszegyfilt taplalék elemzését az 1. tablazatban mutatjuk be.

A magtdr el6tti talajon sok elhullott izaszem volt, és innen hordtdk a fiokdaknak a tap-
lalékot. A kdros rovarokat a kozeli kukoricaféldrél (mérpoloska) és legelérol (olaszsdska)
szodték 6ssze a hazi verebek. A fészkelési id6ben oriasi hasznot hajtanak a névénytermesz-
tésnek a kdros rovarok pusztitdsaval. A légylarvilat inkabb reggel, a nagyobb termetii
zold lombszoeskeét, a kdros siaskafajokat altalaban a hideg, es6s id6ben, a legviltozatosabb
tapldalékot a déli orakban hordtak a fickdknak. A 72,2%-0s légylarva-fogyasztdsuk koz-
egészségiigyi szemponthdl is jelentds.

h) Az elsd koltés alkalmaval 4 kilencnapos, a masodik koltés alkalmdval 5 tiznapos
fiokat és ezeket etetd sziilbegyedeket figyeltiink meg 15—15 éran keresztiil. Az eredme-
nyeket a 2. tabldzatban és az 1. abran mutatjuk be.

Az elsd koltés alkalmaval a sziilok 157 alkalommal, 6ranként 10,5-szer, a méasodik koltés
idején 140-szer, oranként csak 9-szer etettek, noha most 5 fioka volt a fészekben. Az elsé
koltés alkalmaval a tojo 2,5-szer tobbet etetett, mint a him, a masodik kéltés alkalmaval
megkozelitéleg egyforma intenzitdssal etetett mindkét sziil. Az elsd koltés alkalmaval az
orankeénti etetésels maximuma: 21, a mdsodik koéltéskor: 32. Az els6 koltéskor a tojo
5°-kor hagyta el a fészket, és 57%-kor etetett eldszor. A masodik koltéskor a him hagyta el
eloszor a fészket, 5,%-kor, de a tojo etetett most is elGszor, 6'-kor. Az etetések alkalmdval
a sziil6k dltaldban egy percet toltottek a fészekben. A fidkaetetést napi harom maximum
jellemzi. Az elsé 9—10 6ra kozott (21,80 etetés), a masodik 13—14 ora kozott (21,14 ete-
tés) és az utolsd 18—19 ora kozott (7,32 etetés) volt és az 1. dbra mutatja be.

A him dltaldban a tojot elkisérte a fészekhez, és vigyvazott az etetés alatt. A déli 6rdakban
inkabb kozosen etettek. Ha a sziil6k egyszerre érkeztek a fészekhez, ilyenkor mindig a tojo
etetett eldszir. A legkisebb gyakorisaggal az érankénti etetés 11—12 6ra kozott volt. Az
etetések estesidejében az élelem felkutatdsa 2—3 percet vett igénybe és esak néhdany
masodpercet az etetés; a kés6 reggeli 6rdakban 20—30 ln’!‘c(‘]{ voltak az etetések kozott.
Este a tojé hagyta el6bb abba a fiokaetetést (182 ; 18°1), a him a fiokédk etetése befejezése
utdn elszallt vizet inni egy kozeli pocsolydhoz, és néhany pere milva 6 is a fészekbe szdllt
éjszakai pihenésre.

Tanulméanyommal e jelentés maddarfaj fiokdinak téplalkozasbiologiai vizsgdlatahoz ki-
viantam adatokat szolgdltatni, és ezzel az IBP magevé madarakkal foglalkozd esoport
munkdjdt magvarorszdagi adatokkal igvekeztem segiteni.



