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XIV. IS THE COMMON TREECREEPER
(CERTHIA FAMILIARIS L)) MORE WIDESPREAD
IN HUNGARY THAN HAS BEEN PREVIOUSLY
BELIEVED?

Markku Kuitunen

Department of Biology, University of Jyviiskylid Yliopistonkatu, Jyviiskyli, Finland

The distribution and density of the Common Treecreeper (Certhia fami-
liaris) in Hungary are not very well known according to the literature. In the
extensive article on the ecology of the European Treecreeper species (C. fami-
liaris and C. brachydactyla), Szijj (1957) proposes only four separate mountain
areas where the Common Treecreeper might nest; the hills surrounding Sop-
ron, the Készegi-mountains (W-Hungary), the Biikk mountains and the
Sator-mountains (NE-Hungary). As a summary of the results he writes:
“We might roughly say that the range of C. familiaris is identical with that
of the conifers (Picea, Abies), at least in Europe, but it extends at some places
even as far down as the beech-zone.” However Stresemann (1919) already
proposed that all of Hungary belongs to the distribution area of the Common
Treecreeper.

Six years later, Horvdth (1964) wrote of the Common Treecreeper: “it
inhabits the western, northern and northeastern mountainous regions of the
country and it is not rare”. According to Horvath (1964), the Common
Treecreeper nests in forests at higher altitudes than the Short-toed Tree-
creeper, and especially in spruce forests. Nesting was first proved in the
Bakony mountains in 1972 (Bankovics, 1973). Except for some short com-
muniecations in Hungarian (Gydry — Gdardonyi, 1955; Gyory, 1957, 1959), there
is no published data known to me on the exact distribution or density of
Treecreepers in Hungary. It was generally thought that the Common Tree-
creeper prefers the forests at higher altitude in Central Europe, but it is not
absolutely restricted to coniferous forests (e. g. Stresemann, 1919; Schnebel,
1972; Foyer, 1976; Schinfeld, 1983).

Nest box experiments in Hungary

I have studied a population of the Common Treecreeper in southern Finland
(Kuitunen — Térmdld, 1983 and unpubl. data) using special nest boxes for
the species (Fig. 1) since the year 1974. At best, there have been 76 pairs
nesting in 162 boxes in an area of 5870 ha (Kuitunen, 1985).

In order to get additional material, 28 special Treecreeper boxes of Finnish
design were placed in the Pilis mountains, 40 km north of Budapest, Central
Hungary, in the spring of 1982. Three groups of boxes were used: one near
Visegrad, the second near Pilismarét and the third near Pilisszentldszlo.
Since the boxes in each sub-area were only about 25 m from each other, it
was expected that there would be only one nest in each group of boxes. In
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1. The special nestbox for Treecreepers designed in Finland. A — nestbox section from above;
B — another variety of the nestbox; C — side view; D — front view.

Finland the minimum distance between the boxes has been at least 400 m.

The habitats of the boxes were of Carpino— Fagetalia (Visegrad), Luzulo —
Fagetalia (Pilismar6t) and Quercetalia robori — petraeae (Pilisszentldszlo)
types.

In the years 1983 and 1984, I studied the Treecreeper populations of the
Pilis mountains area with the aid of 187 special boxes (Fig. 2).

Based on the published information on habitat selection and abundance
of Treecreepers in Hungary, I expected that the boxes would be occupied
mainly by Short-toed Treecreepers.
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2. The study area in the Pilis mountains. The numbers of boxes are shown.

What do the results tell ?

The results were surprising in the first year, 1982, because on the basis of
measurements on the six breeding adults, all were determined as Common
Treecreepers. Every brood was successful.

During May 1982 I wandered almost daily in the forests of the Pilis
mountains and could hear different males of the Common Treecreeper singing
outside the nestbox areas on four occasions. At the beginning, I did not know
the differences in the field characteristics between the Treecreeper species.
But when I met local bird watchers, very few of them seemed to know these
any better. Thus I wanted to clarify the actual abundance ratio and distribu-
tion of the species.

The results later gave (1983 and 1984) evidence for the view that both
Treecreeper species breed in the study area sympathically. Asin 1982, there
were no nests of the Short-toed Treecreeper in the boxes in 1983, even if it
was not rare to hear the song of the Short-toed Treecreeper once I had learned
to recognize it. Instead, the Common Treecreeper occupied the boxes and
was successful in breeding (Table 1). The first successful pair of the Short-toed
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1. tdbldzat
Table 1

The number of available (1) and occupied (Certhia familiaris) boxes in 1983 (2),
the number of nests with eggs (3), with complete clutch and incubation (4),
nestlings (5) and fledgelings (6) in five different localities of the Pilis mountains
(see also I'g. 2)

1 2 % 3 4 5 (]
By the Danube 67 2 ( 3.0) 2 2 ¥ ?
Pilisszentldszl6 40 6 | (15.0) 6 5 4 4
Visegrad 153 1 (20.0) 1 1 1 0
Sikaros 60 16 | (26.7) 15 14 11 8
Pilismarot 15 8 {1(33.3) 3 3 3 (1)?
Total 187 30 | (16.0) 27 25 19 12

Treecreeper nested in a box on the Szentendrei-Island in 1984. The site was
dominated by Quercus robur (809,) and Q. cerris (209,), and the trees were
84 years old on average. In addition, there were two successful nests in natural
sites in the area of Malas-hegy in the middle of the Pilis mountains, one in
1983 and one in 1984. During the breeding season it proved to be easy to
distinguish the species by their songs and voices. It is evident, however, that
at least some of the Short-toed Treecreeper males can very accurately imitate
the song of the Common Treecreeper (Hanssen, 1983). However, they do not
repeat the “wrong” type of song very many times before they begin to use
their own again. On contrast to this finding, T'hielcke (1972) claims that the
males of Certhia spp. singing themes of Certhia familiaris and C. brachydactyla
in the wild were always found to be Common Treecreepers (C. familiaris).
The box sites occupied by the Common Treecreeper were typically domi-
nated by the Winter Oak (Quercus petrea) (Table 2). In general, the tree

2. tdbldzat
Table 2

The mean frequencies (%,) of the tree species in the sites of the next boxes
occupied by the Common T'reecreeper in 1983. The number of sites dominated
by each species is given in brackets

o
= D BO O BO

Quercus petrea
Q. cerris
Carpinus betulus
Pinus nigra
Salix alba

Q. pubescens
Fraxinus ornus
Fagus silvatica
Populus nigra
Pinus silvatica
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species composition in the sites of the occupied boxes corresponded well to
the forest grove structure of the Pilis area forest. No Treecreepers were found
nesting in the boxes in the very young lowland forest on the Szentendrei-
Island. The only two nests found there were in a forest containing mainly old
willows (Saliz alba).

The age of the trees in the stands with occupied boxes was on the average
67.2 years (S. D. = 15.4; N = 23). Quercus petrea characterized the nesting
site in 13 cases, Carpinus betulus in eight cases, and wooded lowland steppe
in two cases.

Some information on the breeding results has been presented in Table 2.
In 1983, the first egg was laid on average on the 7th April (S. D. = 4.3;
N = 8). If the late four clutches, which are probably renewal or second
clutches, are taken into account the averageis 14th April (S.D. = 12.8 [days];
N = 12). The clutch size was 5.7 (S. D. = 0.9; N = 14; range from 3 to 7).
One brood produced 1.9 fledgelings per breeding attempt (N = 28). If the
totally destroyed breedings are excluded 4.5 fledgelings were produced on
average. Still, it is impossible to say how many descendants the population
produced per one breeding pair due to the lack of data on the second breed-
ings. Woodpeckers (Dendrocopos spp.) proved to be the most important
predators.

In the Museum of Natural History in Budapest I measured the Treecreeper
skins (67), of which 34 were determined as Common Treecreeper and 33 as
Short-toed Treecreeper (Kuitenen, M. — Kuitenen, P., 1985). I noticed that 9
Common and only 3 Short-toed Treecreepers were found or shot during the
nesting time from April to July. This does not either support the idea that
the Common Treecreeper is common in Hungary only in winter because of
migration.

Coneluding remarks

Although my data is fragmentary, I think that the distribution and habitat
selection of Treecreepers in Hungary are probably similar to those in other
Central European countries at present. The Common Treecreeper is a gener-
alist, not dependent on any specified species of tree, if only the trees are rela-
tively old. The Short-toed Treecreeper seems to prefer oaks (Schnebel, 1972;
Foyer, 1976; Schinfeld, 1983). Obviously, the Common Treecreeper is more
widespread in Hungary than has been previously believed (Szijj, 1957). It is
possible, however, that the Common Treecreeper occupies the nestboxes more
easily because of its dominance over the Short-toed Treecreeper (Schnebel,
1972). In this case, the density of the Short-toed Treecreeper would have been
considerably underestimated, if only the nestboxes had been studied. There
were, however, many empty boxes after the occupancy of the Common
Treecreeper, which were not accepted by the Short-toed Treecreeper.

Finally, I want to emphasize the need of more comprehensive research on
the autoecology of Treecreepers bothin Hungary and in areas where the ranges
of the two species overlap. As my results on habitat selection of the Common
Treecreeper do not agree exactly with the earlier information on preference
for spruce (see the literature in Schnebel, 1972), it is possible that the habitat
selection pattern of the species has changed or been misunderstood.
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