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INTERSPECIFIC FEEDING OF MOUNTAIN 
BLUEBIRD NESTLINGS BY A PYGMY NUTHATCH
STEVE ZAMEK, 740 Greenview Pl., Los Altos, California 94024;  
steve@featherlightphoto.com

EDWARD R. PANDOLFINO, 1328 49th Street, Sacramento, California 95819

On 17 June and 20 June 2014 Zamek and his sister, J. Zamek, observed an adult 
Pygmy Nuthatch (Sitta pygmaea) feeding Mountain Bluebird (Sialia currucoides) 
nestlings near Prosser Creek Reservoir, Nevada County, California. The bluebirds’ 
nest cavity was approximately 2 m above the ground in a large snag. An active Pygmy 
Nuthatch nest with nestlings was in a cavity in the same snag approximately 2 m above 
the bluebird nest. There were other nest holes in this snag, but they did not appear to 
contain active nests. During approximately two hours of observation in late afternoon 
on 17 June and three hours in early morning on 20 June, a female Mountain Bluebird 
frequently fed the three bluebird nestlings. A male Mountain Bluebird was also present 
and remained close to the nest most of the time but visited the nest only four times 
on 17 June and twice on 20 June. A Pygmy Nuthatch also fed the Mountain Bluebird 
nestlings at least ten times on 17 June and at least nine times on 20 June. The Pygmy 
Nuthatch also reached into the Mountain Bluebird nest and removed fecal sacs two 
times on 20 June. Zamek obtained photographs of the bluebirds and the nuthatch 
feeding the bluebird nestlings and removing a fecal sac (see this issue’s back cover), 
making this one of very few photographically documented examples of interspecific 
feeding of nestlings and nest maintenance.

The male bluebird jabbed at the nestlings’ open bills but did not actually feed 
them during two visits to the nest on 20 June. These apparent “mock” feedings 
occurred immediately after the male bluebird had chased the nuthatch away from 
the nest. The nuthatch was persistent in its attempts to feed the bluebird nestlings, 
despite the male bluebird’s aggression, making approximately as many visits as the 
female bluebird. The female bluebird never chased the nuthatch. The active Pygmy 
Nuthatch nest in this snag was well attended by at least two adult Pygmy Nuthatches, 
but Zamek never observed any nuthatch make a direct visit to the bluebird nest from 
the nuthatch nest. Although up to three nuthatches were observed simultaneously, it 
was not possible to determine if the bluebirds were being fed by one of the nesting 
pair or by the third nuthatch.

Cases associated with brood parasitism excluded, interspecific feeding of nestlings 
or fledglings has been described in at least 78 species of birds (Eddinger 1970, Shy 
1982, McGowan 1990, McNair and Duyck 1991, Erickson 1998, Drozdz et al. 
2004, Pierce 2005, Archer and Stansfield 2006, Kristin 2009, Hall et al. 2010, 
Matsuda 2011, Heber 2012).

Pinkowski (1980) also observed a Pygmy Nuthatch feeding Mountain Bluebird 
nestlings and removing fecal sacs in Colorado, making the observation described here 
only the second published example of interspecific feeding between these two species. 
Pinkowski also noted that the frequency of feeding by the nuthatch was similar to 
that of the bluebirds and that the nuthatch removed fecal sacs by leaning into, but 
not entering, the nest cavity. In contrast to Zamek’s observations, Pinkowski noted 
that both bluebird parents chased the nuthatch. Shy (1982) proposed seven possible 
proximate causes for a bird of one species feeding the young of another: (1) the 
bird was raising a mixed-species clutch; (2) the original nest of the bird failed or was 
destroyed; (3) the nest of the other species was close to the nest of the bird engaging 
in interspecific feeding; (4) begging of the heterospecific young stimulated the bird to 
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feed them; (5) orphaned heterospecific young were “adopted” by the feeding bird; (6) 
a male bird with an active nest fed another species while his mate incubated; (7) an 
unmated bird formed an interspecific parental relationship with the actual parent of 
the young. In the case we describe, one can rule out a mixed-species clutch, orphaned 
heterospecific young, or an interspecific parental relationship as proximate causes. 
If the nuthatch feeding the bluebirds was one of the pair nesting in the same snag, 
then the proximity of the two nests could have been a contributing factor. While the 
presence of begging young may have been a factor, Zamek heard no begging from 
the nestlings during either of his visits. Still, the young may have begged at other times 
and thus stimulated the feeding response in this nuthatch. Therefore, the interspecific 
feeding reported here could have been due to one or more of the following factors: 
the nuthatch having lost a nest; proximity of the bluebird nest to the nuthatch nest; 
the nuthatch having an incubating female in a different nest in the general area; the 
presence of begging bluebirds stimulating the feeding instinct. It is possible that the 
nuthatch feeding the bluebirds was a nonparental helper at the nearby Pygmy Nuthatch 
nest, as such nest helpers have been observed at 17–40% of Pygmy Nuthatch nests 
studied (Norris 1958, Storer 1977, Sydeman et al. 1988).

We thank Luke George for very helpful comments on an earlier version of this 
manuscript. Peter LaTourrette and John Sterling provided useful suggestions about 
which photos to include to best illustrate the observed behaviors.
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WFO’s 41st Annual Conference — 
Humboldt County, California

28 September–2 October 2016 
Please join us for Western Field Ornithologists 41st annual conference, to be held 

28 September through 2 October 2016 at the River Lodge Conference Center, on 
the Eel River in Fortuna, California. 

Events will include indoor workshops on Friday and Saturday mornings, science 
sessions on Friday and Saturday, a no-host reception on Friday evening, our annual 
banquet on Saturday evening, and field trips Thursday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday. 

Fortuna is within 14 miles of several important birding areas, including the Eel River 
State Wildlife Management Area, the Loleta Bottoms, the Ferndale Bottoms, and Russ 
Park. Within the southern portion of nearby Humboldt Bay are several more notable 
sites, including King Salmon, Fields Landing County Park, the Humboldt Bay National 
Wildlife Refuge’s Hookton Slough Trail and Shorebird Loop Trail and the Mattole 
Valley Loop. Farther afield, outstanding birding areas include the Arcata Marsh and 
Wildlife Sanctuary, the Eureka waterfront, Big Lagoon County Park, Woodley Island 
and Vance Road, Mad River County Park, the Blue Lake riparian area and Mad River 
Hatchery, and the Horse Mountain area.

We look forward to seeing you in Fortuna!

MARK YOUR CALENDAR
WFO will be offering a tour of the central Sierra Nevada led by Jon Dunn, Lena 

Hayashi, Ed Pandolfino, and Dave Quady, 20–28 June 2016. This trip will cover 
all the Sierra’s best habitats on both the west and east sides of the range. It will 
include an evening of owling when we will try for the Spotted, Flammulated, Western 
Screech-, Northern Pygmy-, and Northern Saw-whet Owls. Other target birds include 
the Black Swift, White-headed Woodpecker, Williamson›s Sapsucker, Pinyon Jay, 
Mountain Bluebird, Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch, Pine Grosbeak, Red Crossbill, and 
Evening Grosbeak. Registration will open in November 2015, and full details and 
pricing will be announced via a WFO news e-mail. If you are not currently on our 
e-mail list, send a message to erpfromca@aol.com with your full name, city, state, 
and current e-mail address.

WESTERN BIRDS ONLINE
 Issues of Western Birds are now available as downloadable PDFs at www.western 

fieldornithologists.org/publications.php, and WFO members have access to the latest 
issues. Members who would like to save some shelf space, save some trees, and help 
WFO save some money, can opt out of receiving a mailed paper copy of Western 
Birds. Just send an e-mail to treasurer Suzanne Carota (smcarota@gmail.com) and let 
her know that you would like to take advantage of this option. Publication on paper is 
not going away, and members who prefer a printed journal are as welcome as always.
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“Featured Photos” by © Steve Zamek of Los Altos, California: Nest of a Mountain 
Bluebird (Sialia currucoides) near Prosser Creek Reservoir, Nevada Co., California—
and a Pygmy Nuthatch (Sitta pygmaea) that fed the nestling bluebirds repeatedly.


