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Severe decrease in a population of Starlings

LARS VON HAARTMAN

The Starling Sturnus vulgaris is certainly con-
sidered one of the most successful of all bird
species . In Northern Europe it is a classic
example of the species that have spread rapidly
to new areas since the end of the 19th century
(Sweden: JÄGERSKIÖLD 1919, Norway : HAF-
TORN 1971, Finland : v. HAARTMAN et al . 1963
-72) . In North America it was introduced on
the Atlantic coast in 1890, and between ca . 1905
and 1955 it spread over most of the continent,
including parts of Canada and Mexico (FISHER
& PETERSON 1964) . On the Pacific coast it has
been known for many years as a pest of orchards
and berry plantings .
The trend noted in the population of Star-

lings in my study area at Lemsjöholm in SW
Finland (60°30'N, 21°27'E) is thus most ex-
ceptional . Since 1962, 29-47 nest-boxes for
Starlings have been available in this area . The
boxes were inspected yearly (exact data from
1965 not available, but the population was de-
finitely not exceptional) . The number of occu-
pied nest-boxes is shown below :

The 1970s were evidently a period of relative-
ly low Starling numbers, the years 1976-77
being catastrophic . It is, however, possible that
the total population, including nests in natural
holes, was somewhat more successful ; nest-boxes
may be suboptimal for the Starling, so that pro-

portionately less are utilized if there is a super-
abundance of natural holes .

Since the beginning of the study the number
of young fledged has been surprisingly low. The
data available on this matter are not complete,
but in a few years I tried to ring all the young,
and thus obtained figures for the numbers of
young still alive on the date of the attempted
ringing, about a week before fledging . The years
1962 and 1974 may serve as examples . (The
following abbreviations are used : c = clutch,
e = egg, b = brood, y = young.)

KLUIJVER (1966) showed that continuous re-
duction of Great Tit Parus major broods to the
half of their normal size did not reduce popula-
tion size in an isolated, self-maintaining island
population . Post-fledging mortality was density-
dependent, being inverse to the production of
young. In the case of the Starlings at Lemsj6-
holm, the loss of young was heavier than 50 %
of those hatched. Starling clutches are relative-
ly small, and few North European Starlings
breed at one year of age (BERTHOLD 1964) .
As northern Starlings are migratory, and com-
pete for food in winter-time with local non-
migratory populations, even a moderate re-
duction in fecundity seems likely to reduce the
population . Under these circumstances it is ra-
ther surprising that the population remained re-
latively unchanged during the first 14 years of
the study. Recruitment from other, less heavily
affected areas may have improved the situation .

Year
Nest-boxes
in acceptable
condition

Nests with
eggs

1962 37 27=73 %
1963 34 16=47 %
1964 34 26=76 %
1966 39 29=74 %
1967 40 35=88 %
1968 39 28=72 %
1969 34 21=62 %
1970 33 15=45 %
1971 33 15=45 %
1972 29 18=62 %
1973 47 17=36 %
1974 46 18=39 %
1975 41 17=41 %
1976 42 3= 7 %
1977 ca . 40 ca . 6=15 %

1962 1974

Deserted, infertile or
lost before hatching 2c 5c
All remaining clutches 25c=116e 13c=58e
Alive on day of
attempted ringing 156= 36y 10b= 18y
Living young as
percentage of eggs 31 % 31 %
Young found dead in
broods where all or
part of the young died 14b= 34y 7b=10y
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The young usually died at a relatively mature
age. I noticed no striking mortality among
small young The causes of death remained ob-
scure, but agricultural biocides may well have
been responsible, either acumulating in the
young and finally killing them, or killing off the
food animals, so that the young starved .

Kuolleisuuden syynä olivat mahdollisesti bio-
sidit, joko siten että ne myrkyttivät poikaset, tai
siten että ne olivat vähentäneet kottaraisten ra-
vintoa .
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