
The role of avian predators in limiting the
numbers of their songbird prey has been a 
controversial subject for many years. Some
argue that the large declines in many songbird
populations have been caused by increased
numbers of nest predators like Magpies Pica
pica and other corvids, while others stress the
importance of depleted food resources and
declining habitat quality. While there is some
evidence that a higher proportion of songbird
nests are predated in areas of high corvid
density, there is little indication that this causes
declines in songbird populations.

The possible influence of Magpies on song-
birds has recently been addressed in an
intriguing experiment conducted in Paris,
France. As in many other European cities,
Magpie numbers have increased markedly in
the parks and gardens of suburban Paris, raising
concerns about the possible impact on song-
birds. The study (reported in Chiron & Julliard
2007) was conducted by researchers from the
Natural History Museum in Paris, who trapped
Magpies in cages and released them far away, in
the surrounding countryside. A sustained trap-
ping effort resulted in 93 Magpies being
removed from the city, which reduced
breeding-season densities by about 60%.

The team then used constant effort mist-
netting to measure changes in the abundance of
recently fledged songbirds at sites with and
without Magpie removal. Following the

removal of Magpies, there were no overall
changes in the catch of young songbirds,
implying that Magpies had no general impact
on nesting success. In the case of Blackbird
Turdus merula, one of the species most heavily
predated by Magpies, far fewer young were
caught at netting sites in suburban Paris 
compared with rural sites, which implies lower
nesting success in Paris, where Magpies are
most abundant. But despite potentially high
rates of nest predation in the Parisian suburbs,
breeding Blackbirds were more abundant in the
city than in the surrounding countryside.

The failure of this study to detect an impact
of Magpies on the songbirds of Paris is unlikely
to end the debate surrounding this contentious
issue. Critics might question the reliability of
mist-netting as a method to measure local
songbird breeding success, especially as young
passerines are known to be highly dispersive.

Of the three common songbirds that have
shown marked population declines in UK
gardens, two – House Sparrow Passer domesticus
and Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris – nest
mainly in cavities and are therefore protected
from any possible impact of corvids. Only in
the case of the Song Thrush Turdus philomelos
could corvid predation be a potential cause of
population decline.

Chiron, F., & Julliard, R. 2007. Responses of songbirds to
Magpie reduction in an urban habitat.
J.Wildl. Management 71: 2624–2631.
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Pipefish – no substitute for sandeels if you are 
a hungry seabird

It is now generally agreed that changes to the
world’s oceans and their effects on fish stocks
are likely to have a major impact on marine

wildlife in general and seabirds in particular.
However, it is possible that changes in the 
relative abundance of one particular prey



species may be offset by changes in another – so
that, if these are of equal food value, there may
be little or no impact on the predators which
have traditionally relied on the declining
species. Recent work has thrown some impor-
tant light on this issue and hints that a more
pessimistic outcome may be equally likely,
however.

For reasons as yet unknown, the Snake
Pipefish Entelurus aequoreus has, since 2003,
shown a very considerable expansion in the
northeast Atlantic and North Sea and has
started to appear regularly in the diets of both
adult and young seabirds. At the same time, at
some key seabird colonies at least, there has
been evidence of a shortage of Lesser Sandeel
Ammodytes marinus, an established and pre-
ferred prey species. To broaden our under-
standing of the importance of pipefish as food
for seabirds, Mike Harris and his team collected
samples of pipefish and other seabird food,
including sandeels and sprats Sprattus, from
around the Isle of May and adjacent waters in
which seabirds are known to feed. Energy levels
of these samples were analysed and compared.
The mean energy density of pipefish was shown
to be significantly lower than that of the other
species, particularly medium and large sandeels
and sprats, which are known to be eaten by
Puffins Fratercula arctica and Common Guille-
mots Uria aalge in the area. Other published
data show that pipefish have the lowest energy
values of almost 50 species of fish eaten by
seabirds. Conversely, pipefish have a much

higher mineral content than the other species in
this study and, compared with other published
data, the highest mineral content of 17 fish
species analysed.

Earlier work by Mike Harris’s team and
others have shown clearly that seabirds breed
most successfully when fed on fish with a high
oil content such as sprat and herring Clupea
and less so on less oily fish such as whiting
Menticirrhus. Pipefish were recorded in the diet
at some but not all seabird colonies with recent
breeding failures, and there is good evidence at
some of these that they are becoming increas-
ingly common in the diet. Observations from
various localities have suggested that the adult
birds of several species, including Common
Eider Somateria mollissima, Northern Gannet
Morus bassanus, Shag Phalacrocorax aristotelis
and Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus,
have difficulty swallowing even quite small
pipefish, whose rigid and armoured body is dif-
ficult to bend or break apart. Starvation of
seabird chicks sitting on uneaten piles of
pipefish and death by choking of tern Sterna
chicks are further evidence that, both nutrition-
ally and structurally, pipefish are unlikely to fill
any gap left by decreasing stocks or availability
of sprats and sandeels. This is a worrying sign
of further pressure on our breeding seabirds.
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are poor food for seabirds. Ibis
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174. Even birds as large as Northern Gannets Morus bassanus have trouble dealing with the rigid and armoured
body of Snake Pipefish Entelurus aequoreus.
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