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It is well known that a staple component in
the diet of European Honey-buzzards Pernis
apivorus is social wasps (Vespidae), in par-
ticular their pupae and larvae, i.e. the
content of wasp nests (Cramp & Simmons
1980; Gamauf 1999; Roberts et al. 1999).
SJR’s own research on the subject involves
the analysis of faecal samples, collected
under licence at nests throughout England
and Wales. Since 1996, these samples have
been analysed by staff and students at Cardiff
University, and the results reveal that all
seven species of colonial wasp found in
Britain form part of the European Honey-
buzzard’s diet. The Common Wasp Vespa 
vulgaris and the Norwegian Wasp
Dolichovespula norvegica constitute the
bulk of the remains identified in the samples.
In contrast, the German Wasp V. germanica
is poorly represented in the diet, even
though this species is common and wide-
spread in Britain (Moulton 2001). The other
four British vespids recorded in faecal
samples are Hornet V. crabro, Red Wasp 
V. rufa, Cuckoo Wasp V. austriaca and Tree
Wasp D. sylvestris. Preliminary findings
suggest that different wasp species dominate
at certain periods in the honey-buzzard’s
breeding cycle, and that there is also varia-
tion in the wasp species comprising the diet
in different parts of Britain.

European Honey-buzzards breed success-
fully throughout Britain, from Scotland to
southern England, and from west Wales to
Kent (M. Cowlard in litt.; Brian Etheridge in
litt.). The availability and abundance of
certain wasp species at key periods in the
honey-buzzard’s breeding cycle may have a
significant effect on this raptor’s ability to
breed successfully in regions of the north
and west previously considered unsuitable
(Roberts et al. 1999).These tentative findings
require continuing research and a broader
range of samples before firm conclusions
may be drawn, but a clearer picture of the
dietary patterns of the European Honey-
buzzard would undoubtedly provide a valu-
able tool for habitat management and
conservation.

Vertebrate prey plays a critical role in the
early part of the breeding cycle, when the
honey-buzzard needs to build up body-fat
reserves prior to egg-laying (Kostrzewa
1998). Embryonic wasp nests are still very
small at this time, and honey-buzzards would
gain little nutritive value from them in return
for their hunting effort. It would also prove
counter-productive for the breeding birds to
destroy small wasp nests in May, since the
same nests will have grown considerably by
July and August, when the raptors have
chicks in their own nest.

Remains of the vertebrate species listed in
table 1 were recorded by SJR at nests of
European Honey-buzzards in Britain. Not all
are necessarily prey items. In particular, it
seems highly unlikely that this raptor would
kill hares Lepus , Rabbits Oryctolagus
cuniculus or squirrels Sciurus, and none of
these mammals is mentioned by Cramp &
Simmons (1980) as food of this species. Euro-
pean Honey-buzzards have a greater predis-
position to decorate their nests than do most
raptors, and these three items are therefore
considered to have been found as carrion
and brought back to the nest as decoration,
rather than as food. The condition of the
Brown Hare L. europaeus, in particular, sug-
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Common Frog Rana temporaria
Common Lizard Lacerta vivipara
Slow Worm Anguis fragilis
Unidentified snake  
Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus
Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus
Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis
Song Thrush Turdus philomelos
Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis*  
Mole Talpa europaea
Brown Hare Lepus europaeus*  
Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus*

Table 1. Vertebrate items recorded in nests of
European Honey-buzzards Pernis apivorus in
England and Wales, 1990-2001.
Items marked with an asterisk (*) are considered
to be decorative.



248 & 249. Adult male European Honey-buzzard Pernis apivorus at nest with chick,Wales, July 2000.The
chick is approximately three weeks old. Only the male visited this nest, although the female was often in
close attendance; he provided a large number of Common Frogs Rana temporaria to the single chick
throughout the season.The alert male illustrates the long neck and small head of the adult, adapted for
extricating wasp nests from cavities. Steve Roberts



250 & 251. Adult male European Honey-buzzard Pernis apivorus at nest with chick,Wales, July 2000.The
nest is the same as that in plates 248 & 249, but in these photos the chick is between five and six weeks
old.The male is easily identified by the uniformly pale grey head.The prey item is a live Common Frog
Rana temporaria. Steve Roberts
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gested that it was almost certainly dead
when found. Vertebrates apparently form
only a small part of the diet during the chick
period, when wasps are predominant in the
birds’ diet. Similar results have been obtained
in Austrian studies (Gamauf 1999).

Observations (carried out under licence)
at one European Honey-buzzard nest, in
Wales, have revealed a surprising quantity of
Common Frogs Rana temporaria in the
diet. These observations were made at
regular intervals during the chick-rearing
period, and any prey items brought in were
identified visually. Of 39 prey items delivered
to the single chick by the male parent (the
female provided no food), 22 were wasp
nests, while 17 were Common Frogs. Until
the chick was four weeks old, the male dis-
membered the frogs before feeding them to
the chick, and ate any remains himself,
leaving no fragments in the nest. Visits to
collect food samples during this period
would not, therefore, have revealed any 
evidence of frogs in the diet, even though
they clearly comprised a significant propor-
tion. After four weeks, some remains would
have been found occasionally, as the chick
struggled to deal with the frog unaided.
Indeed, on one occasion, after a prolonged
attempt by the nestling to eat a badly injured
frog, the latter leapt off the nest.The relative
biomass of frog to wasp nest was not 

determined, but it would have been at least
comparable.

Since these observations are from only
one nest in a single season, they should not
be taken to suggest that the Common Frog is
an important item in the diet of European
Honey-buzzards throughout Britain. It is
important to remember, however, that prey
remains gathered from nests may not give a
complete picture of the diet of honey-buz-
zards, and visual records of prey items
brought to nests may prove enlightening.
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Great Cormorants nesting on pylon

S. J. Roberts and M. Coleman
Ty Canol, Church Lane, Llanfair Kilgeddin, Abergavenny, Monmouthshire NP7 9BE

R. M. R. James and R. W. Key
10 Eastbrae Road, Littleover, Derby DE23 7WA

In 1998, four pairs of Great Cormorants Pha-
lacrocorax carbo bred at Willington gravel
pits, Derbyshire. Their nests were con-
structed on a pylon situated on an island in a
lake approximately 8 ha in size, one of
several in the area resulting from flooded
disused gravel workings.There are no water-
side trees at this site, and the pylon had been
used for several years as a daytime roost, and
also, more recently, at night.

The first nest was noted on 14th May
1998, and cormorants appeared to be incu-
bating at all four nests by 24th May. Seven

young fledged by 12th-13th August.The nests
were built about one-third of the way up the
pylon; two were placed where vertical, hori-
zontal and diagonal elements crossed. All
were substantial, constructed largely of sticks
and branches, but they disappeared, presum-
ably having fallen down, soon after the
young fledged.

This not only constitutes the first
breeding record of Great Cormorant in
Derbyshire, but also appears to be the first
successful breeding by this species on a
pylon in Britain (B. Hughes, in litt.).
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P.A. Buckley and J. P. Hailman (Brit. Birds 63:
210-212) described an adult Black-headed
Gull Larus ridibundus aerial-skimming in
Sweden, in September 1967, and listed five
species of tern Sterna (Caspian S. caspia,
Royal S. maxima, Roseate S. dougallii,
Common S. hirundo and Least S. antillarum)
which have also been noted as using this
behaviour. They concluded that ‘most or all
… were probably drinking from the wing’.

On 11th September 1997, at Eling Great
Marsh, Hampshire, I watched an adult Black-
headed Gull aerial-skimming in pursuit of a

shoal of small, unidentified fish. Running
with neck outstretched through the muddy
shallows at the saltmarsh edge, it took wing
and, in two bouts, each of some 30 seconds’
duration, skimmed the surface of the water
with the tip of its lower mandible sub-
merged. Although no fish were caught, the
gull was clearly attracted by the shoal.

The incident recalled Graham Bundy’s
observation of a group of Slender-billed Gulls
L. genei aerial-skimming for small fish in
Saudi Arabia (Brit. Birds 77: 421). How wide-
spread, I wonder, is this habit?

EDITORIAL COMMENT Several notes regarding Great Cormorants perching on electricity
pylons and cables, including the use of pylons for overnight roosting, have been published
before (Brit. Birds 69: 498; 73: 310; 74: 181; 79: 337-338).We have, however, been unable to find
any records in the literature of this species nesting on pylons elsewhere in its range.

EDITORIAL COMMENT Although Black Terns have previously been recorded feeding over dry
land (e.g. Brit. Birds 62: 282; 63: 34), the repeated capture of earthworms, apparently to feed
nestlings, is of interest.

Black Terns feeding on earthworms

Pete Combridge
16 Green Close, Whiteparish, Salisbury SP5 2SB

Jacek Betleja and Gustaw Schneider
Department of Natural History, Upper Silesian Museum, pl. Sobieskiego 2, 41-902 Bytom,
Poland

Black-headed Gull aerial-skimming

In the afternoon of 18th June 1997, we
observed a group of about 20 Black Terns
Chlidonias niger feeding over a field of
sugar beet just behind the southern embank-
ment of the Goczalkowicki reservoir,
southern Poland. The f lying terns were
hunting for earthworms, which were abun-
dant on the soil surface after heavy rain
during the previous day.After locating a prey
item, an individual would land for a split
second, without folding the wings, and catch
an earthworm, which was often more than
12 cm long. The successful terns then flew
directly to a breeding colony of some 40
nests, about 600 m away.

Observations of Black Terns hunting over

land are very rare in the literature.The inclu-
sion of earthworms in the diet is docu-
mented, but without details (Haverschmidt
1978; Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer 1982;
Cramp 1985). Perhaps the most interesting
aspect of this observation is that the terns
repeatedly brought earthworms to the
colony, surely a most unusual prey item for
nestlings.
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Boatshed Lodge, Walkden, Greater Man-
chester, is a small pond, about 1.5 ha in
extent, and has an island on which a pair of
Mute Swans Cygnus olor breeds annually.
The banks are fairly steep and the water is
fenced off, but the wildfowl are fed regularly
by the public.

On 10th April 1999, JS noted that the pair
of swans which had bred in 1998 had begun
to nest again on the island, with two of the
six 1998 cygnets still with them. A pair of
Canada Geese Branta canadensis was also
present, and attracted intermittent hostility
by the swans. Subsequently,AS was informed
that three cygnets had hatched on 8th May,
but that one was of a strange yellow colour.
On visiting the site, she found that the brood
in fact consisted of two cygnets and one
Canada Goose gosling, the latter being
accepted by both adult Mute Swans and the
one remaining 1998 cygnet. Four unhatched
goose eggs and two unhatched swan eggs
were subsequently removed from the nest.
According to local fishermen, the pen had
been seen dragging eggs into her nest,
doubtless those of the Canada Goose which
had been laid close by. The adult Canada
Geese were still present in May, but showed
no interest in their offspring. Perhaps the
presence of goose eggs so close to the pen’s
rudimentary nest ‘switched off’ her own
laying mechanism?

The innate differences in feeding behav-
iour between the cygnets and the gosling
were evident. The gosling normally jumped
out on to the grass-lawn banks and grazed,
whereas the cygnets depended on what the
pen dredged up for them. All ate bread
offered by the public. The pen and cygnets
normally fed close to the banks, enabling the
gosling to stay with the brood; if they moved
out into open water, the gosling followed
immediately.

No problems were apparent until 22nd
June, by which time the gosling had devel-
oped full plumage. On this date the cob
began to chase it off. Responding to public
concern for its safety, we caught the young
goose and removed it to a reserve about 11
km away, where there were several Canada
Goose broods of the same age and a pair of
sterile Mute Swans. The gosling quickly
attached itself to the swans, which were
indifferent to it, and it stayed with its new
foster parents until at least the autumn.

Another instance in which Mute Swans
were observed to foster goslings, in this case
of the Greylag Goose Anser anser, occurred
in Edinburgh in 1999 (Scot. Birds 21: 45). On
this occasion, a female Greylag had laid eggs
in a swan nest, before being evicted by the
swans. Three of the brood of four goslings
survived to fledging.

Mute Swans raising young Canada Goose

Judith Smith and Annie Surtees
12 Edge Green Street, Ashton-in-Makerfield, Wigan WN4 8SL

Alan Gibson
40 The Avenue, Muswell Hill, London N10 2QL

Common Coots feeding wet feathers to young

On 15th June 1999, at Alexandra Park
Boating Lake, north London, I saw a pair of
adult Common Coots Fulica atra feeding
wet down feathers to its young, which were
less than 24 hours old and still on the nest.
There were plenty of down feathers floating

on the water, but the parents appeared to
ignore these and selected only wet feathers. I
have watched Great Crested Grebes Podi-
ceps cristatus feeding feathers to their
young, but in all such cases the feathers have
appeared to be dry ones.

EDITORIAL COMMENT Ken Simmons has commented that Great Crested Grebes do, in fact,
usually wet feathers before feeding them to their young, typically dunking them repeatedly.We
have, however, been unable to find any record of Common Coots behaving in this manner.


	Notes
	Some observations on the Diet of European Honey-buzzards in Britain
	Great Cormorants nesting on pylon
	Black-headed Gull aerial-skimming
	Black Terns feeding on earthworms
	Mute Swans raising young Canada Goose
	Common Coots feeding wet feathers to young


