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Abstract

Two observations of Interspecific
feeding classified as courtship feeding
between a Clark’s (Aechmophorus clarkii)
and a Western Grebe (A. occidentalis)
are reported. Due to the reproductive
isolation between Western and Clark’s
Grebes, Interspecific feeding between
both Aechmophorus species may be
uncommon. But in regions of largely
allopatric distribution, for instance in
Canada, its occurrence could be more
frequent.

Introduction

Mate feeding, the delivery of a food
item to a possible breeding partner,
is widespread in grebes.! It is well
known in Aechmophorus grebes where
it is frequent just prior to nest-building.2
Food delivery has also been reported
from wintering Western Grebes (A.
occidentalis).® Occasional partner feeding
in the context of courtship has been
observed in other grebe species, for
instance in Little (Tachybaptus ruficollis),*
Great Crested (Podiceps cristatus),’
White-tufted (Rollandia microptera)' and
Red-necked Grebes (P. grisegena, pers.
observations). According to Nuechterlein
and Storer,? Western and Clark’s Grebes
(A. clarkii) have a short period of intensive
mate-feeding behavior immediately
preceding nest-building and egg laying.
Mate-feeding is not part of the early pair
formation rituals. Instead, it occurs during
the pair-liaison period during which pair
bonds are conspicuous and mates usually
remain close together.

| here report of two observations that
do not conform to the above contextual
premises of Nuechterlein and Storer?
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and that involved both Aechmophorus
species, food having been delivered
twice by a Clark’'s Grebe to a Western
Grebe. Recognized only as separate
species by the A.O.U8 in 1985, the genetic
differentiation between both is not well
established.”89.10.11.1213 Hyhridization
nevertheless seems to be rare and below
1% even in areas of largely sympatric
occurrence, 151617 byt may have
increased more recently.'8°

Place Of The Observations And
Circumstances

The observations were recorded from
the shore at the Salmon Arm’s Bay of
Shuswap Lake, British Columbia, in
the afternoon of 6 July 2012. Record
high water levels had so far prevented
Aechmophorus grebes from nesting
in that season. From over 100 grebes
present earlier only about 20 Western
Grebes and a single Clark’s Grebe
were still present inside the bay. The
observations were eased by Zeiss 10x25
binoculars and a Sigma 800 mm lens
mounted on a tripod. The Clark’s Grebe
was initially as close as 20 m to the shore.
When meeting the Western Grebe for the
first feeding, he may have moved about
40 m further out. For the second food
delivery, the distance to the shore had
increased by another 30 m. In the field,
both Aechmophorus species are easily
distinguished by the extent of white in
their facial pattern: in Clark’s Grebes, the
white of the face extends to well above the
eye whereas in Western Grebe the black
crown comes down to well below the eye.
In addition, Clark’s Grebes have orange-
yellow bills, those of Western Grebes are
yellow-green.'":18
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Figure 1. Westemn Grebe (with black crest reaching to below the eye) about to swallow the
fish delivered by the Clark’s Grebe (with white of the face extending to well above the eye).

The Observations

In a shallow corner to the east of the
marina, the single Clark’s Grebe and a
single Western Grebe were diving for
food at maximum distances from one
another of about 20 m. Two or three
single Western Grebes and two pairs
were scattered 150-200 m farther out;
they were mostly loafing.

When the Clark’s Grebe surfaced
with a fish about 10 cm in length, it first
handled it for a while in its beak so as
preparing its swallowing. But then the
grebe firmly locked the fish in between its
mandibles, elevated its head and started
calling. The Western Grebe in its vicinity
showed no reaction. Having received
no answer after several bouts of calling,
the Clark’s Grebe started to swim to and
fro and repeated the calling. After some
two or three minutes, a Western Grebe
from farther out started to slowly swim in
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the direction of the Clark’s Grebe. When
the latter noticed this, it increased its
swimming speed targeting the Western
Grebe. This one at first continued its
slow and apparently hesitant swimming
before stopping its progression still at
some 30 m from the Clark’s Grebe. This
grebe continued until both grebes met.
The Clark’s Grebe offered the fish to the
Western Grebe who without displaying
any begging behavior and after insistence
by the donor accepted the gift and
swallowed it (Figure 1). Both grebes now
seemed to remain together for loafing, but
quickly the Clark’s Grebe resumed calling.
However, the Western Grebe showed
no interest in courtship activity and soon
returned to the loose group from where it
originated. The Clark’s Grebe remained
in place for a minute before it also left
and resumed diving in the shallow corner.

It first caught a smaller fish that it
swallowed quickly itself before again
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surfacing with another bigger fish. After
handling it for perhaps 30 seconds, the
fish was firmly trapped in the beak and
the Clark’s Grebe re-initiated its calling.
Again, there was no immediate reply,
neither by the Western Grebe that was
still present in the corner nor by any
other grebe farther out. The Clark’s
Grebe began swimming slowly into
the direction of the scattered group of
grebes, continuing the calling on its way
and stopping now and then to survey the
surroundings. The Western Grebe from
before did not move in its direction. After
having covered over 100 m, the Clark’s
Grebe finally came close to a Western
Grebe to which it offered its gift. It was
presumably the same that had profited
from the first fish. Only reluctantly the
Western Grebe accepted the delivery,
swallowed it, stayed close for less than
one minute and then swam away. The
calling of the Clark’s Grebe could not
make it stay and a few minutes later, the
Clark’s Grebe had again returned to the
corner.

Discussion

The present observations of food
delivery were peculiar in as far as they
appeared not necessarily to involve two
birds with an established liaison and they
were interspecific.

In Aechmophorus grebes, according
to Nuechterlein and Storer,? feeding of
a conspecific does not occur in early
courtship, but only after firm pair liaisons
are established. The term “mate-feeding”
was chosen because food delivery then
may become regular and potentially
provide a significant direct energy
contribution by males to egg formation.
Although the observation of Salmon Arm
occurred rather late in the season, the
Clark’s Grebe involved did not appear
to have a pair liaison with the Western
Grebe that received the fish and so far no
nest-establishment efforts were recorded
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for the season. Mate feeding as defined
by Nuechterlein and Storer? and serving
the energy needs of the female for egg
formation therefore appears unlikely.

Also extra-pair feeding as reported by
Forbes? whereby unpaired male Western
Grebes provide food to paired females
tending young can be excluded, no young
having been produced for the season.
Forbes® saw two possible reasons for
the behavior: (1) the unpaired bird could
be related to one of both parent birds
and increase its inclusive fitness by
enhancing the survival chances of the
chicks in the brood, (2) the unpaired male
could be attempting to procure a mate.
James? observed feeding of conspecifics
in wintering Western Grebes: in several
pairs this was not occasional, but the
female could be provisioned with several
fish within a short period of time. While
discarding the possibility that the behavior
could be aberrant, James suggested
that the feeding helped the formation of
new or the maintenance of existing pairs
and/or could be used by the females to
assess male parental quality. Contextual
evidence of the observations at Salmon
Arm rather speaks in favor of an attempt
of mate procurement or courtship feeding.
Previous reports of food delivery by male
Aechmophorus grebes did not mention
interspecific feeding as was the case in
Salmon Arm. Such observations may be
generally rare as a consequence of the
reproductive isolation between Western
and Clark’s Grebes. Differences in their
advertising calls are to prevent both
species from forming mixed pairs. Only in
regions with largely allopatric distribution
males show poor discrimination.™ Also
late-courting males may be less choosy
as with the progress of the season mating
opportunities diminish.'® In this sense,
the Salmon Arm Bay population and
Canadian populations of Aechmophorus
grebes more generally, including
those of the prairie states, could be
particularly auspicious to the observation
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of interspecific feeding. Clark’'s Grebes
being generally rare in Canada, 6?22 they
often have no choice but to pair with a
Western Grebe. In Salmon Arm, the first
documented presence of a Clark’s Grebe
dates back to 1987. Since then, there
have been regular annual sightings of
single male birds that at least occasionally
appear to have interbred with Western
Grebe females.?

In conclusion, interspecific feeding
between Clark’s and Western Grebes
may occasionally occur and Canadian
populations from British Columbia to
Manitoba may present the most favorable
conditions for the observation of the
three different kinds of food delivery in
Aechmophorus grebes, namely courtship
feeding,® mate feeding? and extra-pair
feeding.?®
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