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The American Avocet is a large, 

showy bird that is fairly common in 

suitable habitat across the prairie 

region of Canada. Considering the ease 

with which this species can be ob¬ 

served, surprisingly little information is 

available in the literature on the 

breeding biology of this species in 

Canada. 

Nesting data was accumulated for 

the American Avocet from: Prairie 

Nest Record Scheme; Calgary Field 

Naturalists' Society observation files; 

United States Fish and Wildlife Ser¬ 

vice, Migratory Bird and Habitat 

Research Laboratory; Royal Ontario 

Museum; Field Museum of Natural 

History; Santa Barbara Museum of 

Natural History; University of 

Massachusetts; National Museum of 

Natural Sciences; Western Foundation 

of Vertebrate Zoology; and University 

of Wisconsin. As well, the authors used 

their own unpublished records (in¬ 

cluding data subsequently reported by 

Kondla5 and the following literature: 

Bent1, Farley2, Horsbrugh4, Mitchell6, 

Munro7, and Vermeer8. The data base 

contains information available up to 

1973. 

A cursory examination of the data 

indicated that the information 

provided by the museums and the 

literature was not recent, whereas the 

file cards of the Prairie Nest Record 

Scheme were. In view of this, the 

authors initially analyzed the Prairie 

Nest Record Scheme data separately 

from the rest. Because the same trends 

emerged in clutch sizes and clutch size 

frequency, the data was combined f( 

the analysis presented here. 

A total of 228 avocet nests weri 

used for clutch-size analysi: 

Relatively few nests were frorl 

Manitoba but good sample sizes ar| 

available from Alberta and Saskat 

chewan (Table 1). 

Table 1 shows the overall clutch siz 

frequency for the sample. Slightl 

more than one half (54.8%) of all nest] 

contained 4 eggs. This was by far th 

most commonly seen number of eg 

in an avocet nest. Both 3- and 7-eg 

nests were second in frequency o 

occurrence. Surprisingly, 8-egg nest 

ran a close fourth in frequency. Five 

and 2-egg nests ranked fifth but mos 

of the 2-egg nests probabl 

represented incomplete clutches 

Nine-egg clutches were unknown an< 

one extremely large clutch of 10 egg 

was reported. 

Fifty-six percent of all nests were o 

islands (Table 2), where 4-egg clutche 

were again most frequent (47.6% 

followed distantly by 7-egg clutche 

(14.8%), 3-egg clutches (10.9%), and F 

egg clutches (9.3%). (Table 2A). Othe 

clutch sizes were relatively infrequent 

For nests not on islands, separate 

percentage figures are not giver 

because the sample size is 100 and th< 

percentage figure equals the absoluh 

figure. (Table 2B). By far the mos 

frequent clutch size again was 4 egg 

(64%) but there was a more ever 

distribution among the other clutcl 

sizes without a substantial abundance 
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American avocet 

of 7- and 8-egg clutches. 

Nests with 5 or more eggs con¬ 
stituted 26.6% (61) of the total number 
of nests. Such clutches represented 
31.8% (41) of the island nests but only 
21% of the clutches of non-island 
nests. Thus it seems that large clutches 
occur significantly more frequently on 
islands. 

These trends in clutch size show 
some variation between provinces. Up Ito 1973 Manitoba had not yet reported 
any clutches with more than 4 eggs. In 
Saskatchewan, 20% of all nests 
contained more than 4 eggs and in 
Alberta a surprising 43% of all nests 
had more than 4 eggs. In the case of 
island nests, fully 47% of the Alberta 
lests had clutches with more than 4 

eggs as compared to only 31% of the 
Saskatchewan nests. In non-island 

Gary W. Seib 

nests the large clutches were fewer, 
with 36% of the Alberta nests and 
10% of the Saskatchewan nests having 
more than 4 eggs. However, when 
looking only at clutches of more than 4 
eggs, the situation in Alberta and 
Saskatchewan was quite similar; with 
65% of the Alberta large clutches on 
islands and 72% of the Saskatchewan 
large clutches on islands. 

Mean clutch size of all Alberta nests 
is 5.0, while the appropriate figures for 
Saskatchewan and Manitoba are 4.4 
and 3.4, respectively. For island nests 
only, the mean clutch sizes are 5.0, 5.0 
and 3.4 for Alberta, Saskatchewan, and 
Manitoba, respectively. For non-island 

nests the mean clutch sizes again show 
more differences with 4.9, 3.9, and 3.5 
for Alberta, Saskatchewan and 
Manitoba, respectively. These figures 
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TABLE 1: OVERALL CLUTCH SIZE FREQUENCY 

Number of Eggs Number of Nests 

Alberta Saskatchewan Manitoba Total 

1 4 2 
2 4 3 
3 6 10 
4 44 58 
5 8 3 
6 3 3 
7 19 5 
8 13 6 
9 0 0 

10 0 1 

101 91 

show that overall, the mean clutch size 
of Avocets increases as one moves 
west from Manitoba to Alberta. They 
also show that mean clutch size for 
island nests is the same for Alberta and 
Saskatchewan, indicating that large 
clutch size is more closely correlated 
with nesting habitat than other factors. 

Derivations of mean clutch size can, 
of course, vary with the available data 
and the concept of "clutch" that is 
used. For example, Vermeer used the 

American avocet Wayne Renaud 
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7 

23 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

36 

8 (3.5%) 
11 (4.8%) 
23 (10%) 

125 (54.8%) 
11 (4.8%) 

6 (2.6%) 

24 (10.5%) 
19 (8.3%) 

0 (0%) 

1 (0.4%) 

228 

concept of number of eggs in a nes 
and thus had a range of 1 to 8 eggs per 
clutch.8 In contrast, Gibson used the 
concept of total number of eggs laic] 
by one female, thereby excluding nest 
with 6 or more eggs, although he in 
eluded 2-egg nests as complete^ 
clutches.3 Kondla reports that even 4 
or 5-egg nests may have composit 
clutches and hence Gibson's concep 
is not applied to mean clutch size 
calculations for this study, since hb 
data does not allow consistent dif 
ferentiation of eggs from differen 
birds in one nest.5 Vermeer's inclusio 
of 1- and 2-egg nests8 is questionabl 
since all available information in 
dicates that such clutches are no 
complete. For this study we basec] 
mean clutch size on nests with mor 
than 3 eggs. Thus, the figures indicat 
more closely the mean maximurr] 
number of eggs that will be incubated. 

It was previously pointed out that 7 
and 8-egg clutches appear mor 
frequently than 5- or 6-egg clutches 
This can be explained if one accept 
that 3-, and more often 4-, egg clutche: 
are the rule for individual females 
This assumption is supported b^ 
virtually all available information. L 
one further assumes that composit* 
nests are most often the result of onh 



TABLE 2. CLUTCH SIZE FREQUENCY IN ISLAND AND NON-ISLAND NESTS. 

No. 

^ggs 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
0 

Alta 
2 
4 
4 

21 
5 
3 

14 
6 
0 
0 

59 

A B 
Island Nest Numbers Non-island Nest Numbers 
Sask Man Total Total = % Alta Sask 

1 
1 
3 

23 
0 
1 
5 
6 
0 
1 

2 
2 
7 

17 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

5 (3.9%) 
7 (5.4%) 

14 (10.9%) 
61 (47.6%) 

5 (3.9%) 
4 (3.1%) 

19 (14.8%) 
12 (9.3%) 

0 (0%) 
1 (0.7%) 

3 2 1 
4 0 2 
9 2 7 

64 23 35 
6 3 3 
2 0 2 
5 5 0 
7 7 0 
0 0 0 
0 0 0 

Man 
0 
2 
0 
6 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

41 28 128 100 42 50 8 

two females, then these composite 
clutches must be comprised of various 
combinations of individual 3- and 4- 
egg clutches in proportion to their 

J frequency of occurrence, assuming 
that a female lays her normal number 
of eggs in both composite and single 

1 clutches. Since 4-egg clutches 
j predominate, most large clutches will 

1 j have a 4-egg component which, in turn, 
( dictates a 7- or 8-egg composite clutch. 

e» A number of trends and phenomena 
is i have been pointed out. These may or 

may not represent the actual situation 
since it is not known that the data is 
representative of the actual situation. 
For example, large clutches on islands 

! may be reported more often than they 
jtc actually occur because they are easier 
jj to find. More information is needed on 

i the situation in Manitoba to determine 
j: if the differences that show up are a 
^reflection of the relatively few nests 

| reported from Manitoba or if they are 
. a product of basic environmental and 

I aiological differences. Certainly, from 
r; 5 

an evolutionary perspective, differing 
anvironmental conditions in different 
aortions of a species range should be 
expected to select for differing 

-j eproductive strategies. 
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