Original Post to NEOORN

From: Steve Smith <smithsm@sciborg.uwaterloo.ca>
Subject: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?
To: NEOORN-L@LISTSERV.LSU.EDU

Date: 22 March 2005

Dear NEOORN colleagues:

Recently | had a conversation with the manager of an ecolodgein Central America. Thislodgeissituated
within aregion of very highly significant conservation value and isimmensely popular with both birders and
natural-history enthusiasts.

Thelodgeisreconsidering its policy with respect to the use of sound playback, including the human voice,
to “attract” birds— i.e. the solicitation of responses to aural stimuli by the resident avifauna and hence to
“makevisible” otherwisereluctant or retiring birds. Thelodgeis considering anew policy that might ban the
use of playback use by visiting tourists and birding groups. A number of policies are possible:

Unrestricted permission to use playback devices.

Absolute prohibition of playback devices.

Restriction on the use of playback devicesto certain times of the year or on a subset of trails.
Restrictions on playback to some species deemed particularly vulnerable to negative effects of play-
back.

PwODNPE

Given the“demands” on birding-tour leadersto find target birds for clients, aban isapotentially contro-
versial decision from an economic standpoint and the management would therefore like to baseits policy on
sound science. | wasasked about thisbut | am not aprofessional ornithologist. | recommended to the manager
that | solicit the input of the professionals on thislist.

So, what | need issomedefensibleinput from ornithological professionalsonthisissue, preferably backed
up by citationsto peer-reviewed literature. | sthe use of playback devices harmful or harmlessto Neotropical
birds and if harmful, under what conditions?

This query islikely to generate alot of responses, so list members may wish to respond to me privately
off list (to smithsm@sciborg.uwaterloo.ca); | will undertaketo providean edited (but unexpurgated) summary
to thelist in afew weeks.

With thanks, in advance, for your advice and pointers to the literature.

Steve Smith, Biology, Univ. Waterl oo, Waterl oo, ON Canada N2L 3Gl
This address is for information only. | make no claimthat ny views
are those of the Biology Departnent or of the University of Waterl oo.

— Comment by SMS

Most comments by SMS are shown inside a box like this one and are shown in a gray, 9-point Arial font, rather
than 11-point, black Times Roman, which is used for the text of responses by NEOORN subscribers and from
workers | wrote to personally. Where a box is not used, the same gray, 9-point Arial font is used to identify my
inserted, parenthetical comments. | have done some minor editing of the comments, replacing CAPS by italics
and correcting some minor spelling and punctuation errors.
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Responses to the NEOORN Post

Reply #1

Date: 22 March 2005

From: Bruce Miller, WCS — Bedlize <batsncats@DIRECWAY.COM>

Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds— NO QUESTION HERE

I can verify that many bird species formerly common are no longer to be found in the same locations
where some guides who appear to be more driven to increase abird list than protecting resources, play tapes
for 15-20 minwithout stop. Having kept recordsof sightingsat the varied | ocations around wherethis specif-
iclodgeislocated (I am assuming thisisthe same one) for >14 yr it isclear that in areaswhere there has been
heavy and unrestricted use of tape playback the birds are simply are no longer there, but are still found in
other similar habitats where birding guides without tapes are frequenting.

One could also use mist netsto show groups elusive speciesin the hand, but that is rarely used with bird-
ing groups. Perhaps in order to see species like a Tody Motmot or other “elusive” birdsin the forest more
skill and cunning or patience can be rewarded with the rare sighting and talked about over cold drinks athe
end of the day for along time to come. At the end of the birding day when the reading of thelist if conducted
there will be that special moment shared between the guide(s) and those who saw the bird.

Jaguars are also frequently seen in and around thislodge. Artificial means could a so be used like packs
of dogsto ferret out the cats so the “ guide” could virtually always show thevisitor alivewild large cat. But,
one would assume 99.9% of the tour group would object as they clearly see this as an invasive tactic, but
seem not to understand that tape playback appears to be perhaps as invasive in a non-obvious way. Guests
are lucky to get a glimpse and often long looks of minutes or more and there have been for the past 10 yr
roughly one sighing per week. However, just like big cat sightings with birdsit is up to the guides to educate
the groups that there is never a guarantee in nature.

There have a so been other recommendationsfor thislodge to simply ban the use of tape playback in and
around the lodge trails and alow it on further outlying areas with less traffic.

Thisway the " birding resource” will not be driven off at the expense of the other lodge visitors. Thiswill
provide at |east achance that the “ non-tape-playing birderswill still have achance to seethem. Birdsarean
economic resource in thisinstance and to exploit them in such a manner that is disruptiveto their lives and
potential breeding territories does a disservice to al. Including the lodge.

If tape playback were not a problem why isthe practice banned in some North American parksand frown-
ed on very heavily by the American Birding Association in its ethics statements?
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— Comment by SMS

| replied to Bruce immediately, asking him for the names of the North American parks where playback is banned;
| received no reply. This matter is still worth a follow-up.

Section 1(b) of The American Birding Association Principles of Birding Ethics (ABA member handbook, 2003, p.
24) states:

“Limit the use of recordings and other methods of attracting birds, and never use such methods in heavily
birded areas or for attracting any species that is Threatened, Endangered, or of Special Concern, oris rare
in your local area.”

This is an interesting directive! The very birds likely to be subjected to recordings are indeed threatened, endan-
gered, or of special concern or that are rare; as well, the use of recordings is likely to be intense at birding lodges
(i.e. “heavily birded areas”) that cater to group birding.

Bruce W. Miller, Ph.D., Associate Conservation Zoologist, Wildlife Conservation Society, Gallon Jug, Belize

Reply #2

Date:. 22 March 2005

From:  Jack C. Eitniear <CSTBINC1@AOL.COM>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds

(In response to Bruce Miller)
> play tapes for 15-20 min without stop

Interesting details, Bruce, on what appears to be arather negative practice but 15-20 min seems excessive!
Would one have the same impact if you only used playback a coupletimesaday for 30 s— 1 min at atime?
Or isit an all-or-none policy dueto lack of enforcement?

Jack Eitniear, CSTB Inc.

Reply #3

Date: 24 March 2005

From:  Paul Coopmans <coopmans@ECNET.EC>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical bird

(In response to Jack Eitniear)

Indeed, | have seen people— rather than leaving abird alonewhenit’s been enough, carrying on and on and
on in the sound playback, with poor birds flying back and forth zillions of time. There should be alimit, and
unfortunately those who go over the limit give the whole playback concept a bad name ...
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Reply #4

From:  Alvaro Jaramillo <gjaramillo@sfbbo.org>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?
Date: 22 March 2005

Theissueis complicated but therereally is no good research on this. | guess one could cite papersthat have
used playback in abehavioral context and seeif it has correl ated with anything negative such asleaving terri-
tory, nest failure, decreased reproductive success. Perhapsthe early papersby Bruce Fallson neighbor recog-
nition may have some of this. As a person who has used playback on tours as well as a scientific context |
can say that it does not seem to have asignificant adverse affect ... but | could not proveit to you. It sexperi-
ence gathered from years of doing it. | think it isaminor annoyance, but certainly less so than habitat tramp-
ling to get agood view of birds. There are publications on penguin coloniesthat show that accessto the areas
by observers do have negative effects on them. Penguins and tropical birds are apples and oranges, but some
basic issues probably apply.

Therea problem isto enact policies where there is no good information one way or the other. Are they
seeing declinesintheir birds?lsthisthe concern, or isit something el se. Perhapsthelodge would beinterest-
ed in hosting peopl e to do the research and answer the question of how harmful the practiceis? Do they use
bird feeders, such as hummingbird feedersthere? These are assumed to be positive— but are they? | am not
suggesting they should take down their feeders, but there are many logical arguments as to why unnaturally
dense hummingbird popul ations caused by feeders may be bad; however logic doesn’t cut it; one needs good
basic research to be able to answer these questions. My personal opinion is that tape playback is harmless,
the territory holder aways “wins’ the confrontation with the intruder in fact. Thisisan aternation (sic; i.e.
change) of behavior, but then it is much better than people trampling vegetation or trying to sneak up on
birds, and folkswill do this. We always have impacts on the local birds, the mere existence of alodge there
isahuge impact, but | wouldn’t argue they should tear it down. | encourage the work they are doing, letting
people enjoy the local birds.

— Comment by SMS

Al asked about the use of hummingbird feeders: “they are assumed to be positive — but are they?”. The lodge
in question uses no feeders of any kind for any animals — a good policy in my opinion. However, based on my
own experience in Belize, Costa Rica, Panama, and Trinidad, feeders for hummingbirds and frugivorous species
are very commonly used. Even at high-quality and well-staffed lodges they’'re quite often poorly maintained and
astonishingly dirty, with bacteria, fungi and yeasts in the sugar and on the walls of the sugar feeders, and on the
fruit platforms. Personally, | find them distasteful and just too “artificial” and one does worry about aggressive
encounters among the birds, particularly the hummers.

An honest disclosure: | use hummingbird and oriole feeders at my home in southern Canada. They are scrupu-
lously washed in hot, soapy water at least once a week in cool weather and more often in hot weather — they are
never topped up without first being washed. Occasionally | have taken them down for short periods to reduce con-
flict among male Ruby-throated Hummingbirds. Baltimore Orioles occasionally “fight” over these resources but
in my experience most of those fights are vocal; fights among the hummingbirds, however, can be physically brut-
al!

Alvaro Jaramillo, Biologist, San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory, PO Box 247, Alviso, CA 95002
http://www.sfbbo.org; chucao@coastside.net
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Reply #5

Date: 22 March 2005

From:  Dennis Rogers <cinclus@RACSA.CO.CR>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?

No matter the conservation value of the areain question or the science available to judge impact of playback
use, thefact isatiny proportion of thelocal or global populationislikely to be affected. So the conservation
importance is negligible. A possible exception in Central Americawould be quetzals, but here disturbance
of nests, likely a more serious problem, would continue.

A few years back the station managers at L a Selva, one of the most heavily birded sitesin CostaRica, de-
bated whether they needed a policy on tape use and decided it was still so light as to not be an issue. The
lodge in question might still consider if abird-friendly policy for its property brings enough PR valueto bal-
ance the risk that tape-dependent guides will take their business el sewhere.

Reply #6

From: David O. Matson <d.matson@charter.net>
Subject: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?
Date: 22 March 2005

Thisisnot exactly cogent: | had an interesting conversation with a Chief Ranger at anational park in Argen-
tina. That individual noted my tape recorder and microphone and indicated that even recording a speciesin
anationa park isa*“take’, equivalent to hunting.

If | had to make arecommendation to the owners, | would suggest restriction of playback for certain spec-
ies.

You might contact Gary Graves who locally has dealt with thisissue in his audio survey for Swainson’s
Warbler inthe Dismal Swamp. He has dataon playback responserates, although | think heinferredinanews-
paper column adrop in response rates was attributable to Swamp visitors using playback. | personally have
been to the Swamp many times and not yet seen anyone using tape playback there but Gary.

David O. Matson, Suffolk, Virginia

Reply #7

Date: 25 March 2005

From: M & R Honig — lists <mandrhonig-lists@SBCGLOBAL.NET>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds

(in responses to posts by Bruce Miller and Dennis Rogers)
A couple of comments on this thread:

Bruce Miller wrote:
> ... tape playback ... [is] frowned on very heavily by the American Birding Associationinit’s[sic] ethics
> statements.

Thisisnot entirely true. ABA’s Code of Birding Ethics (http://www.americanbirding.org/abaethi cs.htm)
doesnot frown on tape playback in general; rather it promotes an ethical approach by attempting to establish
responsiblelimitsto tape playback. The ABA Code doesfrown on tape playback in some situations. The pol-


mailto:cinclus@racsa.co.cr
mailto:d.matson@charter.net

icy states: “Limit the use of recordings and other methods of attracting birds, and never use such methodsin
heavily birded areas, or for attracting any speciesthat is Threatened, Endangered, or of Special Concern, or
israrein your local area.” Beyond the ethicsissue, note that in the United States, using recordings (or any
other sounds) for attracting aspecieslisted as Threatened or Endangeredisillegal (aviolation of the Endan-
gered Species Act).

Dennis Rogers wrote:

> No matter the conservation value of the areain question or the science available to judge impact of play
> playback use, the fact is atiny proportion of thelocal or global population islikely to be affected. So

> the conservation importance is negligible.

Regardless of whether or not thisis true in a given location, there is an issue of attitudes. We need to
consider the lessons we are teaching tour participants and the behaviors they may adopt as aresult of their
experiences. | contend that one of thelessonsall guides should convey isrespect for theresource. And guides
are in the perfect position to teach by example.

Consider thefollowing excerpt from the Statement of the Committee on Collecting Policy of the Dragon-
fly Society of the Americas(DSA) (publishedin Argia, 8(2):36—-37, 10 August 1996): “ Collecting of Odonata
... must be done in a manner and spirit that embodies a respect for the environment and for dragonflies as
speciesandindividuals.” (emphasismine) Thislanguageisdirectly analogousto observing birdsaswell, and
| propose that birding-ethics polices should incorporate such direct, succinct statements of this sentiment.
(The ABA policy embodiesthisgeneral spirit of respect for the resource, but not such an explicit statement.)

However ethicspolicieswill inevitably contain gray areas. They cannot state exactly how much playback
iISOK. Isit 20-30 min? 1’ d say thisis clearly over the limit. But should it bejust afew minutes, or 1 min, or
30s?All wecandoisto establish ethical principlesin policiessuch asthe ABA’s. Thenit isup to each indi-
vidual (who by theway will be generally unpoliced) to determine how those guidelinestranslateinto respon-
sible behavior in the field.

Bob Honig, Houston, TX, USA

Reply #8

Date: 25 March 2005

From: Alvaro Jaramillo <chucao@COASTSIDE.NET>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds

(In response to Honig)

These arguments and discussions about tape playback have gone on for so many years and they never get re-
solved. They never get resolved because they are all based on opinion and on very little hard fact. | think it
isabout time that someone did agood controlled experiment(s) to try and answer the question of how much,
if any, disturbance is caused by tape playback. It isagreat project for astudent interested in bird conserva-
tion, bird-related tourism, and applied value to their research. It would be a great way to finaly get some
answers about this.

Alvaro Jaramillo, Half Moon Bay, CA
Field Guides — Birding Tours Worldwide
http://www.fieldguides.com/home.htm
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Reply #9

Date: 27 March 2005

From:  David Logue <dlogue@|amar.col ostate.edu>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?

The following study shows big changes in reproductive behavior after song playback:

Mennill, D.J., Ratcliffe, L.M. and Boag, PT. 2002.
Femal e eavesdropping on male song contests in songbirds.
Science, 296: 873.

And of course, the speaker-replacement studiesinitiated by Krebs (1977) clearly demonstrated that song
playback affects space use in free-living birds. You should look at work by Wingfield and his students (in-
cluding Shallin Busch (shallin@u.washington.edu) showing that song playback affects levels of stress hor-
monesin birds. Similar work has been done with Spotted Antbirds and Buff-breasted Wrensby the Hau group
at Princeton (e.g. http://www.princeton.edu/~hau/VirginieCanoine.htm).

| think you' re doing agood thing here. Good luck on your campaign and let me know if | can help.

David Logue, Visiting Professor, Department of Biology, Colorado State University, Ft. Collins, CO 80523. (970) 491-6932

— Comment by SMS

That is the end of the comments | received as a result of my posting on NEOORN. In addition to that posting | solicited
commentsin 2 other ways:

a | wrotedirectly to 3 peoplewell known to mein the ornithological-research field: 1. Dr Bruce Falls, Dept of Zoology, Uni-
versity of Toronto, undoubtedly well known to many of you as along-time researcher of birds and bird song, especially
in Algonquin Park, ON; 2. Dr Bridget Stutchbury of York University, coauthor of Behavioral Ecology of Tropical Birds;
3. Dr Philip Taylor, one of my former graduate students, and now at AcadiaUniversity and Associate Chair of the Atlantic
Cooperative Wildlife Ecology Research Network.

b. | did asearch on I SI’sWeb of Science for recent literature (last 5 yr), reporting the use of audio playback in ornithological
research. | then wrote to 25 researchers discovered in that search, saying:

| am writing to you as a researcher who has been using audio playback in research on birds. I’d very much like
your advice and input on a policy issue.

I’ve appended a posting | made recently to the Neotropical Ornithology Discussion Group (NEOORN); the
background is explained there.

So far I’ ve been unable to find pointers to specific literature that deals with the impact of playback on birds. So,
if you can, I’d much appreciate your input on thisissue. Please keep in mind that | am not concerned about occasional
use of playback in aresearch setting — | am concerned about the use of playback in abirding situation in which shy,
reclusive birdsthat are much sought by bird watchers, such asthe Tody Motmot (Hylomanes momotula, Momotidae)
may be subjected to playback by groups of people (2-16) up to twice aday, almost every day for the period November
— April.

If you write back, let me know if you'd like to receive a summary of the discussion that | will eventually post on
the NEOORN list.

Responses follow.
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Responses to e-mail Enquiries

Reply #1

From:  Bridget Stutchbury <bstutch@yorku.ca>

Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?
Date: 28 March 2005

| agree that playback should be discouraged, unlessit is specifically for formal bird census and/or scientific

research. Recreational playbacksfor birding can be harmful if donerepeatedly to the same pairsof birds; and

it sunnecessary ... “real” birderswill usetheir instincts and patience to track down the bird the natural way.
I’ll ask around to find out is there is evidence/studies on this.

Reply #2

From:  Bruce Fals<jbruce.falls@utoronto.ca>

Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical Birds?
Date: 31 March 2005

The question you raiseisnot easy to answer. Asyou know | used playback to study functions of song and
tomap territoriesin the Park. It isavaluable research tool and also asameans of censusing birds. For exam-
ple alimited amount of playback is used in Owl surveys and marsh monitoring organized by Bird Studies
Canada. It may aso help to locate rare or endangered birds for conservation purposes. Used in moderation
for such purposes, | think it is quite justified. Any downside seemsto meto be dlight in relation to the bene-
fits. I’'m not aware of detailed studies on the effects of playback on breeding success but | am not up on all
the recent literature. My impression for what it’ sworth isthat the effect of our playback on White-throated
Sparrowsand M eadowlarkswas negligible— no morethan aslight additionto natural encounters. Therewas
no other bird to fight with and the exposures were brief. One thing | did observe with several speciesisthat,
not finding a real intruder to interact with, birds quickly lost interest — they habituated. Use of different
songs or sites would restore their responses but only briefly.

| have been on tours where playback was used and tours where it was not — | enjoyed both kinds. No
doubt without playback we missed species. If theleader knew songswell | could gain satisfaction from hear-
ing birdsthat | did not see. Sometimes | recorded them — thus having a take-home souvenir — even better!
There are positive valuesto ecotourism both to the host community and the tourist. Thelatter gains satisfact-
ion and an appreciation of biodiversity that may result in support for conservation. But what of the downside?
Asl indicated above | think the damage done by alittle playback — increasing energy expenditure and risk
for the recipient — is negligible. However, | do have concern for rare birds that are repeatedly assaulted by
playback from a succession of groups at the same site. Habituation may limit the damage but | would prefer
to err on the side of caution. Restriction to certain times of the year isaproblem with tropical birdsthat may
not haveclearly defined breeding seasons. Alsointhe off season birds may not respond at all. It might be pos-
sible to make certain species or trails off limits, i.e. protect rare species (of course these are the ones birders
want to see) or have sanctuary areas (thislatter seems practical). It should also be impressed on tour leaders
to use minimal exposure and common sense.

I looked at my bird booksand al so books on birdsong and found little or nothing on the subject of nuisance
playback. It was mentioned in the National Geographic guide that the American Birding Association (ABA)
has published ethicsfor birders. | an not amember and don’t havetheir publications. In any casethe question
remains whether any of thisis based on studies of the effects of playback.
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Reply #3

From:  Phil Taylor <philip.taylor@acadiau.ca>

Subject: R: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?
Date: 24 March 2005

Personally, | don’t think careful use of playbacksare abigissue. However, compounded by tonsof people,
or focused on particular individualsor pairsrepeatedly, I’ m sure that they are disruptive or even detrimental .

Thebig problemisthat it would actually be very difficult to measure any effects— it is difficult enough
to get good measurements of survivorship and recruitment even for simple boreal systems, et alone more
complex tropical ones.

Asyou know, lots of tropical birds respond readily to focal species— the drongosin Africa; | forget the
equivalent in CA — so that suggests that they are used to moving about in response to vocalizations in the
forest.

All of that isn't much help from adefensible scientific view; we have our field class coming up in Belize
in afew weeks— maybe I'l| dream up some experiment we could do ... what would be the response? Any
ideas?

Reply #4

Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?
Date: 25 March 2005

From: Katie Sieving <sievingk@wec.ufl.edu>

I’msurethereareimpacts. But | don’t know of literaturethat specifically addressestheimpacts. Onemain
reason for this is that we use playback to observe birds that are hard to observe otherwise. Therefore, the
control group, for a study of playback impacts, would not be observable ...

Theoneimpact | can speak toisincreased risk of predation on individual s responding to playbacks (sing-
ing, approaching edges (where people stand) and giving visual displaysto potential intruders). Theonething
| can giveyou is‘unpublished data’ with one published reference to these types of data.

The data are: in south-temperate Chile, where | have done playback-research studies of various kinds, |
observed 7 different attacks (unsuccessful while | waswatching) on responding birds (all tapaculos, family
Rhinocryptidae) that had approached meinforest, or toforest edge, in responseto conspecificterritorial calls
broadcast over portable speakers. Two attacks were made by Accipiter bicolor at forest edges — one on a
Black-throated Huet-huet, the other on a Chucao Tapacul o. The other attacks were made by the Austral Pyg-
my-Owl on smaller speciesof tapacul os. On 3 of those occasions, the ow! approached the playback site before
the responding individual did. | had the distinct impression that the owls keyed in on the territorial calls as
much asthe conspecific territory defendersdid. One owl sat by my shoulder (within 3 feet) waiting with me.
On 2 occasions, | watched the owls continue to follow and hunt birds that had responded after the playback
was over.

In all 7 cases, the responding bird was not touched, but all had to utilize escape cover and escape tactics
while responding to playback. The one referenceisin this paper:

Sieving, K.E., Willson, M.F. and De Santo, T.L. 2000.
Defining corridor functions for endemic birds of south-temperate rainforest.
Conservation Biology, 14: 1120-1132. (p. 1128.)
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Good luck! | think that there must be more creative ways to see birds without making it so easy for bird
watchers. Though | haveto confess| useit, too. Please keep me in the loop, because more and more people
will be using this technology, and we have to moderate it at some point.

Kathryn E. Sieving, Associate Professor, Wildlife Ecology and Conservation, University of Florida, Gainesville FL 32611-0430
http://www.wec.ufl.edu/faculty/SievingK/

Reply #5

Date: 29 March 2005

From:  Paulo Gama Moata <pgmota@antrop.uc.pt>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?

| have never imagined that such amassive playback could be going on with abird species. But, | can tell
you that it will certainly affect their behavior. How it will affect, is a question with aless obvious answer.
| can only give you information from my experience.

We designed an experiment to test whether male song would affect female nesting behavior. And we
found that femal es spent 30% moretimeworking in their nest than control females. The playback was contin-
uous for up to 9 d before laying, during 5 h in the morning.

You can check for yourself. | add a PDF of the paper published in Ethology.

— Comment by SMS

The paper Paulo referred to is as follows (et me know if anyone wants a copy):

Mota, P.G. and Depraz, V. 2004.
A test of the effect of male song on female nesting behavior in the Serin (Serinus serinus): afield playback experiment.
Ethology, 110: 841-850.

Abstract

Itiswell established, through laboratory experiments, that male song in birds can stimulate femal e reproductive activity, af-
fectingtheir behavior and physiology, suchasfollicular growth, nest building and egg laying. However no clear demonstration
has yet been provided that this effect works under natural conditions. Previouswork in natural populations of Serins showed
that femal e nest-building behavior correlated with male singing time. Furthermore mal e Serin song peaked exactly in the day
that rapid follicular growth was estimated to start in females, suggesting that in this species song may also serveto stimulate
the femal€e' s reproductive development. Direct causal evidence, however, was lacking. We conducted field playback experi-
ments to investigate how song can influence femal e nesting activity during nest building. Our results show that females who
listened daily to playbacksof Serin songs, during the nest-building stage, spent moretime nest building than femalesthat were
not exposed to additional songs. M oreover, the singing behavior of the mated mal eswas not affected by the playbacks, sugges-
ting that the song-playback treatment had a direct positive effect on female nesting behavior.

Paulo Gama Mota, Departamento de Antropologia, Universidade de Coimbra, 3049 Coimbra codex Portugal
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Reply #6

Date: 25 March 2005

From:  Jeff Lucas <jlucas@bilbo.bio.purdue.edu>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?

I’m afraid that | have littleto offer. | don’t think much about the impact that playbacks have on populations
because we try to minimize their effects by reducing the rate of playbacks per site and the duration of time
the birds are subject to playbacks. | al'so don't know of any literature that dealswith thisissue— though this
ismostly because | haven't sought this sort of thing out.

Having waffled: | do share your concern. It isvery common for usto instigate territory disputesin Caro-
lina Chickadees (the birds that are the focus of almost all of our studies). Thisis because responses that we
elicit from oneneighbor are usually reacted to by other neighbors. So evenif our playbacks, per se, arehaving
no effect, theincreased interaction between birds caused by frequent playbacks could potentially disrupt the
social system. The work on communication networks makes this even more problematic. For example,
Mennill et al. (2002, Science, 296: 873) showed that femal e chickadees pay attention to fights between males
(or pseudo-fights between their male and a playback). If their male is made to be subordinate (which can be
donewith anumber of different aspectsof the playback), sheismorelikely to seek extra-pair copulationsthat
if her maleis madeto be dominant. The point isthat there arelots of waysto disrupt asocial system through
playbacks, and to do thisin order to let some people see arare bird seems a bit much.

Jeffrey R. Lucas, G-308 Lilly Hall, Dept of Biological Sciences, Purdue University, West Lafayette IN 47907
765-494-8112; fax: 765-494-0876

Reply #7

From:  Shallin Busch <shallin@u.washington.edu>
Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on birds?
Date: 29 March 2005

In many territorial birds who breed in temperate and arctic regions, exposure to playback increases the sex
hormone testosterone. There are alarge number of studies|ooking at this effect in awide range of species.
| suggest that you do aliterature search using the key words “simulated territorial intrusion” and “testoster-
one”. You might also look at the publications by my advisor, John Wingfield, at his website:

http://faculty.washington.edu/jwingfie/alt_publications.html

since he has been involved in most of these studies.

However, not much work on endocrinology has been donein thetropics. From thelimited amount of work
that has been done there, we can generalize the playback (sometimes with a decoy) does not cause arisein
testosteroneasit doesin more northern birds. Thiswastruefor thetwo speciesthat | have worked with (Song
Wren and Rufous-collared Sparrow), and the Spotted Antbird does not show arise in testosterone unless it
experiences a playback lasting longer than a couple of hours (see Ela Hau and Martin Wikelski’ s work for
that study). In summary, we are not seeing the endocrine response to playback in these speciesthat wedoin
northern birds.
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Reply #8

Date: 1 April 2005

From: Dirk Platzen <d.platzen@anu.edu.au>

Subject: Re: Audio playback: impact on Neotropical birds?

| have used playbacks only in aresearch context and unfortunately have no knowledge about any literature
on the topic. Nevertheless, my intuition tells me that the problem in your case is not the playbacks, which |
personally think are harmlessif done properly, but the disturbance created by the visitors. Especially during
the mating / breeding season continued disturbance could potentially have negative effects. So my hunch
would beto restrict the accessto vulnerabl e bird speciesto the times outside of breeding and to avoid repeti-
tive playbacksinthe sameterritories. If individual birdsget aplayback every coupleof daysrather thantwice
aday it would make abig difference in terms of impact. There are many more problemsin terms of the type
of playbacks and loudness etc. but | figure you will get quite some response and will leave it with these
general remarks.

Recommendation
(Posted to NEOORN on 16 May 2005)

InlateMarch | posted aregquest on the NEOORN list asking for advice on the impacts of audio playbacks
on birds. | had specifically in mind the impacts on Neotropical species, but, of course, the potential impacts
extend to all ecosystems.

I’ ve assembled the responses | received in a single document. Browse to

http://sciborg.uwater| 0oo.ca/~smithsm

and download thefile playback.pdf. This"“web site” isabare-bones site | use only for file exchanges— your
browser will simply show adirectory listing.
Here’'sa summary of what | found and what 1’1l be recommending:

1. Thereisamost no hard literature on the impacts of playback on Neotropical birds.

Clearly thereisareal need for research here, although | agreewith some of the correspondentsthat design-
ing such research won't be easy. Perhaps someone with playback skills could combine research support
from the conservation community and pair it with 2 or 3 of the more ecologically sensitive lodges and do
some hard research on the topic.

2. Thereisastrong consensus of opinion that limited playback in aresearch setting is both entirely appropri-
ate and of littleimpact. Even considering the possible conflict of interest here, | agree strongly with this
consensus, so lodgesthat permit research on their properties should continue to grant permission for this
type of playback activity.

3. Thereisaless strong but majority conensus that repeated, high- intensity playback, particulary involving
large groups, may be harmful to some species at sometimes. Certainly alot of correspondents expressed
concern here.

Thelodge | had in mind when | posted my original request attracts alot of birding groups and these
groups can be persistent and intrusive in their repeated attempts to find choice targets for clients.
There were some anecdotal reports of the possible impact of playback on predation pressures.


mailto:d.platzen@anu.edu.au
http://sciborg.uwaterloo.ca/~smithsm
http://sciborg.uwaterloo.ca/~smithsm/playback.pdf

Recommendation
My recommendation to thelodge will beto invoke the Precautionary Principle— in the absence of evidence
that the activity is harmless, act on the assumption that it is harmful. So I'll be recommending to this lodge
that playbacksberestricted but not eliminated entirely. | think that it isunnecessary that playbacks be banned
— thelodgehasto be economically viableand paying bird watchersare animportant source of income. How-
ever, | think it is aso reasonabl e that the lodge ask visitors to behave in an ecologically cautious manner.

Someyearsago when | visited the AsaWright Center in Trinidad, | visited their Oil Bird colony. | remem-
ber feeling distinctly ill-at-ease during my visit — | really felt like an intruder, and clearly the presence of
peoplein the grotto was stressful to the birds. | was, however, impressed with the tough stand thislodge took
onvisitsto thishighly sought bird — visitswere restricted to twice aweek, the group sizewaskept small and
al visits had to be led by alocal guide — you were not allowed to take that trail on your own. | judge this
to be asensible compromise— and something similar could beworked out for playbacks... restrict thetrails
on which they can be done and the frequency with which they can be used.

Of course, as aways, the tough job is supervision and enforcement!

I thank everyone who took the time to respond to my request for help and information.
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