The day’s not  begun until the fat bird’s sung

By Deb Parker

The dawn chorus, when songbirds sing around the time of sunrise, is a mysterious phenomenon that has long-fascinated mankind.

Department of Conservation employee Craig Barnett decided to investigate this daily marvel in research for his MSc in zoology, which he completed last year. He found that when it comes to singing, fat birds do it better.

He looked specifically at why birds sing at dawn. Why birds sing at all has been extensively studied with two clear reasons uncovered: to attract a mate and to protect resources such as territories.

As to why birds sing at dawn, a number of theories have been developed the most recent of which Craig decided to test.

The theory suggests that birds aim to gain a certain amount of fat by the end of the day, which is then sufficient to guarantee their survival even on the coldest of nights. 

“Because the bids rarely experience the worst conditions, on most mornings they will have surplus energy, which is used to sing at dawn and throughout the rest of the day.”

To test the theory he measured the daily weight gain (fat reserves increase with weight gain) and recorded the song output of two native bird species, the Silvereye and the native Robin, over three days.

On one of the days he provided the birds with supplementary food and found that the weight increased by several grams after feeding. The birds also sang more when they were fed.

“Both the native Robins and the Silvereyes had higher fat reserves when they were fed and were able to sing more at dawn chorus and throughout the day, compared with when they did not received supplementary food.

“The result suggests that the dawn chorus and signing in general is dependent on the bird’s energy levels.”

Craig says his research has implications for understanding the meaning of birdsong.

“Singing requires energy so it is likely that males that can sing at higher rates also have higher fat reserves, which in turn suggests they are living on better territories and/or excluding rivals from food.

“This means that males might be singing at dawn to demonstrate their superiority to mates and rivals.”

Although conventional theories play some part in explaining why birds sing at dawn, Craig says his research shows that a bird’s energy levels are also important,  “and so you could say the night isn’t over until the fat bird sings”.

Craig is keen to continue his research and is seeking funding to embark on a PhD.

