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Contact us A collaborative study by ateam of international biologists examines how the
mating tactics of females of three species of socially monogamous shore birds --
western sandpipers, Kentish plovers and common sandpipers -- that are paired to
genetically similar partners. Their findings appear in the current issue of the journal
Nature.

Brett Sandercock, a Kansas State University assistant professor of avian ecology in
the Division of Biology, and a member of the research team that conducted the
study, said in recent years there has been alot of interest in looking at the
differences between social mating systems of birds and what scientist can learn by
looking at the genetics of those social systems. Sandercock's contribution to the
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research included studying the social mating systems of sandpipersin western
Alaska.

"There's been arevolution with new molecular methods of being able to ask some
of these questions,”" Sandercock said. "A lot of thiswork has been done on
songbirds and some readlly interesting observations made."

Partnersin all three species, according to Sandercock, share responsibilities for
incubation of the eggs. Males also tend to the brood after the eggs are hatched.

Sandercock said that while a high rate of extra-pair paternity is common in
songbirds, the occurrence in shorebirds, which have "incredible variation™ in their
mating systems occurs significantly less. Less than 8 percent of the broodsin
western sandpiper nests were not the offspring of both parentsin the nest; 5 percent
of Kentish plover nests and 20 percent among common sandpipers. Sandercock
said the study provides some of the "first baseline estimates” of the rate of extra-
pair fertilizations in monogamous shorebirds.

"What's really exciting about thiswork is that we're looking more closely at those
pairs that do have extra-pair fertilizations and try to figure out what's going on with
them.

Sandercock said what appears to be going on isthat the infidelity is adirect result
of avoiding inbreeding. Genetic studies indicate that the rate of genetic similarity
among the mated pairs of birds with extra-pair fertilizations is more closely related
than pairs without extra-pair fertilizations. How the species are able to recognize a
genetically similar partner is still amystery, he said,

"We don't have a good sense of how females are doing this; how they assess how
similar they are genetically to amate," Sandercock said. "It impliesthat thereis
some sort of recognition mechanism that we don't fully understand.

Another mystery scientists have yet to uncover is what are the consequences of
inbreeding?

"We don't have a good measure of what would have been the fertility of the eggs or
the growth and survival of the chicks after hatching if she had not selected a mate
other than her partner,” Sandercock said. "But in a number of other birds those
sorts of costs of inbreeding are fairly well-documented.”

Note: This story has been adapted from a news release issued by Kansas State University for
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journalists and other members of the public. If you wish to quote from any part of this story,
please credit Kansas State University as the original source. You may also wish to include the
following link in any citation:

http: //www.sciencedaily.convrel eases/2002/10/021011071006.htm
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