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NEST-SANITATION. 
BY 

R. H. BLAIR. 

WITH ADDITIONS FROM PUBLISHED SOURCES 
BY 

B. W. TUCKER, 

INTRODUCTORY. 

" No bird fouls its own nest " runs an old proverb. This might 
well serve as a text for the present paper, based on an investi
gation carried out in the past few years by the Cornwall Bird 
Watching and Preservation Society. 

Nest-sanitation in the House-Martin was described more 
than a century and a half ago with characteristic accuracy 
by Gilbert White. In his Sixteenth Letter to the Hon. Daines 
Barrington, dated November 20th, 1773, he wrote of this 
species:— 

" At first when the young are hatched, and are in a naked and 
helpless condition, the parent birds with tender assiduity, carry out 
what comes away from their young. Was it not for this affectionate 
cleanliness the nestlings would soon be burnt up, and destroyed in so 
deep and hollow a nest, by their own caustic excrement. In the 
quadruped creation the same neat precaution is made use of; parti
cularly among dogs and cats, where the dams lick away what proceeds 
from their young. But in birds there seems to be a particular provision; 
that the dung of nestlings is enveloped in a tough kind of jelly, and 
therefore is the easier conveyed off without soiling or daubing. Yet, 
as nature is cleanly in all her ways, the young perform this office for 
themselves in a little time by thrusting their tails out at the aperture 
of their nest." 

Written in an age far removed in spirit from our own, this 
excellent description, like many of Gilbert White's observa
tions, might well, but for its old-world phrasing, have been 
written by a modern field naturalist with all the advantages of 
background and equipment which White lacked. More than 
seventy years later the fact that the nests of Blackbird, 
Mistle-Thrush and Song-Thrush are kept clean by the parents 
swallowing the droppings of the nestlings was reported by 
T. D. Weir to William MacGillivray, who recorded the 
observations of his correspondent in his History of British 
Birds, in which will also be found the essential facts about 
the House-Martin, independently observed by another 
correspondent, T. Hepburn. In 1898 H. F. Witherby (Know
ledge, 1898, p. 66) published an account of nest-sanitation in 
the Mistle-Thrush, recording the change from swallowing 
to carrying away of the faeces which is now known to be 
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widespread in nidieolous birds and the prodding of the young 
by the parent to stimulate evacuation, which will be referred 
to again in the present paper. Another comparatively early 
communication on the subject, dealing with American birds, 
was contributed by F. H. Herrick to the Auk for 1900 
(Vol. XVII, pp. 100-103). The mucous encapsulation of the 
faeces found in Passerines and woodpeckers " and to some 
extent in other orders of birds " is noted and the importance 
of the habits described in preventing the nest-site from being 
rendered conspicuous is remarked on. The author had 
observed carrying away of faeces by the Bluebird (Sialia 
sialis), swallowing by the Red-eyed Vireo (Vireosylva olivacea) 
and Cedar Waxwing (Bombycilia cedrorum), and both methods 
of disposal in the case of the American Robin (Turdus 
migratorius), and photographs are given of the first and last 
of these in the act of removal. Since that date numerous 
references to nest-sanitation have appeared in accounts of 
the habits of individual species, but no systematic study of 
the subject has hitherto been made. It was in view of this fact 
that the enquiry above-mentioned was organized, with the 
object of providing a survey of the various methods of disposal 
of excrement and the use made of these methods by different 
species. 

It has been thought desirable to add to the original data 
obtained in the enquiry statements of what has previously 
been recorded on the subject, and these are given in the 
systematic account as separate paragraphs in square brackets 
under each species. In the main the two sets of data confirm 
one another, but in some cases conclusions which might be 
drawn from the new data alone are found to be supplemented 
or modified by previously published records. Many such 
records were tabulated by the late F. C. R. Jourdain in his 
bibliographical note-books on the breeding biology of British 
birds, and the paragraphs referred to have been compiled 
mainly from this source, with a few additional references, 
by B. W. Tucker, who is also responsible for the portion of 
the present section dealing with the literature. 

The published data on nest-sanitation are widely scattered, 
often as a sentence or a few lines buried in some general 
article or note and sometimes in out-of-the-way places, and 
it may be considered certain that a few have escaped notice, 
but there is no doubt that Mr. Jourdain's collection of refer
ences is the most comprehensive that has been got together. 
It may be mentioned, however, that over fifty references 
(of which a few, however, refer to non-European birds) are 
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given by F. Groebbels in the second volume of his important 
work, Der Vogel (pp. 405-407), published in 1937. This work 
and Stresemann's volume on birds in the great German 
Handbuch der Zoologie of Kiikenthal and Krumbach both 
summarize briefly what is known on the subject and both 
clearly recognize the widespread tendency to an orderly 
sequence of changes in method of faeces disposal which is so 
strongly emphasized by the results of the present enquiry. 
Stresemann (p. 399) writes that " in the first days it is usually 
swallowed, later usually carried away and deposited at a 
distance," while according to Groebbels " apart from in
dividual differences, it is very often the case that the adults 
at first swallow the droppings, then when the young are 
larger carry them away, and finally when the young are 
larger still and evacuate in the nest or on the edge of it, no 
longer remove them." The sequence of stages thus defined 
will be found to agree very closely with those which were 
quite independently formulated as typical in the present 
enquiry. 

The functions of nest-sanitation are twofold, one to 
prevent contamination of the young birds, their food, and 
the brooding parents, and the other in many cases to prevent 
the nesting-site being made conspicuous by accumulated 
droppings. How well the first object is attained will be realized 
by all who have noticed a brood just out of the nest, every 
baby spick and span, in contrast often to the weary and 
bedraggled parents. And this applies even to such species 
as Wren, Starling, tits, Sand-Martins and others where 
nesting conditions are such that this outcome is in a high 
degree astonishing. 

Not all birds have this sanitation problem, as many ground-
nesting species, such as waders, ducks, terns, gulls and skuas 
leave the vicinity of the nest soon after hatching. In those 
in which the conditions of breeding make sanitation desirable 
a remarkable feature is the instinctive co-operation of the 
nestlings from an early age. This is particularly developed in 
the tits, of which a very good account is given by O. and 
M. Heinroth (Vogel Mitteleuropas, I., p. 118):— 

" While other young insectivorous birds usually elevate the hind 
parts of their bodies at the edge of the nest and deposit the faecal 
pellets thereon, so that they can be carried away in the bill by the 
parents either immediately' or somewhat later, young tits behave 
in the following manner. As the large number of young makes 
it impossible for the individual nestlings to push their way 
between the bodies of their companions to the edge of the nest, evacua
tion must also take place from the middle of the nest. For this purpose 
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the young bird elevates its posterior in such a way that it is standing 
like a three-legged stool on its feet and bill. The cloacal opening is 
thus brought to the same height as the elevated beaks of the rest of 
the family, and it is surrounded by a circlet of white feathers so that 
it can be distinctly seen in the dim light of the nest-hole. As the father 
and mother, after presenting food, always take a look at their young 
for a moment, they at once notice this circlet showing up as the most 
elevated point, take up the faacal pellet . . . as it is extruded and 
before it rolls down amongst the numerous family, and fly away with 
it." 
A photograph is given (Plate 43, fig. 3) of a young Coal-Tit 
in this singular attitude. 

In other species in which the behaviour is less specialized 
it is nevertheless sufficiently striking, and it was the observa
tion of the collaboration of half-fledged Willow-Warblers 
with the parents in nest-sanitation which stimulated Blair 
to take up the subject seriously. The nestling about to 
defaecate pushed its way to the entrance of the nest and then 
deposited the dropping neatly at the right-hand side of the 
opening, so that the parent returning soon after was able, 
after feeding, to pick up the excrement without changing 
its foothold and fly away with it. In the many instances 
observed the dropping fell regularly within an inch of the same 
spot. Evidently this was a definite latrine. On one occasion 
the nestling blundered, so that the dropping fell short, just 
inside the entrance. Without hesitation the nearest chick 
picked it up in its beak and laid it down in the proper spot. 
Similar routines were observed at a Wood-Warbler's nest 
where the young were less than a week old and in young 
Spotted Flycatchers. As a result a short article was written 
for the Cornish Bird Watching and Preservation Society, 
and as the subject had received comparatively little attention 
and promised to be of much interest, the Society decided 
to set on foot an enquiry on the methods of nest-sanitation. 

The information desired was the day on which defaecation 
first occurred, the method of sanitation at various stages, and 
the part played by the nestlings. 

With regard to the first, it appeared important to discover 
whether defaecation took place at all in the first few days, as 
the bulging of the posterior of very young nestlings suggested 
that no faeces might pass until some days after hatching. 
This has been observed to be the case in the buntings, while 
in other species defaecation within 24 hours has been noted. 
More observations in this difficult stage are required as 
observations on many species make it clear that capsules are 
not produced at first. It should be borne in mind that the 
first contents of the gut are not faeces but a secretion and 
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that this, if expelled, would almost certainly be swallowed 
by parents. In the nest also might be fragments of egg-shell 
and membrane which, if minute, might well be mistaken 
for faeces, and would be groped for at the bottom of the 
nest by the parent birds in a manner similar to their actions 
in removing faeces. The fact that swallowing by parent is 
the rule in these first days makes it very difficult to say 
more than that ths parent swallowed something, presumably 
faeces, on the first or second day. 

The fasces of most Passerine and some other nestlings are 
voided surrounded by an elastic pellicle of tough mucus 
which, as Gilbert White duly observed, enables the little 
parcels to be carried away without breaking, to be deposited 
neatly, and not to cause contamination by light contact. 
It is this remarkable provision of nature which makes possible 
the collection and disposal of faeces from the nest by 
co-operation of nestling and parent. 

A further adaptation frequently met with is the develop
ment of powerful ejaculatory muscles, resulting in a squirt 
action which permits of liquid or semi-solid faeces being 
projected clear of the nest. This is the procedure in the 
later stages among birds-of-prey, many other large birds and 
some Passerines. 

Swallowing of faeces by parent birds is widespread, but wide 
variations are found to occur in the extent to which birds of 
related species make use of the swallowing method. I t is 
also evident that birds of the same species may show marked 
variability in this respect, but allowance has to be made for 
the probability that birds will often swallow faeces when 
nervous, cf., swallowing of food intended for nestlings by 
parent birds when observed. This tends to make swallowing 
appear even more frequent than in nature. Swallowing by 
parents is noted alike where nestlings do not produce 
encapsuled faeces, e.g., Raven, and in those species where 
capsulation occurs, e.g., Thrush. 

As to the co-operation by the nestling, for the first few 
days, faeces, if any, are swallowed by the parent; in the 
next stage the nestling is commonly stimulated by prodding 
by the parent, and the faeces either swallowed or carried 
away. As soon, however, as the nestling is able to make 
purposeful movements the instinct to protect the cup of the 
nest leads him to project the cloacal opening over the edge 
and defalcate there, or, as in the case of the Willow-Warbler 
to make his way to a particular spot beside the " doorstep," 
turn round and defaecate, or in deep or covered nests, as 
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observed in Whitethroat and Blue-Tit, to come to the top of 
the heap of young, turn up the cloaca and await the parent. 
The young of the larger " projectile " birds at a surprisingly 
early stage are able to orientate themselves so as to defalcate 
clear of the nest. 

One definite rule can be formulated as a result of the 
enquiry. If we consider the portion of the nest which contains 
the eggs and newly hatched chicks as the cup of the nest, 
then: " The cup of the nest is kept inviolate." This rule 
applies whether the nest is of cup-and-brim type, cup-and-
platform type, domed, shelf type, in a hole or cranny, and 
to lined and unlined nests alike. The only exceptions or 
partial exceptions occur in certain hole-nesting species. 

It has further been found helpful to differentiate three 
stages:— 

Stage i. Newly hatched chick. Up to 3 days old. Swallow
ing by parents is the rule. 

Stage 2. Intermediate stage. Frequently after prodding 
reminder, faeces are carried away or swallowed by parent. 

Stage 3. Stage of active co-operation by nestlings, which 
may:— 

(«) Project faeces clear of the nest. 
(b) Deposit faces on rim of nest or selected spot to be 

carried away (commonest method), swallowed or 
left on rim. 

(c) Deliver faeces direct to parent to be carried or 
swallowed. 

In Stage 3 nestlings of the same species may adopt more 
than one of (a), (b) and (c). Thus, the Goldcrest deposits on 
rim, until old enough to project clear, and has also been 
observed to deliver direct. 

The complexity of behaviour with regard to sanitation 
has not been sufficiently recognized in the past, and many of 
the ornithologists who have recorded observations on the 
subject have failed to note the age of the nestlings. This 
complexity was also not sufficiently realized in the early stages 
of the present enquiry and led to some confusion in the first 
year, as observer A would be clear that carrying was the 
method used by a particular species, and observer B would 
be equally firm that swallowing was the practice for this 
species, while C upheld that the parents played no part, as 
he had definitely watched the nestling defascate clear of 
the nest. All these observations were accurate and called 
attention to the need to watch each species throughout the 
period in the nest. 



212 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. XXXIV. 

Of the species which have been observed during their 
first few days after hatching (Stage i) the following are 
reported not to pass faeces at this stage. 

Corn-Bunting, Yellow-Bunting and Cirl Bunting, where 
faeces are carried from the third or fourth day, and are not 
passed before this. 

Robin and Hedge-Sparrow, where no defalcation is noted 
in the first two days, faeces are thereafter swallowed during 
Stage 2 and subsequently carried in Stage 3. 

Nestlings of Jackdaw, Greenfinch, Chaffinch, Long-tailed 
Tit, Goldcrest, Spotted Flycatcher, Song-Thrush and Black
bird have been reported as defaecating during the first two 
days. It is expected that this which may be considered the 
normal Stage 1 will contain the majority of species. 

In many species the stages are not differentiated. Thus, 
in the Mistle-Thrush and Song-Thrush, which swallow until 
the last few days, or in the case of the former often throughout, 
there is no sharp distinction. Similarly in the larger birds as 
Raven, Stages 1 and 2 are merged together, the bird swallowing 
during these stages until projection by the young is established 
in Stage 3. 

Lack of uniformity of sanitation method in allied species is 
illustrated in the finches. 

GREENFINCH. Normal. Faeces swallowed during first week. 
At about a week fasces deposited on rim, where they are 
swallowed. Later a few capsules are carried but the bulk 
left on the rim of the nest. 

Abnormal. In a nest, which was subsequently relined and 
used for a second brood, all droppings, were carried from 
the tenth day, up to which day they had been swallowed. 
The nest and rim were left clean. 

GOLDFINCH. Rim used as latrine after first week. Capsules 
are very glutinous and hence do not tend to fall back into 
nest. Rarely a parent is seen to carry a dropping perhaps 
taken direct from nestling. Swallowing is not seen after early 

' stages. 
TWITE. Faeces swallowed till a late stage. 
BULLFINCH. Swallowing the rule till late stage. Then 

carrying or swallowing. Nest kept and left clean. Faeces not 
noted on rim. 

CHAFFINCH. Swallowing first three days. Carrying from 
fourth day. Faeces deposited on rim in second week and 
carried. Nest kept clean. 

The male bird is reported as being the chief sanitary worker 
in the case of Common Redstart and as being prominent in 
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carrying feces in Stonechat and Blackcap. This. suggests 
that in some species where the sexes are alike the male may 
likewise be the main agent in sanitation, and it may be 
noted that according to the published observations of R. 
Poncy this appears to-be the case in the Carrion-Crow. 

Water sanitation, wood-dust sanitation, " latrines," indoor 
sanitation and " spring-cleaning " have all been noted in 
connection with nest-sanitation. 

In the Dipper two independent observers relate how the 
older nestlings defecate from the opening into water below. 
Any dropping which fails to reach the water is picked up by 
the parent and placed in the stream, and if caught in an 
eddy, it is retrieved and put in the current. A variation 
of this behaviour is recorded in the central European race, 
C. c. aquaticus, in which if the feces fell to the bottom of the 
water near the nest they were fished up and taken away. 

In the Great Spotted Woodpecker feces are carried in 
capsules in the early stages. Later they are mixed with 
wood-dust, shown by a change from shiny white to loose 
yellow. Hammering to produce more wood-dust is done at 
intervals. At the end of the day a long hammering precedes 
a big clean up. Just before the young leave carrying ceases, 
but much hammering of wood-dust suggests that fouling of 
the plumage of the young is prevented by " indoor sanitation." 

In the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker very large white 
capsules are carried at long intervals in early stages—twice 
in 43 visits noted. Wood-dust sanitation follows and a 
parent was observed to bring a wood-dust feces parcel to 
the opening, lean out and shake it till it fell in pieces to the 
ground. 

These observations are of original work by A. H. M. Cox, 
assisted in the case of the Lesser Spotted Woodpecker by 
R. G. Adams 

" Latrines " are reported in several species. The dome-
nesters use the doorstep for this purpose, Willow-Warbler 
and Wood-Warbler using a spot to one side, while Wren, 
Dipper and House-Martin come to the doorstep and project 
from thence. Among hole dwellers Wheatears and Starlings 
come to the entrance when old enough, as also in the last 
few days Sand-Martins. By contrast young Kingfishers are 
reported to leave the nest in order to deposit their liquid 
feces in the passage, which usually inclines downward 
towards the entrance—indoor sanitation. In these two species, 
Sand-Martin and Kingfisher, it may be noticed that the nest, 
at least in some cases, is not placed at the extreme end of 



214 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL.XXXIV. 

the hole. If only the case of the Sand-Martin were in question 
it might be suggested that the dead space behind the nest is 
used as a latrine till the young ones can move to the entrance, 
since both nest and passage would thus be kept clean. But 
the case of the Kingfisher inevitably throws doubt on such an 
explanation, for here the most notable thing about the 
passage is that it is not kept clean. On the contrary, it is 
reduced to what T. A. Coward called " a running sewer " of 
liquid feces ; yet the birds do not seem to suffer. This may 
appear anomalous in view of the care bestowed on sanitation 
by most species, but perhaps the Kingfisher is specially 
insensitive to unhygienic surroundings. 

Among ground nesting birds-of-pre!y Montagu's Harrier 
makes proper latrines with runways leading to them from the 
nest, while Merlin nestlings eject their faeces from the nest 
in the same way as members of the group which nest only 
above the ground, and a broad ring of " whitewash " forms 
round the nest. 

The Pied Flycatcher sometimes finds that in the late stages 
sanitation by carrying gets behindhand. In these cases a 
particular corner of the hole or nesting-box is used as a latrine. 
In one instance a pile of droppings was made in one corner, 
the nest and the other three comers being clean. 

Swallows have been watched by Blair jostling each 
other to take turns at the particular corner of their nest set 
apart as a latrine, and in two instances he has seen mud 
runways leading from the nest, to enable the young birds 
to get to a suitable spot whence they could defaecate to the 
ground without mess near the nest. These mud runways were 
not constructed until after hatching. 

In two species which have indoor sanitation, spring-cleaning 
may follow when the young have flown. In the case of the 
Pied Flycatcher described above, on the day after the 
nestlings flew the parent birds returned and cleaned up every 
particle of excrement, leaving the nest-box clean. In the 
Wryneck, as noted more fully in the systematic part, 
behaviour is very variable and faeces may be regularly 
removed or allowed to accumulate in the hole. In a nest 
observed for several years there was no carrying or swallowing 
noted. By the time the young were ready to leave there was a 
foul mess left in the nesting-box. As soon as the young had 
left, the parents spring-cleaned the nesting-box and left 
the interior as clean as if it had been scrubbed. One year two 
young died in the nest and the birds did not return to clean 
up. They never nested there again. 
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Some disconnected observations of special interest follow. 
WOOD-LARK. A parent was seen to pick up a dropping 

previously deposited in a conspicuous position near the nest 
and to carry it further away. 

CHAFFINCH AND SONG-THRUSH. Nestlings of these species 
have been seen to swallow feces of other young in their nests. 

WHITE-TAILED EAGLE. At a nest under continuous observa
tion the young defecated regularly through the night at 
about the same intervals as by day. 

SPOTTED FLYCATCHER. A parent fed a young bird out of the 
nest and carried away a dropping. In another instance 
parents carried droppings throughout the first day after 
leaving nest. 

ROBIN. Adult fed a young Greenfinch and carried away a 
dropping. 

COAL-TIT. During incubation (6th day) the hen bird carried 
out a dropping, presumably her own. 

BLUE TIT. A nest containing 10 young was observed by 
Commander Taylor through the glass sides of a specially 
constructed nesting-box. After feeding, the parent looked 
around and the young timed defecation for this moment. 
The young one requiring attention would wriggle to the top 
and lie with tail raised. Faeces were passed direct to parent. 
In spite of the number of young there were never two 
droppings at one visit. When nearly fledged the nestling 
tipped itself up on end with the tail held quite vertical to 
avoid contamination of tail-feathers (cf. Heinroth's account, 
antea p. 208). 

Many observations to which no reference has been made 
will be found in the summary to follow, which contains some 
hundreds of original notes relating to 78 species and many 
more extracted from the literature. 

Study of these will justify the following conclusions :— 
1. That swallowing of faeces by parent birds is widespread. 
2. That co-operation by nestlings in keeping inviolate the 

cup of the nest is practically universal. 
3. That in the majority of species more than one method of 

sanitation is used, one method succeeding another as the 
nestling grows. 

(To be continued). 


