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The retrieval of eggs naturally or artificially displaced from 
their nest was described for the first time by Lorenz & 
 Tinbergen (1938) in Greylag Goose Anser anser. This be-
haviour has been reported subsequently for several species 
(Duncan 1984 and references therein, Giesen 1978, Kosten 
1982, Prevett & Prevett 1973). Egg retrieval has an obvious 
adaptive value and thus it seems reasonable to hypothesize 
that it should be widespread among ground nesting birds. 
To our knowledge this behaviour has not yet been described 
in any species belonging to the family Burhinidae. Here we 
report the results of an experiment which documents the 
occurrence of egg-retrieval response in the Eurasian Stone-
curlew Burhinus oedicnemus. 

The experiment was performed on a nest in the Thapsos 
Peninsula, Sicily, Italy (37°09'N, 15°14'E), which hosts a 
consistent population of probably sedentary Stone-curlews 
(Grasso & Ientile 2001, Spena et al. in press). On 27 June 
2008, during a survey on the reproductive biology of  Burhinus 
oedicnemus, a nest was discovered which contained a single 
egg. Using the method reported in Carpita (2006), which is 
based on the reduction of egg density during incubation (Rahn 
& Ar 1974), we estimated the expected hatching date to be 
16 July. After the egg did not hatch on that date, we continued 
checking the nest. On 2 August, the egg was still incubated, 
but we did not record any sign of imminent hatching, such 
as piping. At this point, certain of the egg’s infertility, we de-
cided to take the chance to test the occurrence of egg retrieval 
in this species with no harm to the reproductive output of this 
monitored breeding pair. Thus, on 2 August we displaced 
the egg about 30 cm from the nest lip, a distance well within 

the retrieval limits recorded for other well studied species, 
such as geese (Duncan 1984, Prevett & Prevett 1973). The 
bird’s behaviour was recorded using a well concealed video 
camera placed about 180 cm from the nest. The experiment 
began at midday.

The time sequence of the recorded behaviours is reported 
in Table 1. As we expected, the egg displacement clearly 
elicited an egg-retrieval response, which appeared to be quite 
similar to that described for the Greylag Goose (Lorenz & 
Tinbergen 1938). The observed sequence suggests that the 
bird, possibly a female according to its plumage character-
istics (Green & Bowden 1986), soon become aware of the 
anomalous situation, but performed the egg retrieval behav-
ioural pattern after some latency. As observed in other nests 
(n = 26) from the same study area (and monitored by the 
same technique), stone-curlews usually approach their nests 
quickly and silently and sit on the eggs almost immediately. 
However, in this case the observed individual stood near its 
nest for about 4 minutes, calling softly and repeatedly, before 
sitting on the empty cup (Fig. 1). This bird, in addition to this 
behaviour (i.e. brooding the empty nest) brooded the egg, 
once located, for about 15 minutes in the place in which it 
lay; only then did it start to move the egg back into the nest 
cup (Fig. 2). 

Given the single observation, no generalization is  allowed. 
It is interesting, however, that the observed latency is quite 
high with respect to other species, such as White-tailed Ptar-
migan Lagopus leucurus, which usually responds almost 
immediately (Giesen 1978). It should be noted, however, that 
in White-tailed Ptarmigans the delay of the response seems to 
be inversely correlated to the displacement distance  (Giesen 
1978). Thus, it might be hypothesized that the observed 
latency was simply due to the distance of the displacement, 
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Fig. 1.  Eurasian Stone-curlew sitting on the empty nest cup.

Table 1.  Time sequence of recorded behaviours of a pair of Eurasian 
Stone-curlews at a nest where the single egg had been displaced 
by about 30 cm.

Time 
(min:sec) Behaviour

00:00 Begin observations.
16:50 Both members of the breeding pair land near the nest. One 

bird approaches the nest cup calling repeatedly.
21:36 The bird sits on the empty nest cup (Fig. 1).
21:44 Bird stands up and walks toward the displaced egg and 

observes the egg.
22:15 Bird sits on the egg.
37:34 Bird stands up and sits down repeatedly on the egg and looks 

around.
38:07 Bird stands up and walks toward the nest cup.
38:31 Bird tries to sit down then stands immobile over the nest, 

softly calling.
45:46 Bird sits on the nest cup.
45:52 Bird stands up and partially retrieves the egg using its beak 

(Fig. 2A), then looks around and tries to sit down over the 
empty cup.

46:37 Bird retrieves the egg (Fig. 2B) and starts brooding.
76:22 End observations. Bird still incubates.
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which might be greater than that usually experienced by 
stone-curlews. Further studies investigating the effects of 
displacement distance, relative timing within the incubation 
period, and the breeding experience of breeding pairs would 
be needed to better understand the context of egg retrieval 
behaviour in this species. Our case study serves as the first 
record of egg retrieval in this species and may be regarded as 
an interesting starting point for further investigation.

We are grateful to M.T. Vinciguerra and D. Caruso for their 
helpful comments. We would like to thank also G. Nicolosi 
for helping us in the field. Humphrey Sitters improved the 
English.

Carpita, F. 2006. Aspetti della biologia riproduttiva della popolazione di 
occhione (Burhinus oedicnemus) nidificante nel Parco Fluviale Regionale 
del Taro. MSc Thesis, Pisa University. Available at: http://etd.adm.unipi.
it/theses/available/etd-01092006-111437/.

Duncan, D.C. 1984. Egg retrieval by Canada geese: Apparent interspecific 
retrieval and tests of egg displacement. Auk 101: 886–887. 

Giesen, K.M. 1978. Egg retrieval by incubating white-tailed ptarmigan. 
Auk 95: 761–762.

Grasso, R. & R. Ientile. 2001. Biologia riproduttiva dell’Occhione in am-
biente rurale. Avocetta 25: 213.

Green, R.E. & C.G.R. Bowden. 1986. Field characters for ageing and sex-
ing stone curlews. Brit. Birds 79: 419–422.

Kosten, P.A. 1982. Egg retrieval by clapper rails. J. Field Ornithol. 53: 
274–275.

Lorenz, K. & N. Tinbergen. 1938. Taxis and instinctive action in the egg-
retrieving behaviour of the Graylag Goose [Transl. from German]. Pp. 
176–208 in Instinctive behaviour. C.H. Schiller (ed.). 1957. International 
University Press, New York.

Prevett, J.P. & L.S. Prevett. 1973. Egg retrieval by blue geese. Auk 90: 
202–204.

Rahan, H. & A. Ar. 1974. The avian egg: incubation time and waters loss. 
Condor 76: 147–152. 

Spena, M.T., R. Grasso, E. Pollonara, D. Giunchi & N.E. Baldaccini. 
In press. Indagini preliminari sulla biologia riproduttiva e sugli aspetti 
ecologici dell’Occhione (Burhinus oedicnemus) nella penisola di Thapsos 
(Siracusa). Biogeographia. 

Vaughan, R. & N. Vaughan Jennings. 2005. The Stone Curlew Burhinus 
oedicnemus. Isabelline Book, Falmouth, Cornwall.Fig. 2.  Egg-retrieving: A first phase; B last phase.


