
Interspecific brood parasitism (IBP) involves
individuals of one species leaving the
incubation and rearing of their brood to
another species, while conspecific brood
parasitism (CBP) involves a female laying its
eggs in the nest of another of the same
species (Robert & Sorci 2001; Lyon & Eadie
2008). CBP is a common reproductive tactic
in Anatidae, found in 46% of species
including the Common Eider Somateria

mollissima (Yom-Tov 2001), while IBP is
infrequent in precocial species such as
Anatidae (Robertson 1998).

On 20 May 2010, we conducted a seabird
population survey on the 300 m long Er
Valant Island (île aux Chevaux; 47°21’N
2°58’W), Brittany, at the northern end of
the Bay of Biscay. Species breeding on the
island in 2010 included European Shag
Phalacrocorax aristotelis (109 pairs), Lesser
Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus (5 pairs),

Figure 1. Newly hatched Common Eider Somateria mollissima chick in a Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus

nest, Er Valant Island, France, 20 May 2010. © Arnaud Le Nevé.
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Herring Gull L. argentatus (45 pairs), Great
Black-backed Gull L. marinus (213 pairs) and
Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus

ostralegus (5–10 pairs).

During the survey we found a 1–2 day old
Common Eider (hereafter ‘Eider’) chick in a
Great Black-backed Gull nest, which also
contained a newly-hatched chick and two
eggs of Great Black-backed Gull, one of
which was hatching (Figure 1). Although no
Eider egg shell was found, we assumed an
Eider egg had been laid in the gull’s nest
because: (1) the Eider chick was too young
to walk alone and reach the gull’s nest by
itself without an accompanying adult; (2) no
other Eider nest, chick or adult was seen on
the island, or offshore using telescope and
binoculars; (3) deliberate deposition of the
egg into the gull’s nest by man was unlikely
since access to the island is prohibited. We
cannot exclude the unlikely possibility that
the Eider chick became separated from a
brood being walked from a nest to the sea
by a female, but stongly suspect an instance
of IBP. We were unable to follow the fate of
the Eider chick, but it is unlikely that it
survived given the absence of other Eider
broods nearby, and the differences in diet
and breeding strategies of the two species
(precocial versus semi-precocial).

Following the extinction of the 20 known
breeding pairs due to the Erika oil spill in

2000 (Yésou & Sériot 2002), the Eider is
now a rare breeding bird in France, with 2–4
pairs in 2008–10 scattered along the
Channel and Atlantic coasts of Brittany, and
one pair in the Jura mountains on a dam’s
lake, Ain county, eastern France (Le Nevé
2011). Since the first post-Erika coastal nest
was discovered on Er Valant in 2006 (Yésou
2007), this island is now the most regular
breeding site in France (none in 2007, 1 pair
in 2008, 1–2 in 2009). One previous case of
IBP by an Eider has been reported in France:
a pair of Herring Gulls incubating a nest
containing four Eider eggs, on 25 May 1987
on Évens Island, 46 km southeast of Er
Valant (Leray & Yésou 1988). That parasitic
clutch was 2 m away from a female Eider
incubating her own eggs. 

Sayler (1992) listed the occurrence of brood
parasitism in waterfowl and considered IBP
to be infrequent in the Common Eider. In a
study in western Scotland between 1996
and 2009, gulls were the main hosts of the
Eider, with 16–17 Herring or Lesser Black-
backed Gull nests (n = 32,819), four
Common Gull Larus canus nests (n =
10,547) and one Great Black-backed Gull
nest (n = 2,678) being parasitised; one
Herring Gull nest contained a newly-
hatched Eider chick and two Herring Gull
eggs, one of which was hatching (Craik
2010). The Eider incubation period (22–28
days: Cramp & Simmons 1977; Hagen 2008)

Figure 2. Newly hatched Common Eider Somateria mollissima chick in a Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus

nest, Er Valant Island, France, 20 May 2010. © Arnaud Le Nevé.
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is similar to that of Great Black-backed Gull
(27–28 days: Cramp & Simmons 1983;
Cadiou 2002), and its ability to lay the first
egg of a mixed clutch (Waldeck & Andersson
2006), the similar laying dates of the two
species, and the size of the Great Black-
backed Gull colony on Er Valant can explain
the choice of host and incubation success of
the Eider egg.

Nest confusion can probably be excluded to
explain this instance of IBP as it generally
occurs at high nest densities and short
distances between guest and host nests
(Craik 2010), which was not the case at Er
Valant. This suggests that the mixed clutch
was formed by an Eider attempting brood
parasitism. Assuming IBP as an adaptative
behaviour, the absence of other Eider nests
may have forced the female to lay in the
nest of another bird species, resulting in a
’best-of-a-bad-situation‘ decision making
(Sorenson 1998). The choice of a Great
Black-backed Gull nest could result from the
coincidence between the laying dates of
both species.
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