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Nest stacking is a rarely observed nesting behaviour in which the birds build a new on top of an
old nest. Here we report a case of nest stacking in the Great Reed Warbler. Previously, nest stacking
has been reported in relation to a few species that mainly inhabit wetlands, indicating that vegetation
structure might play an important role in such nesting behaviour. We encourage experts to publish
their records and observations on rare nesting behaviour, in order to increase our knowledge and
understanding of the nature of these phenomena.
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Slaganje novog gnijezda na postojece je rijetko zabiljezeno ponasanje, pri ¢emu ptica gradi novo
gnijezdo na ve¢ postojece. U radu donosimo slucaj takvog slaganja gnijezda kod velikog trstenjaka.
Dosad je slaganje novog na staro gnijezdo zabiljezeno kod nekoliko vrsta koje uglavnom nastanju-
ju vlazna stanista, Sto ukazuje na to da bi struktura vegetacije mogla imati vaznu ulogu u takvom
ponasanju. Poticemo i stru¢njake da objavljuju opazanja slicnih neobi¢nih ponasanja pri gnijezdenju
da bismo doznali viSe te bolje razumjeli takvih pojava.

Kljucne rijeci: trs¢ak, ponasanje kod gnijezdenja, preuzimanje gnijezda, trstenjaci

INTRODUCTION

Nest construction is a common behaviour in birds (Hanserr, 2000, 2005). Nests
provide safety for eggs and nestlings, nests may reduce predation risk, regulate the
humidity and temperature of the contents, or act as a sexual or individual quality sig-
nal (Prokor & TrNKA, 2011; Moreno, 2012). In rare instances, birds will create nests in
unusual shapes (Tomkins et al., 2015). Nest stacking in birds has been described as a
rare phenomenon; intra- and interspecific nest stacking has been detected worldwide
in several bird species (e.g., FIERRO-CALDERON & MARTIN, 2007; LaRra et al., 2011). Nest
stacking is defined as the construction of a new nest exactly on top of or above an
older, previously constructed nest (Gapex ef al., 2022). In this study, we report on a
case of nest stacking in the Great Reed Warbler Acrocephalus arundinaceus. Great Reed
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Warblers breed in various habitats containing shallow to moderate deep water in the
Western Palaearctic dominated by the reed Phragmites australis (CRamp, 1998; MERG
et al., 2018). They typically construct nests among stronger reed stalks and rear one
brood annually (BALp1 & KisBeNepEK, 2000). In the event of clutch failure, they con-
struct replacement nests for the new clutch (MERG et al., 2014). Rarely, nest reuse and
unusual nest construction have been observed (HarsTaD et al., 2005; MERG & ZUL}EVIC’,
2019; MERG ef al., 2022).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study area is located in the county of Sombor (north-west Serbia), in an inten-
sive agricultural area with a moderate continental climate. We have monitored Great
Reed Warblers since 2008 in six different reed habitat types: mining ponds, marshes,
and different types and sizes of canals (MERG et al., 2020). The present observation
took place in the suburban section of the large Veliki Backi Canal in the town of Som-
bor (N 45.7403°, E 19.1118°). In winter 2019 approximately 15% of the area of the reed
was burned in late winter by the local people. The field methodology is described in
detail in MERS et al. (2020, 2023).

RESULTS

In total we found and monitored 1607 Great Reed Warbler nests between 2008 and
2021. On June 28, 2019 we found a nest stacked above another nest. The nests were
located immediately at the reed edge adjacent to the water, where fresh reed stems
(48 reed stem per m?) were interspersed with lesser bulrush (Typha angustifolia) leaves.
Both nests were built on the same three reed stems. Mean water depth was 61 + SD
13.9 cm. The lower nest was empty (ID: 24/2019), probably due to nest depredation in
the egg stage. The stacked nest (ID: 25/2019) contained four Great Reed Warbler eggs,
one cuckoo egg and a nestling. On July 8 we found only the cuckoo nestling, which
had earlier evicted the four host eggs and the one Cuckoo egg. On July 13 we found
the cuckoo chick dead in the nest. On average both parents gave loud alarm calls at a
distance of between 1 and 3 m from the nest (average nest defence score = 2; for scaling
of nest defence behaviour please see MERS & ZULJEVIC’, 2017). We did not locate the
parents, therefore, their identity remained unknown.

DISCUSSION

So far, intraspecific nest stacking behaviour has been described in four species, and
interspecific nest stacking behaviour in three species. Out of 1761 Long-billed Marsh
Wren Cistothorus palustris nests 39 were stacked on old nests (VERNER & ENGELSEN,
1970). In the Violet-chested Hummingbird Sternoclyta cyanopectus two cases of nest
stacking were reported (sample size was 67 nests) when birds stacked nests on old
nests, probably from the previous breeding season (FIERRO-CALDERON & MARTIN,
2007). Similarly, two cases of nest stacking behaviour were observed in the Wren-like
Rushbird Phleocryptes melanops (GADEK et al., 2022). Although the papers do not refer
to this as nest stacking, a few cases of such nesting behaviour were described in the
reed warbler A. scirpaceus (Borowikc, 1992; RITTER & RrTTER, 2002; HERSCHMANN, 2003;
WEestwoon, 2005). The first interspecific case of nest stacking behaviour was reported
by SmitH & O’CoNnNoOR (1955) when a Silver Gull Larus novaehollandiae stacked its nest
on a Cygnus sp. nest. The Wren-like Rushbird stacked a nest on a Many-coloured Rush
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Tyrant Tachuris rubrigastra nest out of 42 sampled nests (LARA ef al., 2011). Later an
opposite case was reported when the Many-coloured Rush Tyrant stacked its nest on a
Wren-like Rushbird nest, which was already stacked on an earlier constructed Wren-
like Rushbird nest; two folds nest stacking behaviour (GApEx et al., 2022).

Nest stacking behaviour may appear due to habitat quality, structural challenges,
predation risk, and/or energetic demands (Gapkx et al., 2022). Nest stacking may be
employed for the purpose of energy saving and “easier” nest site selection(Smita &
O’CoNNOR, 1955; FIERRO-CALDERON & MARTIN, 2007). In some habitats the availability
of nest sites is limited and the competition among individuals can result in nest stack-
ing behaviour (Gapexk et al., 2022). The increased size of uninhabited stacked nests
may act as decoy for predators, just like the availability of a large number of unoc-
cupied or abandoned nests (Warts, 1987; GADEK ef al., 2022). Successful nesting can
indicate lower predation risk in nesting sites and these cues may be signalled to other
individuals or species making the nesting site highly attractive for nest stacking or
nest reuse (TOLVANEN et al., 2018; MERG et al., 2022). On the other hand, nest stacking
may appear aberrant or maladaptive behaviour (Gapexk et al., 2022), and because of
their larger sizes may be more frequently a victim of predation than single nests which
appear to be smaller (LoPEz-IBorRra et al., 2004).

Interestingly, the nest stacking cases documented, including our observation, origi-
nate mostly from wetland habitats; except in the case of the Violet-chested Humming-
bird which inhabits humid forests. Gapex et al. (2022) suggested that seasonality of
marsh resources may limit availability of nesting material and nesting sites because
birds often construct nests from the remains of marsh vegetation such as bulrush,
reed or marshland grasses (e.g., Dyrcz, 1981). On the other hand, we suggest that the
structural appearance of vegetation in wetlands often allows the extension of nests or
building of new nests in a vertical direction, such as nest stacking (building on top or
above an earlier nest) or building a new nest below the old nest (M£r6 & ZULJEVIC,
2019). In order to broaden our knowledge of why nest stacking or other unusual nest-
ing behaviour (e.g. nest reuse) appears, we believe that more data should be collected
and published. Therefore, we encourage experts who already have records to publish
their observations on rare cases of nest building behaviour.
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