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Conspecific nest parasitism (CNP) is relatively frequent
among precocial species and several hypotheses for this
pattern have been suggested (Rohwer and Freeman
1989, Lyon and Eadie 1991, Sorenson 1992). I report
here observations made at the nest of a Sora, Porzana
carolina, which suggest both the occurrence of CNP as
well as very fine egg discrimination in this species.
Recognition and rejection of parasitic eggs is a well
documented defense in some hosts of obligate brood
parasites(e.g., Rothstein 1975, Davies and Brooke 1989)
but may also evolve as a response to CNP (Freeman
1988; Jackson, in press). Intraspecific egg discrimina-
tion, however, has been verified in very few species
(Arnold 1987). The following observations were made
near Minnedosa, Manitoba, an area characterized by
high densities of small wetlands and breeding water-
fowl (see Kiel et al. 1972).

On 25 June 1986, I found a Sora nest in dense white-
top grass, Scholochloa festucacea, in 20 cm of water
along the edge of a small (0.65 ha), shallow wetland.
Twelve eggs were visible in a single layer in the nest
bowl whereas three additional eggs were partially bur-
ied in the nest material under the rest of the clutch.
These three eggs were slightly different in appearance
from the other 12, having fewer and smaller spots, a
slightly lighter background color, and less glossy ap-
pearance. The latter was perhaps a consequence of hav-
ing been buried and not in contact with the plumage
of the incubating bird. The three buried eggs were also
the smallest in the nest, ranging from 8.49 t0 8.61 cm?
compared to 8.80 to 9.37 cm? for the other 12 eggs
(volume calculated as 0.51 x LW2, Hoyt 1979). The
three buried eggs were distinctly cooler to the touch
than the other 12. I immediately suspected that these
eggs were laid by another female, but because of the
very slight differences in egg color and markings, I
carried out the following series of impromptu experi-
ments.

(1) I marked the three buried eggs with a single black
dot on the large end of the egg and marked the re-
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maining 12 eggs with a dot on the small end. I then
placed three of the 12 presumed “host” eggs in the
depression in which the three “odd™ eggs were found.
I left the remaining nine “host” eggs and three “odd”
eggs in one layer in the nest bowl. On 26 June, only
12 eggs were visible in the nest. Finding none outside
of the nest, I removed the 12 remaining eggs and care-
fully spread the nest material apart. I found the three

" missing eggs buried at least 3 cm below the level of the

nest bowl; two of the eggs were at water level. These
were the same three eggs that were partially buried
when the nest was originally found. In addition, my
marks on the 12 “host™ eggs had become very faint
whereas the dots on the three buried eggs were not
worn at all, suggesting that they had been buried soon
after the incubating bird returned to the nest on the
previous day. (2) Attempting the experiment again, I
removed three of the “host” eggs from the nest site
and left nine “host™ eggs and the three “odd” eggs in
a single layer in the nest bowl. By 27 June, the same
three eggs were again deeply buried in the nest material
and nine “host” eggs remained in the nest bowl. (3) I
returned the three “host” eggs taken away on the pre-
vious day and removed the three buried eggs from the
nest site. On 29 June, all 12 “host™ eggs were still in
the nest bowl. (4) With a red, permanent marker, I
colored over and slightly enlarged about 30 spots on
one of the 12 “host” eggs. On 30 June, this egg was
buried out of sight but only slightly below the level of
the nest bowl. I retrieved the egg and left it with the
rest of the clutch.

Also on 30 June, at least five days after any other
egg was laid, a new egg (the 16th overall) appeared in
the nest. This egg was smaller (7.86 cm?), more pointed,
and had a darker background color and smaller spots
than any of the other 15 eggs. This last egg was not
buried during the next three days, although it was per-
haps less like the “host” clutch than the three eggs that
were originally buried. On 3 July, all 13 eggs (12 *“host”
eggs and the 16th egg) remained in the nest bowl. The
egg I marked with red dots (now mostly faded) occu-
pied a low position in the center of the clutch. By 8
July, the nest was destroyed. Several shells were found
scattered around the nest and one hatchling or near-
hatch embryo was found in the water.

The most likely explanation for these results is that
a second female parasitized the nest with three eggs
which were then buried by the nesting female or pair.
The 16th egg, laid well into the incubation stage, can
almost certainly be attributed to a female other than
the nest owner (see Yom-Tov 1980). The possibility
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