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INTRODUCTION

Wher a mated palr or a trio {mated pair plus helper} of Red-throated
Bee-eatera Merops bullocki alight at the entrance to their negt-tunnel,
they usually perform an excited trilling and greeting display (Fpy 1973).
They algo perform a 'head-dip and flutter' display which has been briefly
described by Fry (1984) after my own unpublished observations (Crick
1984}, Here 1 give a more detailed description of the diaplay and of
the circumetances in which it occurs.

METHODS

Observatione of Red-throated Bee-eaters. were made during a three-year
atudy of their ecology and behavigur. froén 1978 re 1981, in Yankari Game
Reserve, Bauchi State, Nigeria {10 30'E, 9 45'N}, Colonies of nesting
bee-gcatere were watched from hides placed 5-20 m dlstant. Many of the
bee-gaters at the colony asites were individually marked with brightly-
coloured plasgtic colours (Crick 1984).

THE DISPLAY

The 'head-dip and flutter display' was first noticed at am uynusual flat
ground colony in Yankari (described by Crick & Fry 1980), and was subse-
quently observed at other colonies set in vertical cliffs, It may be
derived [rom the normal greeting cisplay often given by bee-eaters when
perched in front of their nesta; an example of greeting is deacribed
in the lollowing extract from my note-books:

"Two birds on the ground faced each other obliquely, tails
apread, heads raiged at 45°, chin feathers puffed out, wings
slightly spread and vibrated, calling 'tew tew tewtewtewtewtew
tirre tirre tirre tirre', rising in pitch after the lirst
few phonemes and falling slightly at the end."

The 'head-dip and flutter'display was often accompanied with a shortened
version of the greeting call:

"a bee-eater in front of 1ita nest puts 1its head briefly
inte the entrance ang pulls it out again (the "head-dip'),
then usually calls 'tirr tirr tire tirre tirre tirre' while
vibrating its tail, and just before or just as the ecall
ends it makes a little fluttering flight up to 20 em away
from its nest entrance, re-lands at the nest, spreading
and vibrating the tail, and head-dipe again."
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The number of head-dips and the length of the c¢sll is variable within
the sequence.

CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE DISPLAY

The ‘head-dip and flutter' display was seen most often during nest excava-
tion and the period before egg-laying. Altnough enumeration of its
occurrencee Was not attempted, the display appeared to be given in three
different situations: (1) as a modified greeting ceremony when members
of a pair or trio were crowded at the entrance te their neast; (11)
ag 2 stimulue to another bee-eater to enter the nest; (41ii} as a stimulus
for tne departure of a bee-eater from ineide the neat. A further extract
from my notes illuatrates such situations (in thie extract, birds A
and B are the occupiers of nest N-1):

"08.14 hrs: A and B landed at N-1, they called trills
and A fluttered in the air a couple of times, then B entered
the hole. About 30 8 later, B came out head first, A
and B trilled vociferously, A retreated arfd B re-entered
N-1. A then flew up ... above the holea. 08.16 hre:
A Jumped down to N-1 and c¢alled. B reappeared out of
the nole ... A agaln Fluttered a 1little and put its head
in the hole for 2-3 8. It retreated and B entered. A
then flew up above N-1 again."”

DISCUSSION

At vertical cl1iffs, where Red-thrpated Bee-eaters usually nest, a 'flutter'
away from a neat entrance appeara to be the only way for a bird to make
gpace for its partner te head-dip or enter its nest. But on flat ground,
it would be easy Just to take a couple of ateps aideways and, in fact,
that 1s what happens later in the season when bee-eaters are feeding
neatlings. Since the flutter element of the display occurred at the
flat ground colony, 1t was inferred that it was part of a ritvalised
display. The occurrence of a flat ground colony site allowed the seren-—
dipitoua dlacovery of thia dieplay.

It can be epeculated that the 'head-dip and flutter' display evolved
from intention movements to enter the neat, combined with a flight away
from the nest entrance to allow another bee-eater access, and with the
incorporation of elements of the greeting diaplay. Although elements
of the display can occur separately, ‘'head-dip and fluttering' combines
them 1in a partly ritualised manner and appears to occur in predictable
social situations.
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