STUDY of emu behaviour at Tidbinbilla

Nature Reserve in the ACTT has turned
up a tew SUTpPriscs abour the manng habais of
Australia’s best-known flightless bird

I'he study is outlined in an Assrralian

Jarurnal of ,",.,”",.u_.\.-, paper ritled “The mating
svalem of trec |i\|hg emus by Carte
L n.legrnn and Professor Andrew Cockbumn
of the [hvision of Borany and Z ool WIY
Australian Naronal Universiry

It reveals thar emus (Dvonains
novachollandiae) combine monogamy,
polyandry and promiscuity in rheir efforts 1o

enhance Iliumim[h."' success. In

fact, the relative frequency of
extra-pair marings for emus

73%) found in this \Iu.]_\ is the
hl!_;hrd rate recorded tor any
species of bird

Refore the 1992 study,

informartion abour the maring
svstem of tree ||\'In!_; EIMis Was
scarce, largely because most
research had focused on and
habitats where following emus is
ditticule. In the absence of
evidence to the contrary, it was
generally suspected thar
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At Tidbinbilla, the behaviour of 16 adult
females (hens) and 25 adulr males was
l'||\\l'lls'|i ! I'IIL' i‘lht.\ WEre gend l.1“\' socn n

IIIF

relationships usually led ro the hens laying

ly stable male/female pairs and these

their first lutch nl-u;:kl'_:\ for the season. From
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this point on, however, things became maore
complicated. The hens whose ‘primary’
partners were preoccupied with incubating the
pair's eggs sought the atention of “secondary’
males to father a second clutch of CREs In the
breeding season

II'I T CASCS, \L‘Ll]rin:_'_ AOCCES T G
secondary male involved vigorous
competition. The females performed
conspicuous mate-acquisition displays which

olten IllL'\'c i .I'IE-I\.I'& fram llll.' arget III.I[\'.\

ol

parr. Two females would also compete for

unpaired muales for up wo three hours, tradin

sexual ‘{i"]'l".""- and q.h_n'rn}; and
kicking,

'\\:'h} do the females invest so

much ene gy in pursuit of another
mate? € -uddiu:_;tn[l and Cockburn
SUppest that |||.1Ii||}: with a second
male potentially doubles the
female output as it enables her to
].I.\ two clutches of CEEs. Ihus it is
an .\”.IIL'!_'I\ for cnh.unu:p
reproductive success

\‘\Ilh.ll UHI!II“L_I[(\ Ilu IS8T 1%
that ‘extra-marital” activity is not
confined to the hens, Males
apparently increase theis

I'\'F‘I'lu.lLI.\. fve ill.l.lilu[ Il.\ \L'l,.'l.il]!,'. L'Z\ll_l-l‘,[il

copulations as well, This causes a direc

conflict of interest between primary males and

their females

From i|1u temmale !mi:u of view, it is best

for the male o commence incubation carly in
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compere for further mates. The earlier her
own male starts to incubare, the grearer her

chaice of secondary partner.

From the male viewpoint, however, the
Ill

chance of mating with another female, One

ger he defers incubation, the greater his

male at Tidbinbilla was observed to mate with
three females in one season. After each maring,

he walked back o his pr i111.4 ry ['\_|ru1;_-r

In the end, the females ar Tidbinbilla were
rewarded for their pluck and persistence (and
for L\_\in;_- those enormouns eges!), All i”i“"“.‘
unpaired males paired with and incubated a
clutch for females whose primary mares wer

ion

preoccupicd with incul
An unresalved question is whether females
lay in more than one nest. Emus lay near the
incubating male who then gathers the cggs for
incubation, They have been known to sit on
17 paddy melons (Citradiug lanarus) thar are

approximately the same size as an emu egg

and, when unripe, about the same dark green
colour. The paddy melons had been plucked
from a vine that was about one 1o rwo metres
trom the nest. It appears that sometimes the

females may have the last laugh.
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