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1 INTRODUCTION

Learning is important in the development of foraging techniques in
many species of homeotherms {e.g. Iurner 1965, Weigl and Hanson 1980).
Recent studies of the ontogeny of foraging proficiency of birds have
heen stimulated largely by the hypothesis that deferred breeding is the
result of the inadequate foraging ability of young birds, as proposed by
Ashmole (1963). Some workers (e.g. Buckley and Buckley 1974, Groves
1978) have compared tactical capabilities (handling time, capture suc-
cess) between ages as a means of testing the hypothesis; they have
ignored foraging strategy (prey choice). Comnversely, a number of stu-
dies concerning foraging strategy and "optimal foraging" have been
undertaken recently (see Pyke et al. 1977 for.references)n Studies of
optimal foraging have endeavour ed to determine if predators select prey
to maximize theilr rate of food intake (e.g. Krebs et al. 1977, Elner and
Hughes 1978). None of this research, however, has investigated the

ontogeny of foraging strategy.

Uptimal foraging theory assumes that birds inherit the ability to
gauge prey value and hence are capable of choosing the appropriate prey
items to maximize their energy intake {Krebs 1978). Whereas learning is
of paramount importance in the development of foraging techniques, it is
not, zccording to optimal foraging thecry, of any direct importance in

the development of foraging strategy. IThis assumption remains untested,

As suggested by Hartwick (1976), the choice of subject species is
of paramount importance when testing hypotheses in the field. Oyster-

catchers are well suited to a study of this type. They show deferred

breeding (Harris 1967) and first-year, second-year and adults are




separable in the field by plumage and other somatic characteristies
(Bent 1929, Witherby et al. 1941, Baker 1974a). They are large, easily
observable birds which eat shellfish - a prey type requiring consider-
able handling, dexterity and coordination. Ihe non-mobile nature of
their prey is of additional value, in that it simplifies quantification
of prey and reduces the number of foraging parameters that must be meas-

ured (Pulliam 1975).

The flocking of oystercatchers in winter facilitates the compari-
son of foraging parameters between age classes. Additionally, their
world-wide distribution (Baker 1969 and economic importance as pests of
the British shellfish industry has made several species of the family
the subject of considerable scientific study to date. The bulk of the
work has been devoted to feeding ecology (Dewar 1908, 1910, 1913, 1915,
1920, 1922, 1940, Dircksen 1932, Drinnan 1957, 1958a, 1958b, Iinbergen
and Norton-Griffiths 1964, Lind 1965, Dare 1966, Davidson 1967, Safriel
1968, Nerton-Griffiths 1967, 1969, Baker 1969, 1974a, 1974b, 1975,
Hulscher 1964, 1974, Brown and O'Connor 1974, Heppleston 1970, 1971,
Horwood and Goss-Custard 1977, Goss-Custard 1977a, Goss-Custard et al.
1977a, 1977b, O'Connor and Brown, 1977). However, to date the American
Oystercatcher has been largely overlooked (but see Iomkins 1947, BRurger
et al. 1977); most work has concentrated on the Eur opean Oystercatcher

(Haematopus ostralegus).

Ihis study was carried out in Chincoteague, Virginia, which is the
northern extreme of the winter range of the American Oystercatcher

(Haematopus palliatus palliatus Iemminek), the location where efficient

foraging strategy is presumably most necessary. Ihe population under







