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No, they’re not cheerleaders

Introducing the popular U of A magpies

by Andrew Watts

If, in the time you've been here,
you're only remotely aware of what is
going on around you, you'll have
noticed them. Even with your head
filled with the thoughts of upcoming
assignments, you can’t have missed
them while walking to and from your

classes.

Whether  theyre foragin
fighting or jus CElnm standing aroung
they are as much a part of this campus

as anything else.

In amongst the species of birds
that inhabit the trees and grounds
here, these are the biggest, smartest
birds of all. The m pies.

Magpies are a%\e large bluey-
green bnrds that frequently dot the
quads within the university. If you've
ever gazed longer than a passing
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glance at them you may have noticed
that many of them have bands on
their legs. These bands indicate that
the mag{nes are being used as the
objects of a scientific study. The man
heading up that study is Ph.D. grad
studesnctkl C:fax Scharf.

. a an studying magpies
about two andgahalf 4 ggo asgp art
of his Ph.D. paper. He chose the bird
mainly because of .its abundant
numbers. The study, though, is not
restricted solely to this campus.

“I've banded about birds
around the city, from the south side to
Kingsway.” Scharf says.

Another reason for choosing the
magpie is because it is an incredibly
tame bird. Their proximity to us has
afforded them very little fear of
people and this allows Scharf the
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opportunity to observe them closely
for extended periods of time.

The magpie belongs to the same
family as the crow and the raven. Like
those two, the magpie is extremely
mtelhgent and possesses a complex
social system. Scharf is interested in
their social characteristics but
primarily in their dispersal pattern.

"It afpears that after the young

row and leave the nest they stay away

or a while and then return to nest

very close to their birth site.” Scharf
explains.

Scharf wants to find where the
birds go and what they do during this
time aw?ofrom their original home.

this he has trapped and
banded as many birds as he can. But
this is easier said than done. The
magpie is so intelligent that it quickly
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figures out most of the traps used. In
many cases, an adult will walk into a
trap and take the bait without ever
triggering the snare. The young are
easier to catch because they are, quite
frankly, not as smart. But if they watch
an adult beat a trap they will take only
a few minutes to rearn how to beat it
themselves.

X

The most successful trap devised
is based on one of the more volatile
aspects of the magpies nature.

Magpies are extremely
territorial. They will not, save their
returning young, allow any other adult
magpies to nest in their defined space.
When and if one does, the adult male
will move in to throw the intruder out.
This territoriality has led to many a
magpie being caught.

What Scarf does is to take a bird
already caught or injured and in his
care, and tether it to a tree in the
territory of another adult magpie.
When l;{-\c adults fly down to ward the
intruder off, they step into the snare
Scharf has laid. But trapping the bird
is one of the least important exercises
of his study.

Scharfy must keep track of the
birds he has banded to get any kind of
a return on his study. Even on this
campus there are 23 nests and
approximately 136 birds and tracking
them is a big problem.

“"What %really need is for people

help me out,” says Scharf, “if

any y sees one ‘of the banded birds

it 1s a big help if they write down the

information I need and fire it over to
me.

Identifying the birds is incredibly
easy: each of the birds has four bands,
two on eath leg. Allyoudois to record
the colour sequence of those bands.
You start with the bird’s right leg first
and note the colour of the top band
then the next. Then you do the same
with the hird’s left leg. You then note
the time, date a location and

perhaps what the bird was doing and’

that's it.

Anyone recording this informa-
tion is asked to please send it to Craig
Scharf in room 1104 of the Biological
scxgnces building or phone himat 432-
4161

— Reading Week —
NC“— $768.00

Package Includes:

* Airfare via Wardair
Depart Feb. 19, return Feb. 27/83

Price Offer Ends
Nov. 19/82

° Accommodation (Outrigger West)
8 Nights

® Transfers

® Lei Greeting
e Excludes taxes & insurance

Based on Double Occupancy

The price shown is based on a minimum ofaoumngon Spwo is hmﬂod loeo passengers Dopocut of $100.00 must be made before Nov. 19/&2
with a final balance due Jan. 8/82. All flights are go g Chartes

Higher prices may apply for date not shown in this ldvennomom weekend flights or mgmsovov 30 days. Fares shown are those in effect on date 0 f
publication and are subject to change without notice.

of the C Transport Ci

ingependent Travet
Retailers Associated

9006 - 112 Street (Hub Mall)
Edmonton, Alberta T6G 2C5
Telephone: 403/433-2494

2
3
>
3
3
3
v
3
.
F
b 3
3
3
3
b 3
3
3
p
3

LA AL LALL LSS S L ALLSAADDd

PP TITEEeIeevre

.......

4



