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Abstract
Nest reuse is often observed in large- and medium-sized birds, including hole-nesters, while in smaller passerines building open- 
cup nests it is rarely recorded. In this note we report a case of multiple nest reuse, observed in a residential garden in Poland. The 
nest was located on the wall of a farm building partly overgrown by Boston Ivy at the height of 2.3 m. The nest was occupied eight 
times between 2007 and 2023 by three bird species: Grey and Pied Wagtails and Common Blackbirds. The nest was built by Grey 
Wagtails in 2007, but in 2009 it was reconstructed considerably by blackbirds. The Blackbird cup with mud lining survived until 
2023 and contained all other nests. We suggest that the most plausible reason for multiple nest reuse was the high quality of this 
nest site. However, we also found that the nest was used during warm, dry springs but avoided when weather conditions at the 
beginning of the breeding season were adverse. We hypothesize that cold and wet springs – thought to be associated with high costs 
of reproduction – may have influenced birds’ decision not to reuse the nest. To our knowledge, this is the longest case of nest reuse 
reported for passerines building open-cup nests.

Keywords: Interspecific nest reuse, nest-site selection, passerines, renesting, breeding biology, Turdus merula, Motacilla sp.

Introduction

Nest building is an essential activity for successful repro-
duction in most birds. However, nest building is also 
energetically costly (Mainwaring & Hartley 2013). The 
costs include collection and transportation of nest mate-
rials (Withers 1977; Collias 1986), but also a delayed 
start of egg-laying (Barclay 1988; Cavitt et al. 1999; 
Hauber 2002; Antonov & Atanasova 2003; Safran  
2006), reduced clutch size (Weeks 1978, but see 
Conrad & Robertson 1993), and lower provisioning 
rates (Moreno et al. 2010), indirectly affecting seasonal 
reproductive success (Hauber 2002; Safran 2006). 
Additional costs are also associated with the risk of 
nest predation during trips to collect nest material 
(Lima & Dill 1990). Because nest building is energeti-
cally costly and time-consuming, it is not surprising that 
some birds reuse old nests (Hansell 2000). This primar-
ily refers to medium- to large-sized birds, like raptors, 

crows or storks, whose nests are big and their construc-
tion takes many days (Burnham et al. 2009; Jiménez- 
Franco et al. 2014). Likewise, secondary cavity-nesting 
species often reuse nests because available nest-sites are 
limited (Brawn & Balda 1988). In populations suffering 
from high brood parasitism, nest reuse may minimize 
the attention of brood parasites (Mérő et al. 2022).

Most birds, however, build a new nest for each 
breeding attempt, and nest reuse is a relatively rare 
phenomenon, especially amongst passerines 
(Hansell 2000; Winkler 2004). This suggests that 
there are some costs associated with nest reuse. 
They may include increased risk of infections of 
overwintering parasites, which may be especially 
important in colonial species (Hoogland & 
Sherman 1976; Mazgajski 2007). Nest reuse may 
also increase nest predation rates as some predators 
remember the nest location (Sonerud 1985; 
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Sonerud & Fjeld 1987; Otterbeck et al. 2019). 
Contents of old nests may also produce odors that 
probably make old nests more vulnerable to preda-
tors than new ones (Winkler 2004). Furthermore, 
reused nests may be of poor quality, being unable to 
hold the nest content (Mazgajski 2007) or requiring 
higher incubation costs (Moreno et al. 2010).

Among species that facultatively reuse old nests, 
some reuse them in a new breeding season 
(between-season nest reuse; Cavitt et al. 1999; 
Hauber 2002; Antonov & Atanasova 2003; Koenig 
et al. 2021), while others exclusively within the same 
breeding season (within-season nest reuse; Antonov 
& Atanasova 2003; Hałupka & Klimczuk 2011; 
Zieliński 2012; Chmielewski 2019; Mérő et al.  
2022). Because nests of open-cup nesting passerines 
are usually fragile, as a rule these birds reuse their 
nests only during one breeding season (Hansell  
2000). Furthermore, they usually reuse the same 
nest at most twice, and cases of using the same 
nest three or more times are extremely rare (Mérő 
et al. 2022). Reused nests are usually re-occupied by 
the same pair (Wysocki 2004; Hałupka & Klimczuk  
2011; Mérő et al. 2022) within the same season, or 
by the same species between seasons (Barclay 1988; 
Cavitt et al. 1999; Hauber 2002; Antonov & 
Atanasova 2003; Koenig et al. 2021). Reports of 
nest reuse by a different species are relatively rare 
(Bergin 1997; Wysocki 2004; Kwiecinski et al.  
2024).

In this note we report one case of multiple nest 
reuse, involving three bird species, observed 
between 2007 and 2023.

Methods

Observations were carried out in a residential garden 
in the village of Sieniawka (50º46’38”N; 
16º46'106''E; elevation 213 m) in SW Poland. The 
shape of the garden is rectangular (Supplementary 
material). There are two buildings in the garden, but 
most of its area of 0.22 ha is covered by vegetation: 
trees, bushes, lawns and many flowering plants. The 
garden is surrounded by other gardens, and a stream 
is running along its northern border. The owner of 
this garden (AW) has been attempting to locate all 
nests built in the garden and monitor them since 
1990 (Wuczyński 2021; Wuczyński et al. 2021). 
Nest records regarding the breeding attempts pre-
sented in this note are archived in the Polish Nest 
Record Scheme (http://www.kgil.uwr.edu.pl/). The 
birds using the described nest were not banded.

The reused nest was located on a farm building 
partly overgrown by Boston Ivy Parthenocissus tricus-
pidata. It was situated on a wall of the building, 

facing east, at the height of 2.26 m from the ground 
(Figure 1(a)). The nest was supported from the 
bottom by a thick electrical cable running horizon-
tally along the wall of the building, by strip of wood 
from the outside, and by ivy shoots (Figure 1(b–e)). 
The nest site was protected by the roof of the house.

To find out if weather conditions might have influ-
enced bird decisions whether to use the nest or not, we 
compared mean monthly temperatures (oC) and total 
monthly precipitation (mm) in April in years when the 
focal nest was (n = 8) and was not occupied (n = 9). 
Weather data were obtained from the regional meteor-
ological station in Wrocław, about 40 km away. We 
used the weather data for April because all the birds 
started using (reconstructing) the nest already in April, 
even though some of them started egg-laying in May 
(see below for details).

Results

The nest was used eight times during 17 years 
(47.06%) of its observation (Figure 2). It was occu-
pied by three different bird species: once by the 
Common Blackbird Turdus merula (5.88% of all 
observation years), three times by the Grey Wagtail 
Motacilla cinerea (17.65%) and four times by the 
Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba (23.53%).

The nest was built in May 2007 by Grey Wagtails, 
but two years later it was reused by a pair of 
Common Blackbirds. Blackbirds reconstructed the 
nest considerably in early April 2009. Between 2011 
and 2020 the nest was re-occupied six times by Pied 
and Grey Wagtails (details in Figure 2). The nest was 
somewhat modified (new nest material, including 
lining, was added) each time when it was occupied.

In all years only one clutch was laid in the nest. Most 
clutches (5 of 8) were successful. Interestingly, failures 
were recorded in the first three breeding attempts, while 
all later broods were successful. The eggs or nestlings 
disappeared simultaneously, suggesting a single epi-
sodes of predation. In 2011, one dead nestling of 
Grey Wagtail was found under the nest, with head 
injuries, whereas the other nestlings disappeared. In 
case of unsuccessful breeding attempts, the replace-
ment clutches were laid nearby. On 7 August 2023 
a part of the nest, including much of the mud lining, 
fell down after an intense rainfall.

The analysis of weather conditions in April revealed 
that in years when the nest was used, compared to years 
when it was not occupied, ambient temperatures were 
higher (monthly median 10.8°C vs 8.7°C, respectively), 
while precipitation lower (monthly medians equalled 
20.5 vs 38 mm, respectively). The differences in pre-
cipitation between two categories of years (with the nest 
used/not used) were statistically significant (Mann- 
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Figure 1. Overview of the location of the focal nest within the garden (a), and a close-up of the nest in 2015, 2017, 2020, and 2023 (b-e). 
Note the slight changes in the nest construction over the years. The 2023 photograph (e) shows the condition of the nest when it was 16  
years old; two months after much of it fell down (see text). Arrow in section a shows the exact location of the nest on the wall of the farm 
building. For detailed location of the nest and the garden, the reader is referred to the Google earth file in the supplementary material 
(photos by Andrzej Wuczyński).
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Whitney U-test: U = 12, p = 0.021, n1 = 8, n2 = 9), 
while differences in ambient temperatures were margin-
ally significant (U = 16, p = 0.056).

Discussion

The nest was observed for 17 consecutive breeding 
seasons, and used eight times by three bird species. 
Such a long use of the same structure was probably 
due to the fact that the second nesting attempt was 
made by a pair of Common Blackbirds. Blackbird 
nests are solid cup-shaped structures made of grasses, 
leaves and other vegetation, bound together with mud 
(Cramp & Simmons 2004). The mud lining can survive 
for a long time. The blackbird nest formed a kind of 
“ledge”, and made this location much more attractive 
for Wagtails in the following years.

In our view, the most probable reason for multiple 
nest reuse was the high quality of this nest site. The nest 
was placed partly under the roof, protecting its content 
to some degree against precipitation and direct sun-
light. The eastern exposure of the nest also protected 
it from the westerly winds that prevail in this area 
(Blazejczyk 2006). Its location on the wall probably 
made this nest-site difficult to reach for many predators. 
The presence of a stream, located fewer than 10 m from 
the nest, was certainly important for both species of 

Wagtails that usually breed close to watercourses 
(Cramp & Simmons 2004). The two Wagtail species 
often occupy man-made structures, and build their 
nests in various holes and on “ledges” (Cramp & 
Simmons 2004; Rodriguez & Rodriguez 2007). The 
cable running along the wall, together with some ivy 
shoots, formed a kind of platform suitable for nesting. 
Another possible reason for nest reuse may be the 
reproductive outcome in the preceding season. The 
breeding success in 2013–2016 could have contributed 
to the annual occupation of the nest in these years, not 
interrupted by years without breeding, as in earlier 
years. It has been hypothesized that the reuse of 
a nesting site may be associated with previous breeding 
success at the same site, although unambiguous con-
firmation of this relationship would require individually 
marked parental birds. This hypothesis is supported by 
some studies (Blancher & Robertson 1985; Styrsky  
2005) but not others (Antonov & Atanasova 2003; 
Aguilar & Marini 2007). Furthermore, multiple reuse 
of the nest may be associated with saving energy, which 
is required during the nest-building process (Bergin  
1997; Amat et al. 1999; Antonov & Atanasova 2003; 
Styrsky 2005).

The analysis of meteorological conditions in April, 
the month when birds started exploration of the nest 
site and took decision of its occupation, suggests that 

Figure 2. The years of nest occupation and details of the broods raised in the nest reused by three bird species marked with different 
colors, in the village of Sieniawka (Poland).
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weather conditions might have affected bird decisions 
about reuse of the nest. We found that Aprils in the 
years when the nest was used were warmer and drier 
compared to years when the nest was not occupied. 
This suggests that birds avoided reusing the nest in 
adverse weather conditions. Although the roof of the 
building prevented rain from falling directly into the 
nest cup, precipitation did affect the nest condition. 
For example, in August 2023 the nest became soaked 
with water after an intense rainfall, which resulted in its 
damage and collapse. Furthermore, nests placed high 
above the ground are exposed to winds, which may 
significantly increase the rate of heat loss for reprodu-
cing birds (Eggers et al. 2006; Heenan & Seymour  
2012). Therefore incubation costs in such nests may 
be considerably higher in colder breeding seasons com-
pared to warmer ones. Overall, our analysis suggests 
that birds reused the nest in years with favourable 
weather conditions when incubation costs were prob-
ably relatively low, but avoided the site when weather at 
the beginning of the breeding season was adverse. Nest 
reuse may have been further encouraged by the breed-
ing success in the previous season, as indeed nest losses 
were relatively low (37.5%) compared to other passer-
ines building open-cup nests (Remeš et al. 2012). 
Therefore it is possible that the use of the focal nest as 
a nesting site in a given year was associated with a trade- 
off between the nest-site safety and its exposure to 
adverse weather conditions. Similar trade-offs have 
been described during the process of nest-site selection 
in a few bird species (Forstmeier & Weiss 2004; Eggers 
et al. 2006), but so far have not been discussed in the 
context of nest reuse.

In open-cup passerines nests are reused usually by 
the same species (Barclay 1988; Cavitt et al. 1999; 
Antonov & Atanasova 2003; Hałupka & Klimczuk  
2011; Mérő et al. 2022) and only rarely by other species 
(Bergin 1997; Chmielewski 2019). It should be noted 
that various anecdotal reports of interspecific nest reuse 
may suggest that this phenomenon may only be rarely 
reported, but, in fact, it may be more common in 
nature. For example, in the same garden, breeding 
attempts of the House Sparrows Passer domesticus and 
the blackbirds were observed in nests built on last year’s 
nests of the Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto, and 
a breeding attempt of the Black Redstart Phoenicurus 
ochruros was observed in a nest built on last year’s nest 
of the Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica (A. Wuczyński, 
unpublished obs.). Each time, however, it involved 
building of a new nest, based only on the nest of the 
previous species. Therefore, this does not fully corre-
spond to the situation described in this report. The 
rarity of interspecific nest reuse in open-cup passerines 
is also confirmed by systematic studies of marked popu-
lations covering hundreds of broods. For example, 

Wysocki (2004) found in Common Blackbirds that 
reused nests were usually occupied by the same breed-
ing pair (91.4%), and much more rarely by other 
Blackbird pairs (5.7%), but only exceptionally by the 
Fieldfare Turdus pilaris (one case, 2.9%). For all of these 
reasons, we believe that multiple nest reuse by as many 
as three species, as we report here, indeed represents a 
rare case of nest reuse.

In summary, to our knowledge, the described case 
represents the longest reuse of the same nest among 
passerines building open-cup nests. Furthermore, the 
use of the same nest-cup by three different passerine 
species represents an unusual case. In addition, we have 
been able to show that nest reuse may be affected by 
weather conditions at the beginning of the breeding 
season. This factor has been neglected so far in the 
context of nest reuse. We hypothesize that the solid 
nest-cup constructed by the Blackbirds at the start of 
the observation period provided a durable platform that 
could be reused for many years, whereas the high qual-
ity of this nest-site made it attractive to three different 
bird species.
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