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In last few decades, knowledge of territoriality
as well as mating systems of many bird species
has grown. This has been facilitated by new and
precise methods of researching bird behavior,
including color marking, radio-tracking, and
genetic analyses (Hasselquist & Sherman 2001,
Reichard & Boesch 2003).

In the genus Ficedula, mating systems and 
territorial behavior of Collared F. albicollis and
Pied Flycatchers F. hypoleca have been extensively
studied (Ellengren et al. 1995, Slagsvold & Drevon
1999, Lubjuhn et al. 2000). In both species, a de-
gree of polyterritoriality and polygyny have been
shown to vary between populations (Löhrl 1976,
Gustafsson 1990, Lundberg & Alatalo 1992,
Sachslehner 1995). 

The Red-breasted Flycatcher is one of less fre-
quently studied species of this genus, and it has
been considered to be exclusively socially monog-
amous (Cramp & Perrins 1993). Descriptions of
nests sites (Aleknonis 1976, Mitrus & Soćko 2004),
arrival time (Mitrus at al. 2005) and some aspects
of breeding biology of this species (Weber 1958,

Aleknonis 1976, Peklo 1987, Glutz von Blotzheim
& Bauer 1993, Byshnev & Stavrovsky 1998), how-
ever, have been published. In the Białowieża
Forest, Red-breasted Flycatchers breed in various
natural holes (Mitrus & Soćko 2004) at relatively
low densities (Wesołowski et al. 2002), usually
producing one brood per year. Males arrive at
breeding sites before females and immediately
start advertising and defending territories by
singing (Mitrus & Soćko 2004).

To date, there have been no detailed studies on
territorial behavior and mating systems of the
Red-breasted Flycatcher (Cramp & Perrins 1993).
The aim of this study was to describe cases of
polyterritoriality of Red-breasted Flycatcher males
in the natural conditions of the Białowieża Forest.

We observed territoriality of the Red-breasted
Flycatchers in the Białowieża Forest (NE Poland,
52°41’N, 23°52’E) during the breeding seasons of
2000–2004. From late April to early June (time of
arrival and nest initiation), with one to four 
persons searching for occupied territories of the
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Red-breasted Flycatcher. Territories were consid-
ered occupied if males were observed for three or 
more days. Active territories were searched in
three study plots (total area 79.5 ha) plots char-
acterized by old growth oak-lime-hornbeam 
Tilio-Carpinetum stands, where Hornbeam Car-
pinus betulus, Small-leaved Lime Tilia cordata,
Pendunculate Oak Quercus robur, Norway Maple
Acer platanoides and Norway Spruce Picea abies
dominated, with many dead trees present, both
standing and fallen down (Tomiałojć 1991).

Males were captured in their territories early in
the breeding season. We used a tape-recording of
a Red-breasted Flycatcher song to attract males
into mist nets. We determined age of each male
using plumage characteristics; old males (after-
second-year old) exhibit an orange patch on the
breast while young (second-year) males do not
(Svensson 1992). We marked males with a unique
combination of one aluminum and three colored
plastic rings, which allowed observers to individ-
ually recognize birds. We marked the location of
each male on the map of the study area. The 
location where each male was observed first time
was considered to be his first territory. A male 
was classified as polyterritorial when he was
observed showing territorial behavior in at least
two spatially separated places. The distance to the
second territory was calculated as the closest lin-
ear distance between the centers of both territo-
ries.

During the study period, 99 males (66 old and
33 young) were captured, marked, and observed
for territoriality. We detected second territories for
only 10 males (10.1%). In subsequent years, the
number of polyterritorial males varied from 0% 
(n = 15, in 2003), 7.1% (n = 14, in 2000), 12.5% 
(n = 24, in 2002 and 2004) to 13.6% (n = 22, in
2001). Seven polyterritorial males (10.6%) were
classified to the after-second-year age group and 3
(9.1%) to the second-year age group. We found no
difference in the rate of multiple territoriality
between males at different age classes (χ2 = 0.05,
df = 1, p = 0.83).

The distance between first and second territo-
ries ranged from 150 to 750m (mean ± SD = 278.0
m ± 179.37, n = 10). Older males retained multi-
ple territories at distances (mean ± SD = 300.0 m
± 229.4, range = 150–750 m, n = 7) similar to
those typical of younger males (mean ± SD =
227.0 m ± 40.4, range = 180–250 m, n = 3), with
the difference being non-significant (Mann-
Whitney U-test, z = 0.11, p = 0.91).

One case of polygyny was observed in 2002.
An after-second-year male was mated with two
females at the same time and the distance
between the nests was 400 m. The clutches were
not synchronized; eggs were laid approximately
one week apart. The first female started to lay
eggs on 13 May, and the second female on 20 May.
The male appeared at the second territory on the
day when the first female commenced laying
eggs. The first brood fledged successfully, but the
second brood was depredated during the incuba-
tion stage.

Although polyterritoriality is rather wide-
spread among European passerines (Mrller 1986),
until now, Red-breasted Flycatchers were thought
to defend only one territory and to be a socially
monogamous species (Cramp & Perrins 1993).
Polyterritoriality is a mechanism that facilitates
mating with more than one female to increase
male breeding success. Thus far, we have found
only one case of polygyny in the Red-breasted
Flycatcher, which represents less than 1% of indi-
vidually marked males. The incidence of polygy-
ny is too low to consider this species to be truly
polygynous. Moreover, our estimate of polygyny
and polyterritoriality may not be precise because
our sample size of marked males represents
approximately 60–70% of all observed males each
year. The relatively large distance between territo-
ries makes detecting polyterritoriality in this
species difficult.

Most species that are polyterritorial and polyg-
ynous are long-distance migrants that breed in
high densities (Mrller 1986). The Red-breasted
Flycatcher is a migratory species that winters in
the Indian subcontinent (Cramp & Perrins 1993).
Breeding densities of Red-breasted Flycatcher are
very low in the Białowieża Forest (up to 2.0
pairs/10 ha; Wesołowski et al. 2002) and territories
are relatively large (Authors’ unpubl. data).
Moreover, in the Białowieża Forest, only approxi-
mately 50% of males breed each year (Authors’
unpubl. data), which still further decreases a
chance of mating with second females simultane-
ously.

It would be interesting to know whether poly-
territoriality and polygyny occur more frequently
in habitats where breeding densities are higher
(i.e. Belarus, Lithuania — Flade 1997). Unfor-
tunately, such data are not available. Although
Red-breasted Flycatchers appear to be socially
monogamous, better knowledge of the genetics of
their mating system would be desired.
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STRESZCZENIE

[Przypadki politerytorializmu i pierwsze stwier-
dzenie poligynii u muchołówki małej]

W latach 2000–2004 prowadziliśmy obser-
wacje nad terytorializmem muchołówki małej w 
naturalnych drzewostanach grądowych Puszczy
Białowieskiej. Spośród odłowionych, oznako-
wanych i obserwowanych 99 samców (66 starych
i 33 młode), drugie terytoria stwierdzono u 10
osobników (7 starych i 3 młodych). Udział poli-
terytorialnych osobników nie różnił się między
grupami wiekowymi. Średnie odległości między
terytoriami były podobne u młodych i starych
osobników. W różnych latach udział politeryto-
rialnych samców wahał się od 0% (w 2003) do
13.6% (w 2003). Odległość między terytoriami
tego samego samca wahała się od 150 do 750m 
(n = 10, x = 278.0 ± 179.37). W roku 2002 stwier-
dziliśmy pierwszy przypadek poligynii, kiedy to
stary samiec był obserwowany w tym samym cza-
sie przy dwóch różnych lęgach, dwóch różnych
samic. Nasze obserwacje są pierwszymi udoku-
mentowanymi stwierdzeniami politerytorializmu
i poligynii u muchołówki małej. 
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