
273© WILDLIFE BIOLOGY · 11:4 (2005)

ORIGINAL ARTICLES

Nesting success of common eiders Somateria mollissima as 
influenced by nest-site and female characteristics in the Gulf of 
the St. Lawrence 
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In the common eider Somateria mollissima as well as in many other bird spe-
cies, nesting success has been associated with female reproductive characteris-
tics and predator accessibility to the nest site. In this study, we tested the fol-
lowing predictions on nesting common eiders: 1) female and nest-site charac-
teristics are correlated within a colony, where those with the highest ranked 
reproductive traits nest where the environment provides best protection, 2) 
females nesting on forested islands generally exhibit better reproductive traits 
than females nesting on open islets (hereafter habitats) because the former pro-
vide the best nest protection, and consequently, 3) colonies located on forested 
islands have higher nesting success than those on open islets. During the sum-
mers of 1995 and 1996, we recorded nesting success at 270 eider nests on two 
forested islands and four open islets. Simultaneously, we measured several varia-
bles describing nest (nest concealment, vegetation height, distance to shore and 
density of associated nesting gulls) and female (laying date and clutch size) 
characteristics. Using factor analysis to relate nest-site and female characteris-
tics, we found a correlation between factor scores within four of the six colo-
nies monitored. This correlation indicated that females with largest clutch size 
and early laying were associated with nest sites of low concealment that were 
close to shore. However, female score did not differ with habitat. Nesting suc-
cess did not differ between habitats when controlled for female and nest scores, 
but was related to female score, and marginally to nest-site score. Because nest-
ing success was principally related to female characteristics rather than to nest-
site characteristics, we suggest that eiders rely on nest attendance rather than 
on nest concealment to protect their nests. Nesting close to shore may shorten 
incubation recesses and improve hatchling survival when leaving the nest.
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