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Ruddy Turnstones Arenaria interpres are known for their 
eclectic diet. There is even a record of a turnstone feeding 
on a human corpse: “I actually saw the Turnstones tearing 
off small shreds of flesh” (Mercer 1966). Turnstones are 
named after one of their more typical feeding methods: 
turning stones to expose prey. Indeed, most feeding 
behaviours associated with turnstones are robust and 
forceful (Whitfield 1990). For example, on islands in the 
Kimberley region of Western Australia, I have seen Ruddy 
Turnstones break tern eggs to eat them, a vigorous act 
that has been documented in other places as well (Crossin 
& Huber 1970, Parkes et al. 1971, Greenwell 2021). So it 
was with great surprise that in September and October 
2016, and again in November 2021, I watched Ruddy 
Turnstones adopting what I could only interpret as a 
remarkably gentle method of foraging. Although 
turnstones are known to forage on a wide range of prey 
– including soap, dog food, potato peelings and the flesh 
of dead animals (Gill 1986) – I remain perplexed by their 
presumed food selection on these occasions. 
 
I have spent years scanning flocks of shorebirds to collect 
data for two mark-recapture projects, predominately for 
the Global Flyway Network’s (GFN) colour-banding 
study and also for the Australasian Wader Studies Group 
(AWSG), on the roost sites in Roebuck Bay, Broome, 
Western Australia (17o58'28"S, 122o18'06"E). It was 
during this work that I observed, on three separate 
occasions, Ruddy Turnstones looking intently and 
pecking very gently at the undertail coverts of other 
shorebirds: two Great Knots Calidris tenuirostris and a 
Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica menzbieri. The 
behaviour did not look random; the turnstones seemed 
to be looking for something. In one interaction, a 
turnstone appeared to ingest something it had picked 
from a Great Knot’s feathers. This item was too small to 
see through a telescope. My conclusion was that these 
turnstones were looking for something to feed on. 
 
What could it have been? Mites, lice, helminths or some 
other animal or vegetation? All options I have considered 
seem highly unlikely. Mites and lice would have very little 
to no nutritional value. Moreover, research on pigeons 
and their lice suggests that these birds do not eat the lice 
they preen off their own feathers (Clayton et al. 2005), 
making it unlikely that turnstones would feed on their 
own or other birds’ lice. Lice do appear to be readily 
available, however. Examinations of 174 shorebirds in the 
Broome area in 2008, using a combination of fumigation 
and visual scanning, recovered lice from 132 birds 

(~76%). The actual proportion of lice-carrying birds was 
probably even higher; visual scanning is a less reliable 
detection method because many lice are cryptically 
coloured (Timmermann 1952, Bush et al. 2010), and 
many of the negative results came from larger birds that 
could not be fumigated (D. Gustafsson pers. comm.). 
Nevertheless, of this apparently thriving community of 
lice, most belonged to the ischnoceran genera Lunaceps, 
Quadraceps, and Carduiceps – all of which are most 
frequent towards the base of body feathers (predomi-
nantly flanks and back) or on the underside of wing 
coverts. None of them are common on tail feathers, 
including the undertail coverts targeted by turnstones, to 
any great extent (D. Gustafsson pers. comm.). These 
observations on lice placement were corroborated at a 
site in Peru, where Eveling A. Tavera (pers. comm.) 
observed that “the area that I’ve seen most mites or lice 
in sandpipers were usually the wings or the flanks.” 
Therefore, lice seem an unlikely answer. 
 
Helminths would perhaps yield a small amount of 
nutrition, presumably at least more than mites or lice – 
but with the abundance of food in Roebuck Bay, why 
would turnstones pick such a food source? Moreover, the 
only well-known evidence of birds deliberately eating 
helminths comes from Simmons (1975), and consists of 
Great Crested Grebes Podiceps cristatus eating their own 
helminths either directly from their cloaca or from their 
faeces. That turnstones would seek out this food source 
from other birds seems unlikely. 
 
Perhaps it wasn’t parasites at all, but debris sticking to the 
undertail coverts? There are seagrass beds in Roebuck Bay, 
and there is a faint possibility that small pieces of seagrass 
could be on the feathers of birds and therefore of interest 
to the turnstones. Also, the mudflats of Roebuck Bay have 
a layer of biofilm on them; in areas close to the mangroves, 
trails left by feeding mudskippers (subfamily Oxudercinae) 
make this film obvious to the naked eye. Yet, I’m sceptical 
of this notion – I have handled thousands of shorebirds 
of up to 30 species in northwest Australia and one thing 
that I notice about them is that they are ‘clean’. This 
contrasts markedly with my experience of handling just a 
few hundred shorebirds (mostly Red Knots) in Mauritania 
during a banding expedition in 2010. I was astonished at 
how ‘filthy’ these birds were – including green faeces 
spread liberally on their undertail coverts, which would 
presumably create a good substrate for debris to stick to. 
But in 26 years in northwest Australia, I have seen fewer 
than 10 birds smeared with faeces. 
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Fig. 1. An artist’s impression of the turnstone and godwit interaction on 17 Nov 2021 (illustration: K. Woodley).

Perhaps the turnstones were interested in the feathers 
themselves? This is another possibility, as various species 
of birds do eat feathers. As suggested for Great Crested 
Grebes, feather-eating could improve pellet formation 
and parasite emission (Piersma et al. 1989). Turnstones 
and other shorebirds also regurgitate pellets, and feathers 
are sometimes included. However, it seems far easier to 
use your own feathers for this purpose than to steal them 
from a neighbour! 
 
The Great Knots didn’t notice or didn’t mind the attention 
of the turnstones. The Bar-tailed Godwit tolerated the 
attention, taking one step at a time away from the 
turnstone but maintaining its sleeping position on one leg 
and with the bill tucked into its mantle feathers. For this 
interaction with the Bar-tailed Godwit, the turnstone had 
to stretch up to reach the godwit’s undertail coverts (see 
Fig. 1.); the turnstone very gently took hold of individual 
feathers, pulling them downward to look intently in at the 
feather bases. 
 
This seems more likely to be rare behaviour of a very few 
individual turnstones rather than a case of a ‘cleaning station’ 
scenario like that found in other birds, crustaceans and fish; 
famous examples of ‘cleaners’ include oxpeckers (Buphagus 
sp.) and the cleaner wrasse fish (Labridae). The initial 
assessment of ‘cleaning symbiosis’ behaviour was that it 
benefited both the animal doing the cleaning and the one 
being cleaned, with the “removal by a cleaning organism of 
ectoparasites, diseased or injured tissue, or other particles 
from the external surfaces or even the buccal cavity of 
another cooperating organism” (Poulin & Grutter 1996). 
Subsequent suggestions are that this behaviour may only 
benefit the ‘cleaner’. Personally, I don’t consider the knots and 

godwit in my observations to have been cooperating with the 
turnstones, and in decades of scanning over thousands of 
hours I have seen this behaviour only three times.  
 
The Great Knot observations were within six weeks of 
each other (18 Sep 2016 and 30 Oct 2016) and the last 
observation was after a five-year gap (17 Nov 2021). The 
two Ruddy Turnstones exhibiting this behaviour with the 
Great Knots had previously been captured and marked 
with a metal band and an engraved leg flag. By reading the 
leg flag and searching the AWSG database I was able to 
ascertain that both turnstones were adults, one aged 5+ 
(Australian aging method, i.e. in its 5th year of life or older) 
and the other aged 18. In the interaction with the Bar-
tailed Godwit, the turnstone was unmarked. The godwit 
was a juvenile bird, identifiable because it still had many 
diagnostic juvenile coverts and tertials. Juvenile birds 
potentially carry more parasites, as they have replaced 
fewer feathers than the adults; there is evidence from 
shorebirds in Peru that parasite load decreases during the 
non-breeding period (Tavera et al. 2019), possibly as a 
consequence of birds moulting feathers that carried a high 
parasite load acquired during the breeding season. 
 
These intriguing observations are difficult to interpret. I 
am convinced this is not regular behaviour for Ruddy 
Turnstones in Roebuck Bay, with so few instances 
observed and no references to such a feeding method in 
the literature. Were these purely inquisitive individuals, a 
few turnstones just ‘taking a look’, or is this an 
opportunistic foraging strategy for a species with an even 
more eclectic diet than has previously been realized? I 
would be interested to hear from any observers who have 
witnessed similar behaviour. 
 



My role with GFN has been variously funded over the years 
by BirdLife Netherlands, WWF Netherlands, the MAVA 
Foundation, and the Spinoza Premium from the 
Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research awarded 
to Theunis Piersma. Thank you to Yvonne Verkuil, Eveling 
Tavera and Daniel Gustafsson for comments on a draft of 
this note, and to the reviewers Jorge Guitérrez and Mo 
Verhoeven. Thank you to Keith Woodley for the illustration. 

 
Bush, S.E., D. Kim, M. Reed & D.H. Clayton. 2010. 

Evolution of cryptic coloration in ectoparasites. American 
Naturalist 176: 529–535. 

Clayton, D.H., B.R. Moyer, S.E. Bush, T.G. Jones, D.W. 
Gardiner, B.B. Rhodes & F. Goller. 2005. Adaptive signif-
icance of avian beak morphology for ectoparasite control. 
Proceedings of the Royal Society B 272: 811–817. 

Crossin, R.S. & L.H. Huber. 1970. Sooty Tern egg predation 
by Ruddy Turnstones. Condor 72: 372–373. 

Gill, R.E., Jr. 1986. What won’t Turnstones eat? British Birds 
79: 402–403. 

Greenwell, C.N. 2021. Inferred predation of Fairy Tern eggs 
by Ruddy Turnstones at Rottnest Island, Western 
Australia, an internationally significant shorebird site. 
Australian Field Ornithology 38: 115–117. 

Mercer, A.J. 1966. Turnstones feeding on human corpse. 
British Birds 59: 307.  

Parkes, K., A. Poole & H. Lapham. 1971. The Ruddy 
Turnstone as an egg predator. Wilson Bulletin 83:  
306–308.  

Piersma, T. & M.R. van Eerden. 1989. Feather eating in 
Great Crested Grebes Podiceps cristatus: a unique solution 
to the problems of debris and gastric parasites in fish-
eating birds. Ibis 131: 477–486. 

Poulin, R. & A.S. Grutter. 1996. Cleaning symbioses: 
Proximate and adaptive explanations. BioScience 46: 
512–516.  

Simmons, K.E.L. 1975. Helminth-eating in grebes. Wildfowl 
26: 58–63. 

Tavera, E.A., D. Minaya, E. Ortiz Lopez, J. Iannacone & 
D.B. Lank. 2019. Chewing lice richness and occurrence in 
non-breeding shorebirds in Paracas, Perú. Wader Study 
126: 190–199. 

Timmermann, G. 1952. The species of the genus Quadraceps 
(Mallophaga) from the Larinae, with some remarks on the 
systematics and the phylogeny of the gulls. Annals & 
Magazine of Natural History, 12th Series 5: 209–223. 

Whitfield, D.P. 1990. Individual feeding specializations of 
wintering Turnstone Arenaria interpres. Journal of Animal 
Ecology 59: 193–211.

Wader Study 129(2) 20223


