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Unusual colour of eggs of a female western
Yellow-breasted Chat in the south Okanagan valley,
British Columbia, Canada
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Abstract: In 2006 and 2007, there was a deviant colour in four clutches of eggs of one female Yellow-breasted Chat (Icteria
virens auricollis). The eggs lacked the characteristic distinct brownish spots. This was the only occurrence among the eggs in
265 nests inspected from 2001 to 2007 in the south Okanagan valley, British Columbia, Canada. Eggs of the same female had
normal brown spots in 2005. The observations of nests were part of a survey of breeding success and habitat needs in this
endangered population of chats.
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Yellow-breasted Chat (Icteria virens auricollis) eggs are
described as white or cream with brown, reddish brown or
chestnut red marks (Ehrlich et al. 1988; Stokes and Stokes
1996; Baicich and Harrison 1997). In nest inspections dur-
ing the period 2001 through 2007, of 265 nests and 634
chat eggs in the south Okanagan valley our findings were
consistent in this description except for two clutches in one
territory in 2006 and two clutches in one territory in 2007.
On 2006 May 29, a chat nest was found containing two chat
eggs and two Brown-headed Cowbird eggs (Molothrus ater).
The chat eggs were all white, with no brown spots. The pair
successfully raised two chats and one Cowbird. The chicks
fledged on June 15. The male and female were both colour-
banded. This pair had a second brood and the nest was lo-
cated on 2006 June 25. Once again, the chat eggs were all
white with no brown spots. On this occasion the pair suc-
cessfully raised four chats and one Cowbird. During 2007,
the same banded female occupied a territory adjacent to her
2006 territory. On 2007 June 28 her nest was located con-
taining four eggs. Three eggs were white while one egg had
a few very dull brownish spots. This nest failed at the nes-
tling stage but a re-nest was located on July 19 containing
four white chat eggs. Three chicks hatched and successfully
fledged on August 02. In 2005, the same colour-banded fe-
male was in a territory adjacent to her 2006 territory and the
eggs in 2005 had the normal brownish spots.

At present we cannot account for the lack of spots on
the eggs. However, the occurrence of spots on her eggs in
the preceding year suggests the lack of spots had an envi-
ronmental rather than genetic basis. The brown spots in song-

bird eggs are caused by the deposition of the brown pig-
ment protoporphyrin (Moreno and Osorno 2003; Gosler et
al. 2005; Higham and Gosler 2006). The pigmented spots
indicate thinner areas in the shell and the protoporphyrin
helps to strengthen weaker areas in the egg shell (Gosler et
al. 2005). These pigmented spots may be laid down within
the female during egg formation. When cells in a particular
area of the shell surface are low in calcium, protoporphyrin
may be added to make up for the shortage (Gosler et al.
2005). In Great Tits (Parus major), pigmented spots indi-
cated thinner areas in the egg shell and females in areas
with low calcium soils laid thinner, more speckled eggs
(Gosler et al. 2005).

Chats are mainly insectivores during the breeding sea-
son (Bent 1953) with no records of consuming shells or cal-
careous grit as a calcium source as in some passerines
(Mayoh and Zach 1986; St. Louis and Breebaart 1991;
Graveland 1996; Graveland and van der Wal 1996). How-
ever, chats feed on berries when available (Bent 1953;
Ehrlich et al. 1988). Saskatoon berries (Amelanchier
alnifolia) are a source of calcium (Mazza 2004) and are
available in June (Turner 1997). Chats have been observed
feeding on Saskatoon berries in the south Okanagan valley
(unpublished data) and Saskatoon berries might be a con-
centrated source of calcium for the egg-laying females later
in the season during second broods or re-nests. In the case
of this chat female in the south Okanagan valley, the first
eggs were in the nest in May which is before Saskatoon
berries are available; the eggs had no spots which suggests
another source of calcium, as yet undetermined.
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Feeding observations of the western
Yellow-breasted Chat in the south Okanagan valley
British Columbia, Canada during a seven-year study period.
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Abstract: We observed a breeding female Yellow-breasted Chat (Icteria virens auricollis) eating rose petals, in the south
Okanagan valley of British Columbia, Canada. We also observed nestlings and fledglings being fed Saskatoon berries. These
foods could be appropriate sources of required nutrients, particularly calcium, carbohydrates and iron as well as antioxidants.
The observations were made during a research program in 2001 – 2007, on the breeding success and habitat needs of the
western population of the species, which is endangered in Canada.
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During the summer, adult Yellow-breasted Chats (Icteria
virens auricollis) feed mainly on small invertebrates as well
as fruits and berries when they are available (Ehrlich et al.
1988; Stokes and Stokes 1996). The stomach contents of chats
analyzed at different times of the year contained a variety of
insects, fruit, berries and multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora)

seeds (Howell 1932; Graber et al. 1983; Rosenberg et al. 1991;
Hess et al. 2000). In the south Okanagan valley, British Co-
lumbia, Canada, on 2002 June 10, a female chat was observed
consuming wild rose (Rosa spp.) petals. She moved through
the wild rose patch, picking and consuming one petal at a
time for about two minutes before she disappeared into the
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