
Avian Research 14 (2023) 100109
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Avian Research

journal homepage: www.keaipublishing.com/en/journals/avian-research
Habitat-dependent breeding biology of the Blue Tit (Cyanistes caeruleus)
across a continuous and heterogeneous Mediterranean woodland

Jorge Garrido-Bautista a,*, Carmen Hern�andez-Ruiz b, Jos�e Luis Ros-Santaella c, Eliana Pintus c,
Nicola Bernardo d, Mar Comas a,e, Gregorio Moreno-Rueda a,e,**

a Department of Zoology, Faculty of Sciences, University of Granada, 18071, Granada, Spain
b Tecnologías y Servicios Agrarios S.A., S.M.E., M.P. (Tragsatec), 06800, Badajoz, Spain
c Department of Veterinary Sciences, Faculty of Agrobiology, Food and Natural Resources, Czech University of Life Sciences Prague, Kamýck�a 129, 16500, Prague 6-
Suchdol, Czech Republic
d Biological Station of Do~nana, EBD-CSIC, Av. Am�erico Vespucio 26, 41092, Seville, Spain
e Department of Biological Sciences, Dartmouth College, 03755, Hanover, NH, USA
A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Birds
Breeding success
Cavity-nesting birds
Paridae
Passerines
Reproduction
* Corresponding author.
** Corresponding author. Department of Zoology,

E-mail addresses: jorgegarrido@ugr.es (J. Garrid

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avrs.2023.100109
Received 14 March 2023; Received in revised form
Available online 30 May 2023
2053-7166/© 2023 The Authors. Publishing service
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
A B S T R A C T

Mediterranean woodland environments are characterised by high spatial and temporal heterogeneity, which
means the inhabiting species face a wide variety of selective pressures. Species may respond differently to habitat
heterogeneity and so distinct eco-evolutionary scenarios may be responsible for the inter-habitat variability in
reproductive strategies observed in certain species. The inter-forest variability of some reproductive traits in
passerines has been examined by comparing forest patches or separated fragments. However, there is still little
information regarding how such highly mobile animals adjust their breeding performance across continuous and
heterogeneous woodlands. Here we studied the reproductive performance of a population of Blue Tits (Cyanistes
caeruleus) in an area of continuous Mediterranean woodland that included two mountain slopes and four different
types of forest, ranging from deciduous oak forests to perennial non-oak forests. We studied the habitat hetero-
geneity and inter-forest phenotypic variation in terms of reproductive performance and adult and nestling
biometry, besides also exploring the effects of ectoparasites on Blue Tit reproduction. Eggs were laid earliest in
deciduous Pyrenean Oak (Quercus pyrenaica) forests, while clutch size and the number of fledglings were highest
in the humid Pyrenean Oak forest, which had the greatest tree coverage and most humid climate, and lowest in
the coniferous Scots Pine (Pinus sylvestris) forest. There were no inter-forest differences in hatching (percentage of
nests with at least one egg hatched) and fledging (percentage of nests in which at least one nestling fledged)
success. Similarly, there were no inter-forest differences in adult and nestling biometry, but adults that raised
more fledglings had a lower body mass, while males whose females laid larger clutches had smaller tarsi. Most
ectoparasites did not affect Blue Tit reproduction, although Culicoides had a negative impact on nestling body
mass. These results suggest that Blue Tits can adjust their reproductive effort to the forest where they breed even
across a very small spatial scale. Different eco-evolutionary scenarios, such as phenotypic plasticity or genetic
structuring and local adaptation, might explain the phenotypic differentiation in the reproductive strategies
observed over small areas in woodlands.
1. Introduction

Environmental factors vary in space and time, so organisms inhabit-
ing heterogeneous environments face a challenge to match their
phenotype to different habitats in order to maximise fitness. The degree
of heterogeneity creates a range of habitats available in which to
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reproduce (Sparrow, 1999), forming a mosaic of optimal and suboptimal
habitats (Hansson et al., 1995), with important implications for ecolog-
ical and evolutionary processes. In homogeneous environments, natural
selection should favour a common, well-matched phenotype (Edelaar
et al., 2017). In heterogeneous environments, by contrast, natural se-
lection should promote a range of phenotypes, as individuals can access
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different habitats that are optimal for each phenotype (Edelaar and
Bolnick, 2019; Trevail et al., 2021).

Accordingly, birds should lay clutches of a size that maximises their
reproductive success in a given habitat (Stearns, 1992), but different
eco-evolutionary scenarios may also explain the habitat-related variation
observed in avian reproductive performance. For example, some
phenotypic variation observed between ecologically divergent condi-
tions may be a consequence of adaptive phenotypic plasticity (Chevin
and Hoffmann, 2017) and, indeed, phenotypic plasticity provides the
potential for birds to rapidly respond to environmental changes (Przy-
bylo et al., 2000; Charmantier et al., 2008; Biquet et al., 2022). Also, the
selection of some breeding traits may affect the variation of phenotypic
plasticity in populations found in spatio-temporally heterogeneous hab-
itats (Porlier et al., 2012). On the other hand, populations may adapt to
environmental heterogeneity through microevolution. Limited gene flow
and selection against immigrant genes could be responsible for local
adaptation of several avian traits (Blondel et al., 1999; Garant et al.,
2005; Postma and van Noordwijk, 2005), whilst high levels of gene flow
between areas of different habitat quality can maintain non-adaptive and
less-than-optimal clutches because of differential costs associated with
each habitat type (Blondel et al., 1998; Dhondt et al., 1990; Liou et al.,
1993). Overall, both plastic responses to habitat variation and genetically
local specialisation can occur simultaneously within the same
meta-population (Blondel, 2007), with each process depending mainly
on individual dispersal ranges (Blondel et al., 2006).

Habitat quality has a strong influence on bird reproduction and can be
expressed as a combination of several abiotic and biotic factors, such as
vegetation structure, composition and maturity (Arriero et al., 2006;
Pimentel and Nilsson, 2007; Riddington and Gosler, 2008), food avail-
ability and quality (Seki and Takano, 1998; Tilgar et al., 1999; M€agi et al.,
2009), presence of parasites (Meril€a et al., 1995; Arriero et al., 2008;
Eeva and Klemola, 2013), nest predation risk (Møller, 1988; Heske et al.,
1999; Morris and Gilroy, 2008), or breeding population density (Both,
1998; Sillett et al., 2004; Brouwer et al., 2009). In the case of insectiv-
orous passerines, breeding performance is particularly affected by
vegetation structure and maturity, which correlates with insect abun-
dance (Tye, 1992)—a parameter that ultimately controls all stages of
reproduction (Martin, 1987). There is compelling evidence that decidu-
ous forests offer a higher quality habitat for most insectivorous birds
during the breeding season than evergreen, coniferous forests. Deciduous
woodlands typically contain more caterpillars and other invertebrates
than evergreen forests (van Balen, 1973; Huhta et al., 1998; Tremblay
et al., 2003), and the peak of caterpillars usually appears earlier in the
season in deciduous patches (Blondel et al., 1991; Tremblay et al., 2003,
2005). Indeed, several forest passerines, such as the Great Tit (Parus
major), Blue Tit (Cyanistes caeruleus) or European Pied Flycatcher (Fice-
dula hypoleuca), lay their eggs earlier (Gezelius et al., 1984; Lemel, 1989;
Lambrechts et al., 2004; Riddington and Gosler, 2008; M€agi et al., 2009),
produce larger clutches (van Balen, 1973; Gezelius et al., 1984; Lemel,
1989; Sanz, 1998; Lambrechts et al., 2004; Riddington and Gosler, 2008)
and eggs (M€agi and M€and, 2004), and rear more (van Balen, 1973; Sanz,
1998; Lambrechts et al., 2004; Riddington and Gosler, 2008) and heavier
fledglings (Lambrechts et al., 2004; Riddington and Gosler, 2008) in
deciduous woodlands than in coniferous or marginal habitats. Never-
theless, a higher reproductive performance was observed in suboptimal
coniferous habitats compared to deciduous woods when the latter pro-
vided young, secondary stands of non-oak species (M€agi andM€and, 2004;
M€agi et al., 2009).

Blue Tits are small, Palearctic forest-dwelling, insectivorous passer-
ines that nest in secondary cavities in trees (Stenning, 2018), and whose
breeding biology and habitat-dependent variation within Europe has
been studied extensively in recent decades. Studies examining the
inter-habitat variation in the breeding performance of Blue Tits across
the species’ entire European distribution have generally found that de-
ciduous forests are the preferred habitat as they correspond to the highest
reproductive and rearing parameters (Blondel et al., 1987, 1991, 1999;
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Dias et al., 1994; Fargallo and Johnston, 1997; Tremblay et al., 2003,
2005; Lambrechts et al., 2004; Blondel, 2007). Blue Tit reproductive
parameters are also shaped by other factors besides caterpillar abun-
dance. In heterogeneous forests, for example, females in good body
condition may select high-quality territories (Arriero et al., 2006), with
individuals in worse condition occupying poor quality patches and ulti-
mately producing reduced clutch sizes (Dhondt et al., 1992) or impaired
offspring condition and physiology (Arriero et al., 2008; Arriero, 2009).
Lastly, the genes of immigrants from nearby marginal and poor-quality
habitats may lead to maladaptation in some reproductive parameters,
such as clutch size (Dhondt et al., 1990; Blondel et al., 2006). Nonethe-
less, most of the aforementioned studies looked at the habitat-dependent
variation in Blue Tit breeding biology or specific life-history traits at the
macro-scale (Blondel et al., 1987, 1991; Gil-Delgado et al., 1992; Møller
et al., 2014; Vaugoyeau et al., 2016) or at more local spatial scale (Nour
et al., 1998; Blondel et al., 1999, 2006; Tremblay et al., 2003, 2005;
Lambrechts et al., 2004), usually comparing reproductive parameters
between distant geographical regions or forest patches and fragments. In
this sense, Lambrechts et al. (2004) reported contrasted differences in the
Blue Tit breeding performance between deciduous and evergreen patches
separated on average 5 km, with a minimum between-patch distance of
600 m. So, there is scant information on how the Blue Tit adjusts its
breeding performance at smaller spatial scales throughout continuous
and heterogeneous woodlands.

This study tried to answer the question as how a highly mobile animal
adjusts its breeding performance at extremely small spatial scale and
across a gradient of habitats. To this end, we examined the breeding
biology variation in wild Blue Tits inhabiting a continuous woodland
comprising different Mediterranean forestry formations in southeastern
Spain. We also explored forest-dependent variations in adult and nestling
biometry and the effects of parental biometry on offspring condition. The
study area was a continuous woodland located across two opposing
mountain slopes, including four habitat types ranging from deciduous to
coniferous, evergreen forest formations. We measured and analysed
various abiotic and biotic factors, namely solar radiation, vegetation
composition and parasite pressure to identify each forest formation's
habitat features and hence the environmental pressures the Blue Tits
faced during their breeding seasons. Based on the literature, we predict
that breeding performance (in terms of a higher production of fledglings
per nest and/or more high-quality fledglings) should be better in de-
ciduous oak forests than in coniferous and evergreen formations within
the same woodland, as sclerophyllous Mediterranean habitats are
generally known to produce delayed caterpillar emergence and lower
caterpillar populations (van Balen, 1973; Blondel et al., 1991, 2006;
Tremblay et al., 2003, 2005).

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Study area

The study area was almost 800 ha in total and located 1700–1800 m
a.s.l. in the Sierra Nevada National Park (SE Spain; 36�57ʹ N, 3�24ʹW). It
contained four different forestry formations: (1) a Holm Oak (Quercus
ilex) forest, (2) a dry Pyrenean Oak (Quercus pyrenaica) forest, (3) a Scots
Pine (Pinus sylvestris) forest, and (4) a humid Pyrenean Oak forest (Fig. 1),
together constituting a continuous woodland representative of the
Mediterranean habitat. The two Pyrenean Oak forests are referred to as
dry and humid forests throughout the text as the higher humidity of the
humid Pyrenean Oak forest, traversed by the Almiar stream, was one of
the main differences between them (Fig. 1). These four forests repre-
sented different environmental pressures for Blue Tits during breeding
season, as they differed in a wide variety of factors, such as solar radia-
tion, insolation time, canopy cover, vegetation quality and ectoparasite
and vector presence (see Results and Appendix A).



Fig. 1. Locations of the four forest types in the Sierra Nevada National Park (southern Spain). (A) Holm Oak forest; (B) dry Pyrenean Oak forest; (C) Scots Pine forest;
(D) humid Pyrenean Oak forest.
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2.2. Blue Tit sampling

This study was performed across 2017 and 2018. We installed and
monitored nest boxes throughout the four forests, all of the same type
(ICONA C model; basal area: 196 cm2; height: 20 cm; hole diameter: 3
cm; material: painted wood; more details in Moreno-Rueda, 2003). The
nest boxes were hung from a tree branch using a metal hook at a height of
3–4 m and their geographical position recorded with a GPS device. The
average separation between nest boxes in each forest was 96.56 � 53.20
m (mean � SD). We monitored the nest boxes throughout each year's
breeding season to determine the standardised laying date (difference
between the actual laying date for each nest and the laying date of the
first egg laid in each year; day 0 ¼ day the first egg was laid each year),
standardised hatching date (day 0¼ day the first egg hatched each year),
clutch size, brood size (nestlings counted at 3 days after hatching) and
number of fledglings (fledglings counted at 13 days after hatching).
Brood size was counted at 3 days given that Blue Tits practice asyn-
chronous hatching and so it may take 2–3 days for all the eggs to hatch
(Stenning, 2008). The number of fledglings was recorded when nestlings
were 13 days old because they have reached their asymptotic mass and
body size by this age (Bj€orklund, 1996) and nestlings older than 13 days
may jump out of the nest when visiting nest boxes. Hatching success was
calculated as the percentage of nests with at least one egg hatched out of
all the nests. Fledging success was calculated as the number of nests in
which at least one nestling fledged. The number of unhatched eggs per
nest was taken as the difference between clutch size and brood size, and
the number of eggs per nest that did not produce a fledgling was deter-
mined from the difference between clutch size and number of fledglings.
We also calculated the percentage of eggs that produced fledglings for
each nest (completely failed nests excluded). In total, we monitored
breeding in 175 nest boxes (Holm Oak: 26 boxes, dry Pyrenean Oak: 63,
Scots Pine: 25, humid Pyrenean Oak: 61), but the sample size varied
slightly depending on each analysis (see below).

Adult birds were captured when the nestlings were between 8 and 11
days old (day 0 ¼ hatching day) using scuttles that closed the nest box
opening when they entered to feed the nestlings. We chose this age range
to ensure the nestlings would not be harmed, given that the parents do
not return to their nest box immediately (Schlicht and Kempenaers,
3

2015), as tit nestlings develop thermoregulation from day 8 (Perrins,
1979). Once captured, we sexed adults by examining for brood patches in
females, measured their tarsus length with a digital calliper (accuracy:
0.01 mm) and weighed them to the nearest 0.1 g with a digital portable
scale. The adults were banded with aluminium rings for further identi-
fication and liberated within 10 m of their nest boxes. In total, we
measured 116 adults (Holm Oak: 12 adults; dry Pyrenean Oak: 41; Scots
Pine: 15; humid Pyrenean Oak: 48). In 2017, when the nestlings were 13
days old, we measured their tarsus length and body mass (as explained
above for adults), and they were banded with aluminium rings. All adult
and nestling birds were measured by the same researcher (GMR). For
each nest, we calculated the mean brood mass and standard deviation of
nestling body mass within broods. For logistic reasons, fledgling biom-
etry could not be recorded in 2018. In total, we measured 445 fledglings
corresponding to 80 nests (Holm Oak: 76 fledglings, dry Pyrenean Oak:
146, Scots Pine: 47, humid Pyrenean Oak: 176).
2.3. Ectoparasite estimation

We carefully revised the nest material in the nest boxes once all
fledglings left their nests to obtain an estimate of ectoparasite pressure.
We recorded the prevalence and intensity (i.e., number of parasites in
infested nests) of Protocalliphora azurea blowfly larvae and puparia and
the prevalence of Ceratophyllus gallinae hen flea larvae and adults. In
total, we obtained nest-dwelling ectoparasite data from 154 nest boxes.
Blowfly larvae feed on nestling blood, which has a negative effect on
their physiology and growth (Hurtrez-Bouss�es et al., 1997; Arriero et al.,
2008). Although hen flea larvae are saprophytic, adults suck nestling
blood to the detriment of their physiology, health and feather growth
(Pitala et al., 2009; Brommer et al., 2011).

We also estimated the intensity and prevalence of biting midges
(genus Culicoides) and black flies (Simuliidae) in nests following protocols
described elsewhere (detailed in Garrido-Bautista et al., 2022a). Briefly,
the procedure involved placing a 60 mm Petri dish layered with a drop of
body oil gel (Johnson's© Baby Camomile, Johnson & Johnson, Dussel-
dorf, Germany; gel composition in Tom�as et al., 2008a) in each next box.
The petri dishes were placed in the nest boxes when the nestlings were 12
days old and collected the next day. They were then taken to the
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laboratory and any flying insects removed from the dishes by applying
xylene for a few seconds and immediately transferred to absolute ethanol
for a few minutes at 25 �C. Finally, they were stored in 70% ethanol until
their identification and quantification. Other arthropods that accidently
adhered to the dishes were excluded from subsequent analyses. We ob-
tained data for biting midges and black flies from 77 nest boxes. Both
biting midges and black flies are vectors of different avian blood parasites
(Votýpka et al., 2002; Martínez-de la Puente et al., 2011) and can
diminish nestling condition and body mass (Tom�as et al., 2008b; Mar-
tínez-de la Puente et al., 2010).

2.4. Forest characterisation: GIS and remote sensing analyses

Forest heterogeneity was characterised using various image analysis
techniques. All geographical data and images were processed with
Quantum GIS 3.10.5 software (QGIS Development Team, 2020), unless
indicated otherwise. First, we downloaded a digital elevation model (5 m
� 5 m resolution) covering the study area (source: MTN50 project;
Spanish Instituto Geogr�afico Nacional) to obtain forest orientation, forest
slope, solar radiation and insolation time. Before making any calcula-
tions, the spatial extent of each forest was delimited and clipped based on
its natural extension (Fig. 1). The mean forest orientations were obtained
by reclassifying the raster pixel values into four categories: 315–45�

(north), 45–135� (east), 135–225� (south) and 225–315� (west).
Solar radiation was determined using the Area Solar Radiation algo-

rithm within the Spatial Analyst extension of the ArcGIS Desktop 10.3.1
software (ESRI, Redlands, CA, USA). We calculated solar radiation every
five days in the 2017 and 2018 breeding seasons starting from the day the
first egg was laid until the day the last fledgling left the nest. The 2017
and 2018 breeding seasons covered from April 28 to June 30 and May 1
to July 31, respectively. Radiation was expressed in units of kWh/m2/
day. The insolation time (the hours per day a forest receives solar radi-
ation) was estimatedwith the r.sun.insoltime algorithm in the GRASS GIS
7.8.2 software (GRASS Development Team, 2020), which is integrated
within Quantum GIS 3.10.5 (QGIS Development Team, 2020). We set the
time step for processing the sum of all-day radiation to 1 min. The mean
insolation time was obtained every five days from April 28 to August 1 to
cover the two breeding seasons.

Forest coverage and land use were estimated using vector layers ob-
tained from the SIOSE project (Sistema de Informaci�on sobre Ocupaci�on del
Suelo de Espa~na), which was downloaded from the REDIAM website (Red
de Informaci�on Ambiental de Andalucía). We calculated the extension (ha)
and percentage of land uses with the intersection function. Further de-
tails on the method used to categorise land uses can be found in the
public repository of the SIOSE project (see Appendix A). Vegetation
quality was characterised based on Landsat-8 satellite images (30 m� 30
m resolution) of the entire study area that were acquired throughout the
2017 and 2018 breeding seasons. We obtained two satellite images for
2017 and three for 2018, while five other images were excluded because
of cloud cover. The normalised difference vegetation index (NDVI) was
calculated based on bands B4 (red: 0.64–0.67 μm) and B5 (near infrared:
0.85–0.88 μm) as: (B5–B4)/(B5þB4). NVDI values range from �1 to 1,
where negative values correspond to an absence of vegetation and values
close to 1 equate to dense vegetation coverage (Pettorelli et al., 2005).

2.5. Statistical analysis

Although there was a total of 175 occupied nest boxes, sample sizes
varied depending on the analysis being carried out. Not all nest boxes
could be followed to the end of the study to obtain all the reproductive
parameters due to predation, desertion or unidentified causes of nestling
death. Consequently, the sample sizes were 171 next boxes for laying
date, 174 for clutch size, 172 for brood size, and 171 for the number of
fledglings. The variables (environment: insolation time, solar irradiation,
NDVI; ectoparasites: intensities of blowflies, biting midges and black
flies; reproductive parameters: laying date, clutch size, brood size,
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number of fledglings, number of unhatched eggs and number of eggs that
failed to produce a fledgling; biometry: tarsus length and body mass)
were plotted and tested for normality following Zuur et al. (2010). We
checked for outliers using Cleveland dot plots and did not find any ab-
normalities in any of the variables. As insolation time, solar radiation and
NDVI were not normally distributed, we used the Kruskal–Wallis test to
examine the differences between forests for these variables. In the case of
NDVI, one value was excluded from the statistical analysis because a
forest patch was covered by clouds (Appendix Table S4).

The residuals of all models in the following sections were checked for
normality following Zuur et al. (2010). The basic statistics are given as
mean � standard error (SE). All the analyses were performed in the R
software environment, version 4.0.0 (R Development Core Team, 2020),
using the nlme (Pinheiro et al., 2019) and lme4 packages (Bates et al.,
2020), and graphs were constructed using the ggplot2 package (Wick-
man, 2016). The data are available in Appendix B.

2.5.1. Ectoparasites
We used the chi-squared test to check for inter-forest variability in the

prevalence of ectoparasites and the Kruskal–Wallis test to examine dif-
ferences between forests in the intensity (i.e., number of parasites in
infested nests; R�ozsa et al., 2000) of blowflies, biting midges and black
flies. Linear models were employed to determine the variation in the
intensity of blowflies, biting midges and black flies depending on the
laying date. Linear mixed-effects models of restricted maximum likeli-
hood (REML-LMM) (Zuur et al., 2009) were applied to examine whether
the presence of ectoparasites affected Blue Tit breeding biology. The
models had the following structures: (1) for blowflies and fleas: clutch
size, brood size and the number of fledglings were the dependent vari-
ables in separate models; forest, year and the prevalence of fleas and
blowflies were the predictors; standardised laying date was the covariate;
and nest identity was the random factor; (2) for biting midges and black
flies: clutch size, brood size and the number of fledglings were the
dependent variables in separate models; forest, year and the prevalence
of biting midges and black flies were the predictors; standardised laying
date was the covariate; and nest identity was the random factor. We also
used REML-LMMs to determine if the presence of ectoparasites had an
impact on nestling biometry. We ran two separate REML-LMMs for the
nestlings’ body mass and tarsus length applying the following structure:
(1) forest, the presence of fleas and the presence of blowflies were the
predictors, standardised laying date the covariate and nest identity the
random factor; (2) forest, the presence of biting midges and the presence
of black flies were the predictors, standardised laying date the covariate
and nest identity the random factor. The nestling tarsus length (log
transformed) was also included as a covariate to control for structural
size in the model for nestling body mass.

2.5.2. Breeding biology and nestling biometry
An REML-LMM was used to assess whether laying date varied with

forest type. In the final model, the standardised laying date was the
dependent variable, nest identity was the random factor, and forest and
year were the predictors. The interaction between forest and year was
removed from the final model because it was not significant. We also
used separate REML-LMMs to check whether clutch size, brood size,
number of fledglings and percentage of eggs that produced fledglings
(arcsine transformed) varied with forest type. In these cases, the final
models had the following structure for each dependent variable: the nest
identity was the random factor, forest and year were the predictors and
standardised laying date was the covariate. Interactions between forest
and year and between forest and laying date were removed from all
models because none of them were significant. Lastly, separate REML-
LMMs were also applied to examine the variation in nestling body
mass (log transformed) and nestling tarsus length (log transformed)
across the forests. In both cases, nest identity was the random factor,
forest type the predictor and standardised laying date the covariate.
However, in the model for nestling body mass, the nestling tarsus length
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(log transformed) was again included as a covariate to control for
structural size.

Correlations between laying date and clutch size, brood size, number
of fledglings and nestling body mass were examined using the Pearson
product-moment correlation coefficient. We used the chi-squared test to
check for inter-forest variability in hatching success and fledging success,
given that these variables are frequencies. As the number of unhatched
eggs and eggs that did not produce fledglings had left-skewed distribu-
tions, we used generalised linear mixed models (GLMM) with a Poisson
distribution and a log link-function to study if the two parameters varied
with forest type. We ran two separate models for each variable with the
following structure: nest identity was the random factor, forest and year
were the predictors and laying date was the covariate.

2.5.3. Adult biometry
We used REML-LMMs to examine the variation in body mass and

tarsus length of males and females depending on forest type. The log-
transformed body mass and log-transformed tarsus length of males and
females were the dependent variables in separate models, while forest
and year were the predictors and nest identity was the random factor (the
model for body mass also included log-transformed tarsus length as a
covariate). The effects of adult biometry on reproduction were tested
using REML-LMMs; all subsequent models were run separately for males
and females. The models for adult body mass had the following structure:
clutch size, brood size and number of fledglings were the dependent
variables in separate models; nest identity was the random factor; forest
and year were the predictors and standardised laying date, adult log body
mass and adult log tarsus length were the covariates. The interactions
between forest and year and between forest and laying date were
removed from these models because they were not significant. As nes-
tlings were only measured in one year, the variation in mean brood mass
and standard deviation of nestling mass within broods against adult
biometry was examined with linear models. Separate models took brood
mass and its standard deviation as the dependent variables, forest type as
the predictor and log adult body mass and log adult tarsus length as the
covariates.

3. Results

3.1. Environmental differences between forest types

The mean orientations of the Holm Oak and dry Pyrenean Oak forests
were 171.44� and 148.32�, respectively, while the Scots Pine and humid
Pyrenean Oak forests were oriented at 190.42� and 237.66�, respectively
(Appendix Fig. S1). Accordingly, the two forests on the southeastern
slope (Holm Oak and dry Pyrenean Oak forests) received more solar ra-
diation (approx. 0.15 kWh/m2/day) and had 1 h more of insolation per
day than the forests on the southwestern slope (Scots Pine and humid
Pyrenean Oak forests) (radiation: χ23 ¼ 23.74, p < 0.001; insolation: χ23
¼ 62.49, p < 0.001; Appendix Figs. S2, S3 and S4; Table S1).

The four forest types differed in tree and shrub structure as well as
land uses (Appendix Fig. S5; Table S2). The HolmOak forest was themost
open, with the lowest percentage of dense tree cover (15.63%). The dry
Pyrenean Oak forest had a higher percentage of dense tree cover (approx.
65%), but less than the forests on the southwestern slope, which had the
highest level of dense tree cover (approx. 82% in both the Scots Pine and
humid Pyrenean Oak forests; Appendix Table S2). The NDVI differed
between forest types (χ23 ¼ 21.49, p < 0.001; Appendix Table S3), with
the Holm Oak forest presenting the lowest values (0.40 � 0.004) and the
Scots Pine forest with the highest (0.66 � 0.004). The dry and humid
Pyrenean Oak forests were found to have intermediate NDVI values
(0.59 � 0.01 and 0.62 � 0.003, respectively).

3.2. Differences in ectoparasite presence between forest types

Overall, 65 out of 154 nests (42.21%) were infested with fleas, with
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nest infestation rates differing between forest types (chi-squared test, χ23
¼ 24.51, p < 0.001; Fig. 2A). Only 9.09% of nests sampled in the Holm
Oak forest and 30.36% in the dry Pyrenean Oak forest were infested with
fleas, while they were found in 52.17% and 64.15% of the nests in the
Scots Pine and humid Pyrenean Oak forests, respectively. Blowflies
infested 100 out of 154 nests (64.94%). As observed for fleas, blowflies
were less prevalent in the Holm Oak (40.90% of nests infested) and dry
Pyrenean Oak (41.07%) forests than in the Scots Pine (95.65%) and
humid Pyrenean Oak (86.79%) forests (χ23 ¼ 40.24, p < 0.001; Fig. 2A).
Considering only infested nests, there were no significant differences in
blowfly intensity within each nest across the four forest types (Holm Oak:
12.11� 4.30; dry Pyrenean Oak: 12.78� 2.03; Scots Pine: 15.09� 2.57;
humid Pyrenean Oak: 17.20 � 1.42; Kruskal–Wallis test, χ23 ¼ 5.87, p ¼
0.118).

Across all forest types, biting midges infested 48.05% and black flies
23.38% of nests (n ¼ 77 for both parasites). In contrast to nest-dwelling
ectoparasites, there were no differences between forests in the frequency
of nest infestation by biting midges and black flies (in both cases, χ23 >
5.09, p > 0.12; Fig. 2B). Similarly, the intensity of biting midges and
black flies did not vary between forest types (biting midges: χ23 ¼ 5.49, p
¼ 0.139; black flies: χ23 ¼ 4.33, p ¼ 0.228). Nor did the intensity of
blowflies (F1, 98¼ 0.80, p¼ 0.37), black flies (F1, 39¼ 0.21, p¼ 0.65) and
biting midges (F1, 10 ¼ 2.32, p ¼ 0.20) vary with laying date.

Flea-infested nests contained a significantly higher number of fledg-
lings than uninfested nests (infested nests: 6.31 � 0.15; uninfested nests:
5.17� 0.17; Table 1). The presence of blowflies, biting midges and black
flies in Blue Tit nests was not significantly associated with clutch size,
brood size or number of fledglings (Table 1). The presence of fleas,
blowflies and black flies did not affect nestling tarsus length (p > 0.05 in
all cases, data not shown for simplicity) or body mass (p > 0.05 in all
cases, data not shown for simplicity), but the presence of biting midges
had a negative impact on body mass (infested nests: 9.20 � 0.09 g;
uninfested nests: 10.15 � 0.06 g; χ2 ¼ 6.19, p ¼ 0.01).

3.3. Forest-dependent variation in reproductive parameters

The laying date was later in the Holm Oak and Scots Pine forests than
in the dry and humid Pyrenean Oak forests (χ23 ¼ 9.89, p¼ 0.019; Fig. 3;
Table 2). Clutch size ranged from 3 to 15 eggs and the mode was 7 eggs
(18.97%). After adjusting for the year and laying date, the largest
clutches were in the humid Pyrenean Oak forest and the smallest in the
Scots Pine forest, whilst intermediate values were found in the Holm Oak
and dry Pyrenean Oak forests (χ23 ¼ 19.54, p < 0.001; Fig. 4A; Table 2).
Across all forests, clutch size decreased with laying date (χ2 ¼ 62.41, p <
0.001), as they showed a negative correlation (r ¼ �0.34, p < 0.001). In
total, 10 out of 172 clutches failed to hatch (i.e., none of the eggs
hatched). There was no inter-forest variability in hatching success (χ23 ¼
0.49, p¼ 0.92; Table 2) or the number of unhatched eggs per nest, which
also showed no variation with laying date (forest: χ23 ¼ 2.26, p ¼ 0.52;
laying date: χ2 ¼ 0.68, p ¼ 0.41; Table 2).

Brood size ranged from 0 to 10 with a mode of 6 nestlings (19.77%).
There were no statistically significant differences in brood size between
forest types, but it tended to follow the same pattern as clutch size (χ23 ¼
6.52, p ¼ 0.089; Fig. 4B; Table 2). As observed for clutch size, brood size
also decreased with the laying date in all forests (r¼�0.26; χ2¼ 25.62, p
< 0.001).

Of all the nests that produced at least one nestling (161 out of 171),
only seven (4.35%) did not manage to raise any nestlings. Causes of
nestling mortality in these seven cases included predation (n ¼ 1), nest
abandonment by parents (n ¼ 1), starvation (n ¼ 3) and unidentified
causes (n ¼ 2). Fledging success did not vary between forest types (χ23 ¼
1.99, p ¼ 0.57; Table 2). Over the two years, the percentage of eggs that
produced fledglings did not differ between forest types (χ23 ¼ 1.13, p ¼
0.77; Table 2), nor was it affected by laying date (χ2 ¼ 0.02, p ¼ 0.89).
However, when considering all nests, the number of fledglings per nest
showed the same pattern of variation between forests as clutch size (χ23



Fig. 2. Percentage of Blue Tit nests infested by (A) nest-dwelling ectoparasites and (B) flying ectoparasites in the four forest types. (For interpretation of the references
to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this article.)

Table 1
Results of the linear mixed-effects models (LMM) for clutch size, brood size and number of fledglings for the Blue Tit (Cyanistes caeruleus) population in the Sierra Nevada
National Park, southern Spain, with the prevalence of different ectoparasites: blowflies, fleas, biting midges and black flies.

Predictor Dependent variable

Clutch size Brood size Number of fledglings

Wald χ2 df p-value Wald χ2 df p-value Wald χ2 df p-value

Models for nest-dwelling ectoparasites
Forest 17.73 3 <0.001 15.52 3 0.001 17.56 3 <0.001
Year 54.50 1 <0.001 24.48 1 <0.001 16.25 1 <0.001
Laying date 41.86 1 <0.001 18.47 1 <0.001 16.22 1 <0.001
Blowflies 0.33 1 0.56 2.92 1 0.09 3.03 1 0.08
Fleas 0.08 1 0.77 2.31 1 0.13 5.42 1 0.02
Models for flying ectoparasites
Forest 13.25 3 0.004 14.43 3 0.002 7.61 3 0.050
Year 19.06 1 <0.001 10.86 1 <0.001 7.89 1 0.005
Laying date 1.16 1 0.28 0.69 1 0.41 0.63 1 0.43
Biting midges 0.64 1 0.42 3.25 1 0.07 0.30 1 0.58
Black flies 0.42 1 0.51 0.91 1 0.34 0.95 1 0.33

Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05 (marked in bold).
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¼ 8.58, p ¼ 0.035; Fig. 4C). Blue Tits breeding in the humid Pyrenean
Oak forest had the highest number of fledglings (5.92), while those in the
Scots Pine forest had the lowest productivity (4.44), with intermediate
values recorded for the Holm Oak (5.08) and dry Pyrenean Oak forests
(4.58) (Table 2). As for clutch and brood size, the number of fledglings
decreased with laying date in all forest types (r ¼ �0.20; χ2 ¼ 14.81, p <
0.001). There was no variation in the number of eggs that failed to
produce a fledgling across the forest types (χ23 ¼ 1.90, p ¼ 0.59) or in
terms of the laying date (χ2 ¼ 3.08, p ¼ 0.08; Table 2).

Neither the tarsus-corrected body mass (χ23 ¼ 0.58, p ¼ 0.90) nor the
tarsus length of nestlings (χ23 ¼ 2.41, p ¼ 0.49) differed between forest
types (Table 2). Nestling body mass, but not tarsus length, diminished
with the laying date in all forests (body mass: χ2 ¼ 13.18, p < 0.01; r ¼
�0.35, p < 0.01; tarsus length: χ2 ¼ 0.35, p ¼ 0.56; r ¼ �0.06, p ¼ 0.22).

3.4. Effect of adult biometry on breeding success

As seen with nestlings, the tarsus-corrected body mass (males: χ23 ¼
4.77, p ¼ 0.19; females: χ23 ¼ 1.56, p ¼ 0.67) and tarsus length of adults
6

(males: χ23 ¼ 1.59, p ¼ 0.66; females: χ23 ¼ 3.79, p¼ 0.28) did not differ
between forest types. The body masses of both males and females did not
correlate with clutch or brood size (p > 0.05 in all cases, data not shown
for simplicity), but significant associations were found for the number of
fledglings. Adults that produced more fledglings weighed less when they
were measured (when nestlings were 8–11 days old; males: χ2 ¼ 4.80, p
¼ 0.028; females: χ2¼ 8.00, p¼ 0.005; Fig. 5). There was no relationship
between the tarsus length of females and clutch size, brood size or the
number of fledglings (p> 0.05 in all cases, data not shown for simplicity).
However, males whose females laid larger clutches had smaller tarsi (χ2

¼ 6.62, p ¼ 0.01). The body mass and tarsus length of adult males and
females showed no variation with brood mass or the standard deviation
of nestling mass within broods (p > 0.05 in all cases, data not shown for
simplicity).

4. Discussion

Mediterranean environments are typically characterised by high
spatial heterogeneity, which means species face a wide range of selective



Fig. 3. Frequency distribution of Blue Tit pair laying dates in the four forest
types. Standardised laying dates are the differences between the actual laying
date for each nest and the laying date of the first egg laid in each year (day 0 ¼
first egg laid each year). Laying dates are shown as 10 day periods. Dashed line
indicates the mean. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure
legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this article.)

Table 2
Reproductive parameters for Blue Tits (Cyanistes caeruleus) and biometric mea-
surements of Blue Tit nestlings in four forest types in the Sierra Nevada National
Park, southern Spain.

Parameter Holm Oak Dry
Pyrenean
Oak

Scots Pine Humid
Pyrenean
Oak

Laying datea 19.56 �
0.72 (25)

15.25� 0.91
(60)

21.16 �
0.64 (25)

14.57 � 0.99
(61)

Clutch size 7.42 �
0.11 (26)

6.89 � 0.14
(62)

5.88 �
0.07 (25)

7.74 � 0.14
(61)

Brood size 5.72 �
0.18 (25)

5.39 � 0.18
(62)

5.04 �
0.13 (25)

6.35 � 0.19
(60)

Number of fledglings 5.08 �
0.21 (26)

4.58 � 0.20
(59)

4.44 �
0.14 (25)

5.92 � 0.19
(61)

Hatching success (%) 92.00 �
0.02 (25)

93.55� 0.02
(62)

96.00 �
0.01 (25)

95.00 � 0.02
(60)

Number of unhatched
eggs

1.72 �
0.18 (25)

1.50 � 0.17
(62)

0.84 �
0.09 (25)

1.26 � 0.13
(60)

Number of eggs that
failed to produce a
fledgling

2.34 �
0.21 (26)

2.22 � 0.18
(59)

1.44 �
0.13 (25)

1.82 � 0.15
(61)

% eggs that produced
fledglingsb

81.74 �
0.01 (22)

76.20� 0.02
(52)

81.10 �
0.02 (23)

81.08 � 0.02
(57)

Fledging success (%) 84.62 �
0.03 (26)

88.14� 0.02
(59)

92.00 �
0.02 (25)

93.44 � 0.02
(61)

Nestling body mass (g) 9.79 �
0.05 (76)

9.83 � 0.05
(145)

9.47 �
0.05 (47)

10.09 � 0.04
(176)

Nestling tarsus length
(mm)

16.52 �
0.03 (76)

16.44� 0.03
(144)

16.25 �
0.03 (47)

16.47 � 0.03
(176)

Reproductive parameters include data for 2017 and 2018, but nestling biometry
is for 2017 only. The table shows the mean values, standard error and sample size
(n) in parentheses.

a 0 ¼ day the first egg was laid each year.
b Nests without fledglings (predated, deserted, etc.) were excluded.
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pressures in small areas (Blondel et al., 2010). In our study area, for
example, the Blue Tits reproduced in a small, continuous woodland
formed by four well-differentiated forestry formations that were char-
acterised by both their solar radiation and their tree cover and compo-
sition. The woodland was located across two mountain slopes that were
separated by a river (Chico river), hence the west-facing slope—which
was also crossed by a stream (Almiar stream)—received less solar radi-
ation than the east-facing slope. The east-facing slope was composed of
Holm and Pyrenean Oaks, while the west-facing slope contained Scots
Pines and Pyrenean Oaks, thus providing a more humid and productive
environment. Given that water availability is a limiting factor on tree
productivity in Mediterranean habitats (Príncipe et al., 2022), the higher
productivity of the humid Pyrenean Oak forest should be reflected in a
greater percentage of dense tree cover (as observed), which could pre-
sumably support more caterpillars, the key food source for Blue Tits
during spring (Blondel et al., 1991; Ba�nbura et al., 1999; Tremblay et al.,
2005). Indeed, in a previous study we found that caterpillar abundance
was higher in the humid Pyrenean Oak forest on the west-facing slope
than the dry Pyrenean Oak forest on the east-facing slope (Garrido--
Bautista et al., 2021). Unfortunately, the same information was not
recorded for the years included in this study. The Scots Pine forest,
however, was expected to produce fewer caterpillars despite its high tree
cover because new leaves develop more slowly in sclerophyllous trees
(Orshan, 1989) and pine needles contain a relatively high concentration
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of tannins (Achotegui-Castells et al., 2013), so these forests only support
low caterpillar populations (Tremblay et al., 2003). Overall, the study
area’s particular topography and vegetation structure create a microscale
geographic variation similar to the ‘evolution canyon’ models described
by Nevo (2006, 2009, 2012), in which opposite, yet still closely neigh-
bouring, slopes display marked microclimatic and biotic contrasts with
potentially different eco-evolutionary processes developing on each slope
(see below).

The aforementioned inter-forest environmental differences were ex-
pected to modulate Blue Tit breeding performance, specifically, we
believed females would lay larger clutches in more productive forests. As
predicted, the clutch size and number of fledglings per nest were highest
in the humid Pyrenean Oak forest and lowest in the coniferous Scots Pine
forest, a pattern to be expected based on previous evidence (Blondel
et al., 1987, 1991; Dias et al., 1994; Fargallo and Johnston, 1997;
Tremblay et al., 2003, 2005; Lambrechts et al., 2004; Blondel, 2007).
Besides the low production of caterpillars, coniferous forests also impose
foraging costs to Blue Tits (Díaz et al., 1998), consequently increasing the
impacts on the Blue Tit reproductive output. However, despite statisti-
cally different clutch sizes between forest types (ranging from approxi-
mately 6 to 8 eggs on average), the fledging success was similar in all
forests; with a range of 76–82% of eggs producing fledglings and 1.4–2.3
eggs per clutch failing to produce fledglings. Nestling body mass and
tarsus length, predictors of nestling survival and recruitment in the
population (Nur, 1984a; Blondel et al., 1998; Charmantier et al., 2004),
did not differ between forest types, which suggests that the Blue Tits
produced similar quality fledglings in each forest. Although there was a
tendency on the east-facing slope to lose one more egg per nest than the
west-facing slope, our results indicate that the Blue Tits successfully
adjusted their reproductive effort to the rearing conditions in the forest
where they bred. For example, females started laying eggs earlier in
deciduous (dry and humid Pyrenean Oak) forests than in evergreen
(Holm Oak) and coniferous (Scots Pine) forests, probably because spring



Fig. 4. Variation in Blue Tit clutch size (A), brood size (B) and number of fledglings (C) across the four forest types. The red point shows the mean for each forest, the
horizontal line the median and the boxplot represents the interquartile range. The kernel density plot shows the probability density of data at different values. Note:
the maximum number of fledglings is higher than the maximum brood size in the humid Pyrenean Oak forest because brood size could not be recorded in a nest with a
clutch of 15 eggs. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this article.)

Fig. 5. Relationship between the body mass (g) of adult Blue Tits (Cyanistes
caeruleus) and the number of fledglings produced depending on sex (green: fe-
males, blue: males). The shaded areas correspond to the 95% confidence in-
terval. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the
reader is referred to the Web version of this article.)
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development of caterpillars occurs later in evergreen forests (Blondel
et al., 1999; Tremblay et al., 2003). Also, when comparing the two de-
ciduous forests, Blue Tits in the dry Pyrenean Oak forest laid 6.9 eggs
producing 4.6 fledglings, whereas birds in the humid Pyrenean Oak
forests laid 7.7 eggs and produced 5.9 fledglings. Hence, on average Blue
Tit pairs lose two eggs/nestlings per clutch in both forests and in fact, in
our study area, two eggs per brood typically hatched asynchronously
with a hatching spread of two days (unpublished data). These
late-hatched nestlings are therefore apparently marginal and have a low
reproductive value for parents (Forbes et al., 1997; Stenning, 2008).
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In summary, our results showed that, in relative terms, the fledging
success of Blue Tits did not differ between the four forest types, but fit-
ness—measured quantitatively as the number of fledglings per nest—did.
The optimal clutch size, which can be indirectly estimated from a pop-
ulation’s average clutch size (Liou et al., 1993), for example, appears to
be the highest in the humid Pyrenean Oak forest, with one more egg on
average than the dry Pyrenean Oak forest and two more than the Scots
Pine forest. This pattern may have emerged because of individual opti-
mization of breeding performance, which means that individuals are able
to produce the number of eggs, or nestlings, they can successfully rear
themselves based on individual-specific condition (Perrins and Moss,
1975; Pettifor et al., 1988, 2001; Pettifor, 1993), but also on the spatial
and temporal variability in food availability in the rearing environment
(van Balen, 1973; Blondel et al., 1991; Tremblay et al., 2003, 2005).
Further cross-fostering studies altering brood sizes should be conducted
to identify the optimal clutch size for each forest. Still, optimal clutch
sizes from Blue Tit populations of the Mediterranean basin are expected
to be lower than those populations from higher latitudes, mainly as
consequence of habitat-specific constraints in food availability (e.g.,
Blondel et al., 2006; Ziane et al., 2006; Charmantier et al., 2016). An
important question still remains as to what extent this variation in clutch
size, which ultimately determines the number of fledglings a Blue Tit pair
can raise (see results), is due to phenotypic plasticity or a local adaptation
process.

The different production of fledglings from all Blue Tit pairs breeding
in each habitat could determine the overall reproductive output within
each forest type, which may promote source-sink population dynamics.
Although large geographical distances between populations that limit
gene exchange typically lead to population structuring (Slatkin, 1987),
microscale population differentiation can occur between closely located
populations of migrant and resident bird species (Garant et al., 2005;
Postma and van Noordwijk, 2005; Blondel et al., 2006; Senar et al., 2006;
Ortego et al., 2011; Arnoux et al., 2014; García-Navas et al., 2014;
Camacho et al., 2016). Individual dispersal range is an important factor
in the genetic population structure of passerines (Blondel et al., 2006).
The Blue Tit is a highly mobile passerine, but it is reported to have a
relatively low dispersal capacity that follows a non-random pattern. Fe-
males disperse over longer distances than males (Ortego et al., 2011), but
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they reduce their dispersal distance if hatching success was high in the
preceding breeding season (García-Navas and Sanz, 2011), which means
females with low dispersal distances have higher offspring recruitment
rates (García-Navas et al., 2014). Therefore, if low immigration rates and
selection against immigrants takes places in a meta-population (e.g.,
Postma and van Noordwijk, 2005), then philopatric females can obtain
more local recruits than immigrant counterparts (García-Navas et al.,
2014), which may encourage genetic population structuring and local
adaptation. The fine-scale genetic population structuring process may be
accompanied by phenotypic divergence in reproductive strategies
(Blondel et al., 1999; Postma and van Noordwijk, 2005) or morpholog-
ical traits (Blondel et al., 1999; Garant et al., 2005; Senar et al., 2006;
Camacho et al., 2013, 2016). The data revealed that Blue Tits in our study
area had low dispersal ranges, with individuals being recruited locally
within their own slope (only one individual showed a dispersing
behaviour between slopes), and that there was a well-established and
significant genetic population structure between the two woodland
slopes (microsatellite-based analysis: FST ¼ 0.016, p < 0.001;
Garrido-Bautista et al., submitted). However, in contrast to other
passerine meta-populations (Garant et al., 2005; Senar et al., 2006;
Camacho et al., 2013, 2016), we did not detect an inter-forest phenotypic
differentiation in morphometry. The lack of any inter-forest differences
in female body mass (which might have explained the different clutch
sizes; Haywood and Perrins, 1992) also suggests that the between-forest
variation in the reproductive strategies of the Blue Tits inhabiting our
‘evolution canyon’ woodland were due to a fine-scale, local population
adaptation process rather than plastic responses.

Furthermore, we found a higher prevalence of nest-dwelling ecto-
parasites (fleas and blowflies) in the forests on the west-facing slope, i.e.,
the humid Pyrenean Oak forest and the Scots Pine forest, than those on
the opposite slope. As nest-dwelling ectoparasites feed on nestlings, the
number of nestlings in a nest is expected to modulate the presence of such
parasites in the different habitats (Hurtrez-Bouss�es et al., 1999; Arriero
et al., 2008); we duly found that nests housingmore fledglings were more
frequently parasitised by fleas. Environmental factors, such as ambient
temperature and humidity, may also play an important role in the pres-
ence of nest-dwelling ectoparasites in nests within a given habitat (Heeb
et al., 2000; Casta~no-V�azquez et al., 2018, 2021; Garrido-Bautista et al.,
2020; Mennerat et al., 2021; Moreno-Rueda, 2021). A combination of
these factors could explain why fleas and blowflies were more common in
nests occupying the west-facing slope than those on the east-facing slope,
as the latter produced fewer nestlings and a drier environment for ec-
toparasites. Both fleas and blowflies are known to have an impact on
nestling blood physiology, growth and survival (Merino and Potti, 1995;
Hurtrez-Bouss�es et al., 1997; Puchala, 2004; Pitala et al., 2009; Brommer
et al., 2011), but they may also affect several current and future repro-
ductive metrics, such as egg size (Potti, 2008), number of fledglings
(Lemoine et al., 2012) and lifetime reproductive success (Fitze et al.,
2004). Thus, we expected the nests on the west-facing slope to suffer
more parasitism, in terms of reproduction costs, than nests on the
opposite slope. In previous studies, we found that nestlings did not suffer
from any ectoparasite-induced physiological costs, neither to the immune
system (Garrido-Bautista et al., 2022b) nor in terms of oxidative status
(Garrido-Bautista et al., 2021), and we did not detect any effect of ec-
toparasites on nestling survival or body size in the present work. The
scant effect of ectoparasites on reproductive output and offspring con-
dition across the woodland suggest that the subjects experienced low or
negligible parasite-imposed costs. Blue Tits can tolerate ectoparasites in
their nests by increasing feeding rate (Johnson and Albrecht, 1993;
Christe et al., 1996; Tripet and Richner, 1997), but the parents’ body
mass may decline if they produce a lot of fledglings, which could impair
winter survival or subsequent breeding attempts (Nur, 1984b). In effect,
in our study, parent body mass decreased with the number of fledglings
produced. Nevertheless, further experiments designed to alter the ecto-
parasite load in the two slopes would help elucidate the underlying
mechanisms (Lemoine et al., 2012).
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On the other hand, and in contrast with nest-dwelling ectoparasites,
there was no variation in the prevalence of biting midges and black flies
between forests. We would expect the presence of biting midges and
black flies to be determined mainly by environmental factors, as these
vectors are only sporadic visitor in nests for blood meals. The type of
forest and environmental conditions do indeed have a significant effect
on the biting midges and black flies found inhabiting an area, which
ultimately determines their abundance in bird nests (Tom�as et al., 2008b,
2020; Martínez-de la Puente et al., 2009; 2010). In fact, in a previous
study, we showed that forest type is the main determinant of biting
midge abundance and there was no association between nestling char-
acteristics and the number of flies entering nests (Garrido-Bautista et al.,
2022a). Both biting midges and black flies are known to reduce nestling
condition and body mass (Tom�as et al., 2008b; Martínez-de la Puente
et al., 2010), and our results reaffirmed this observation as we found a
negative correlation between biting midges in nests and nestling body
mass. This association may be due to the direct effects of biting midges
(e.g., draining blood resources and causing skin inflammation) or the
indirect impact of the blood-borne parasites they can transmit, such as
avian malaria-like disease caused by Haemoproteus (Martínez de-la
Puente et al., 2011), which can produce anaemia and decreased body
mass (Tom�as et al., 2008b; Martínez-de la Puente et al., 2010). On the
other hand, and to the best of our knowledge, there is no evidence to
suggest that these parasites have an impact on adult reproductive per-
formance, probably because of their ephemeral activity within bird nests
and weak evolutionary influence on avian reproduction in contrast to
nest-dwelling or blood parasites (e.g., Martin et al., 2001).

5. Conclusions

Our results suggest that, in highly heterogeneous Mediterranean en-
vironments, Blue Tits adapt to different environmental conditions across
a woodland by adjusting clutch size to an optimal level for reproductive
success in each habitat. Across four types of forest with different envi-
ronmental conditions within a single woodland, Blue Tits differed in
clutch size but fledging success and fledgling tarsus length and body mass
were very similar. Specifically, Blue Tits were most productive (i.e., in
terms of the number of fledglings) in a deciduous forest with a humid
environment. However, pairs nesting in lower-quality forests reduced
their clutch size, and hence the number of fledglings reared, but still
maintained a similar level of fledging success and nestling quality.
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