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Panhandling by ‘Amakihi: A Novel Feeding Behavior
For A Hawaiian Honeycreeper

by H. Douglas Pratt’

The Hawaiian honeycreepers
(Drepanidinae) are a remarkable group
ofbirds endemic to the Hawaiian Islands.
They are often cited as the pre-eminent
avianexample of adaptiveradiation. They
are also justly famous as exemplars of
other aspects of island biogeography and
evolution. Sadly, one of those aspects is
the vulnerability of'island birds to extinc-
tion. Well over halfofthe

nated by Mamane (Sophora
chrysophylla), Pukiawe (Syphelia
tameiameae), Pilo (Coprosma montana),
*Ohelo ‘ai (Vaccinium reticulatum), and
other shrubs (Pratt 1999). Four species of
Hawaiian honeycreeper are common in
the area: “Apapane (Himatione

sanguinea), ‘1'\wWi (estiaria coccinea),
Maui ‘Alavahio (Paroreomyza montana),
and the Maui Nui subspecies of Common
*Amakihi (Hemignathus virens wilsonl).

named honeycreeper spe-
cies areextinct (James and
Olson 1991), and most of
those that survive are en-
dangered (Prattetal. 1987,
U. S. Fish and Wildlife
Service 1996). These
facts have been inter-
preted by some to indi-
cate that island birds are
less adaptable than conti-
nental ones, or that island
birds are too specialized
to compete with intro-
duced species or with-
stand perturbations in
their habitat. This report
will show that at least one
species of Hawaiian hon-
eycreeper is highly adapt-
able and can respond in
novel ways to environmental changes
and opportunities.

For nearly two decades I have led
birding tours in the Hawaiian Islands.
One of the sites on virtually any birder’s
itinerary (Pratt 1995) is Hosmer Grove in
Halcakala National Park on Maui. The
grove is an experimental plantation of
alien trees with a nature trail that leads to
a ravine filled with native vegetation in-
cluding ‘Ohi‘a (Metrosideros polymor-
pha) and Koa (4cacia koa). The grove is
surrounded by a native subalpine dry
shrubland (Wagner et al. 1990) domi-

Figure 1. Picnic and camping area at Hosmer Grove, Haleakala National Park,

[T purposely do not use the misleading
Englishname Hawai‘i ‘Amakihi, adopted
by the American Ornithologists’ Union
(1995) when the ‘ Amakihi of Kaua‘i and
Ofahu were elevated to species status,
because it implies restriction to the Island
of Hawai‘i. The original name, Common
‘Amakihi, remains appropriate for the
core species on Moloka‘i, Lana‘i, Maui,
and Hawai‘i.] Adjacent to the groveisa
picnic and camping area (Figure 1) with
a paved parking lot. The open area and
parking lot are surrounded on the side
opposite the main grove by mamane and

a few large planted slash pines (Pinus
elliotti.). The pines provide convenient
perches for both native and introduced
birds, and 1 have observed both Maui
‘Alauahio and Common ‘Amakihi ap-
parently foraging in them by picking at
the bark of smaller branches. Picnic tables
are served by garbage cans and a recep-
tacle forrecyclable aluminum cans. Origi-
nally this container was a wire mesh
cylindrical structure completely open on
all sides. As early as
1990 (I did not note the
exact date when I first
observed the phenom-
enon), birders began to
notice that several Com-
mon ‘Amakihi were fre-
quently drinking from
the openings in softdrink
cans, the sugary liquid
therein apparently an ac-
ceptable substitute for
nectar. By 1993, these
birds had begun to for-
age for crumbs left on
picnic tables and had be-
come almost totally fear-
less of humans. They
would approach closely,
apparently secking hand-
outs, and even entered
parked vehicles where
they explored the cracks and crevices for
tidbits. These birds were not choosy and
would even attempt to eat foods that were
obviously inappropriate orimpossible for
them to consume including components
of “trail mix”" such as dried coconut (Fig-
ure 2), raisins, and peanuts. Potato chips
seemed to be a favorite, and the birds had
obviously learned to break them into bite-
size chunks. Prior to my own observa-
tions, R. E. David (in litt.) observed an
additional unusual feeding behavior: An
adult male ‘Amakihi fed on a small piece
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of roast chicken impaled on the barbed
wire fence that borders the picnic area.
The bird “repeatedly visited the offering
and was seen to grasp the chicken with
the proximal area of its bill and shear
from left to right to remove a small por-
tion of meat, which it flew off with.”

I did not see any birds actually land
on a human hand that year, but by the fall
of 1994 at least two different individuals
(an adult male and a juvenile aged by its
pale wingbars) readily perched on the
hand and fed on bread crumbs (Figure 3).
Each year, at least one adult male and one
adult female were involved in this behav-
ior along with at least one younger bird
each year. I noted begging by park-tame
*Amakihi on several subsequent visits,
but because [ was preoccupied with other
tour duties I made no notes or signifi-
cantly different observations. | experi-
enced a hiatus in visits to Hosmer Grove
from 1996 to 1998, but noted on a visit in
March 1999 that at least 2 birds were
continuing their close approach to hu-
mans and apparent begging. In an at-

tempt to discourage this behavior, as well
as the human response to it, the National
Park Service has recently fastened signs
(Figure 4), warning that feeding wild
animals in the park is illegal, to all of the
picnic tables and replaced the open recy-
cling container with one that is entirely
enclosed. However, | know of no evi-
dence that panhandling for scraps is det-
rimental to ‘Amakihi, and the practitio-
ners at Hosmer Grove seem to be thriv-
ing. Indeed, one might well argue that
such adaptations are advantageous in a
rapidly changing environment.

The number of ‘Amakihi involved at
any one time is not large, and none of the
other honeycreepers in the area, nor any
of the alien species present (e. g. House
Finch (Carpodacus mexicanus), House
Sparrow (Passer domesticus), have so
far picked up the habits of this small
group. Indeed, other ‘Amakihi present in
the surrounding scrub seem unaware of
the bonanza in handouts and continue to
feed in the surrounding trees and bushes.
Although I cannot prove the hypothesis,
I believe this novel behavior may have
originated with a single pair of * Amakihi

who have taught it to succeeding genera-
tions of offspring. Several of the indi-
viduals involved carry bands, but [ have
not attempted to read the numbers on
them. The acquisition of new feeding
behaviors by the Common “Amakihi is
not unprecedented, although this is the
first published report of their begging
from humans. Henshaw (1902:44) re-
ported similar feeding in proximity to
human activity coupled with a learned
foraging technique:
...[The ‘amakihi] has learned...that
the imported nasturtium secretes a
fine quality of honey and, however
close to the house the flowers may
grow, it pays them regular morning
and evening visits. As the amakihi
has a comparatively short bill it is
quite unable to reach the nectar, deep
down in the long spurred corolla,
and, like the iiwi, it has learned to
pierce the spur with its bill just over
the nectaries, and in this way casily
reaches the coveted sweets,
In an experiment, van Riper (1984)
found that Common ‘Amakihi in Mamane
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Panhandling continued from page 46

forests on the Island of Hawai'i readily
accepted artificial nectar feeders sup-
plied with sugar water. All of these ob-
servations show that this species of hon-
eycreeper readily adapts to novel food
sources. The Common ‘Amakihi has
long been regarded as an ecological gen-
eralist (Berger 1981). Its adaptation to
alien flower morphology shows it to be
also an opportunist, and with the addition
of soft drinks, potato chips, and trail mix
to its diet, one might well call it a univer-
salist!

1
Museum of Natural Science, Louisiana
State University, Baton Rouge, LA., 70809.
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Figure 2. Juvenile
(probably male) Com
mon ‘Amakihi attempt
ing to eat a proffered
piece of dried coconut,
Hosmer Grove, Hale-
akala National Park,
Maui, November 1993,
Photo by the author.

Figure 3. Common ‘Amakihi accepting
handout of bread crumbs. Same locality
as Figure 1, October 1994. Photo by the
author.

Figure 4. Cautionary
sign on picnic table,
Hosmer Grove Camp-
ground, Haleakala
National Park, Maui,
March 1999. Photo
by the author.
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