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Sex life of swans under scrutiny

Catherine Best

SWANS have long been a
symbol of monogamous love,
but it seems there are love rats
aplenty in the matrimonial nest.

Research into the sex life of
black swans shows infidelity is
rife among the species famed
for mating for life.

DNA  paternity  testing
undertaken by the Universily ol
Meclbourne's  zoology depart-
ment has revealed about one in
every six baby swans is spawned
by secret matings.

The university’s Dr Raoul
Mulder said the findings were
unusual because male swans
were typically very protective of
their female companions.

Now the university is out to
calch them in the act.

Rescarchers will usc state-of-
the-art tracking devices to

monitor the mating habits of

-

black swans al Melbourne's
Albert Park Lake.

The technology will also
track the males’ philandering
— it is the equivalent of a notch
on the bed post.

Dr Mulder said the often
secretive mating habils of birds
had proven ditficult or imposs-
ible lo monilor in the wild.

The results will provide the
first snapshot of a swan’s rue
bedroom behaviour and could
dispel the myth that swans have
onc life-long partner.

“Our research hopes to pro-
vide new material for nature
documentaries and reveal to
the world the lrue sexual nature
of these iconic birds,” Dr
Mulder said.

Tagging of up to 150 swans
started last month and is ex-
pected to be completed next
month, in time for the spring
breeding season.

CHECK up ... researcher Julie Mclnnes weighs a swan at
Melbourne’s Albert Park as part of the study.
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The miniature  detectors
weigh 150 grams and are worn
by the females like a small
backpack.

Dr Mulder said the study
largeted black swans because
they were large enough to wear
the (racking device and were
morc common than their intro-
duced white cousins.

In mythology, swans also
represent “purity and fidelity™, a
perception Dr Mulder is keen Lo

dispel.
He said researchers had
known for some time that

swans were not as monog-
amous as they appeared and
paternity testing proved that.
But how the females man-
aged to escape the clutches of
their partners for an exlra-
marital interlude, and how
olten, remained a mystery.
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