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Features of the Wallcreeper Tichodroma muraria
breeding habitat in the West Carpathians

Miroslav SANIGA

Summary
Characteristics of the wallcreeper breeding habitat were studied at fifteen breeding haunts in the mountains of the
West Carpathians during 19X2-2003. In the West Carpathians, wallcreepers bred in mountainous areas with steep
rock laces and precipitous boulder-strewn slopes, limestone being the preferred substrate. .Some pairs bred in rocky
gorges of mountain streams at an altitude of 500-1 000 m above sea level, while others occupied limestone rock
faces without running water at an altitude of 500-1 800 in. Typical habitat features of the wallcreeper breeding
haunts are characterized as follows: 1) considerably structured surface of rock faces (overhangs, crevices, fissures
and ledges) covered with clumps of vegetation; 2) sections of rock faces with various levels of sunlight exposure
or rock faces with scattered trees, which shade parts of the rock walls during the day; 3) presence ol suitable poten-
tial nest- and roost-crevices inaccessible to mammalian predators, particularly stoat Mustchi erminea and beech
marten Meines foiiui.

Zusammenfassung
Die Charakteristika des Mauerläufer-Bruthabitats wurden an 15 Brutorten in den Westkarpaten von 1982—2003
erforscht. Hier brüteten sie in Bereichen mit steilen Felswänden und steil abfallenden, mit Geröllhalden übersäten
Abhängen, wobei Kalkgestein die bevorzugte Grundlage ist. Einige Paare brüteten in felsigen Schluchten von
Bergflüssen in einer Höhe von 500-1 000 m u.d.M., während andere Kalkfelswände ohne fließendes Wasser in
einer Höhe von 500 1 800 m besetzten. Typische Habitatscharakteristika der Mauerläufer-Brutplätze werden wie
folgt beschrieben: I) Auffallend strukturierte Oberfläche der Felswände (Überhänge. Risse. Spalten, Simse) mit
Klumpen von Vegetation bedeckt. 2) Abschnitte von Felswänden mit unterschiedlicher Sonneneinstrahlung oder
Felswände mit ein/.elstehenden Bäumen, welche Teile während des Tages beschatten. 3) Vorhandensein von pas-
senden möglichen Nest- und Schlafplätzen in Spalten, unzugänglich für räuberische Säugetiere, besonders
Hermelin Mitstela enninea und Steinmarder Maries Joina.

Sunto
Le caratteristiche degli areali di nidificazione del picchio muraiolo sono state esaminate tra il 1982 ed il 2003 sulla
base di 15 siti nei Carpati occidentali. In aree prettamente rocciose con versanti detritici di estrema pendenza. di
preferenza calcarei. Alcune coppie nidificano in gole rocciose di torrenti ad un'altitudine ehe varia dai 500 ai 1000
m slm, mentre altre si sono insediate tra i 500 e 1800 m slm in pareti calcaree senza presenza di acqua corrente.
Le caratteristiche piu evidenti delle aree di nidificazione del picchio muraiolo vengono cosi descritte: 1) Struttura
delle pareti rocciose particolarmente articolata (strapiombi, crepacci, fenditure, cornice (mensola, eimasa), coperta
da zolle di vegetazione. 2) Tratti di parete rocciosa soggetta a diversi gradi di insolazione o pareti rocciose con albe-
ri solitari ehe ombreggiano l'areale durante il giorno. 3) Presenza di varie possibility di luoghi per nidificare e dor-
mire in fenditure, inaccessibili a mammiferi predatori, soprattutto all'ermellino Mustela enninea e alia faina Maries
foiiui.
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1. Introduction
The wallcreeper Tichodwina muraria is a ty-
pical habitat specialist. It occupies rock faces
in remote and often very difficult accessible
areas, which makes the gathering of basic in-
formation on this enigmatic bird species
very difficult. Therefore, data concerning
certain aspects of the wallcreeper ecology
and ethology are neither well established nor
widely known. Although wallcreeper has
been the object of several studies in Europe,
especially in the Alps and other high moun-
tain ranges (MÜLLER 1962, 1965; BEZZEL

1967, 1993; HAURI 1970, 1978;LÖHRL 1970,

1976; DORKA 1976), the populations in the
West Carpathians (Slovakia) have received
little attention (SANIGA 1995a,b,c, 1999).

This paper reports on the results of a study
concerning characteristics of the breeding
habitat of the wallcreeper which was con-
ducted on the population occupying moun-
tains of central Slovakia in 1982-2003.

2. Study area and methods
From 1982-2003, wallcreeper populations
were studied in the mountains of central Slova-
kia (Vel'kä and Mala Fatra mountains,
Chocske vrchy mountains, the West Carpa-
thians, 18°50" - 19° 18' E, 48°47' - 49° 19' N).
Features of the breeding habitat were studied at
fifteen breeding haunts. Breeding haunts in the
area under study are characterized exclusively
by limestone rock faces at an altitude between
400-1 600 m.

Figure I:
Breeding habitat of wallcreeper
Tichoclroma miirur'ui, Vel'kci

Fatra mountains, the West
Carpathians. Limestone rock
face of MM) m long and M)~iO in
high at an altitude of
I 4()()-l 4XQ m: prevailingly
south-eastern aspect (75%),
rest north-west aspect; rock
wall with large number of
ledges, overhangs and crevices;
individiud sections of rock face
separated by clumps of
vegetation.
Photo: Miroslav SANICA.
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Figure 2:
Breeding habitat of wallcreeper

Tichodronut imiraha, Vel'kd
Fatra mountain*, the West

Carpathians. Limestone rock

face of 400 m long and
20-30 m high at an altitude of

I 300 in; Mi'7( south-eastern
aspect and 34'ft north-western

aspect; individual sections of
rock face separated bx clumps

of vegetation.
Photo: Miroslav SANIGA.

3. Results and Discussion
Wallcreeper inhabits rock faces in the high
mountain ranges of Europe and Asia, exten-
ding from the Cantabrians and Pyrenees in
the west, through the Alps, the Carpathians,
the Balkan peninsula, Asia Minor, the Cau-

casus, Iran, and above all in the Himalayas
and their extensions (CRAMP & PHRRINS

1993). In the Western Palearctic, Wallcree-
per breeds in mountainous regions of lower
middle latitudes, in rocky, broken terrain
(LÖHRL 1976; CRAMP & PERRINS 1993;

Figure 3:
Breeding habitat of wallcreeper

Tichodroma muraria, Vel'kd
Fatra mountains, the West
Carpathians. Complex of

limestone single rock faces
covering area of 15 ha at an

altitude of 1 400-1 500 m;
prevailingly south-eastern

aspect; rock wcdls separated bx
belts of vegetation.

Photo: Miroslav SANIGA.
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GLUTZ VON BLOTZHEIM & BAUER 1993).
Here, it prefers rocky terrain with varied
plant cover to bare rock faces (LÖHRL 1976).
In the West Carpathians, wallcreeper bred in
mountainous areas with steep rock faces and
precipitous boulder-strewn slopes, limestone
being the preferred substrate. In the area
under study, wallcreeper populations occu-
pied two typical habitats. Some pairs bred in
rocky gorges of mountain streams at an alti-
tude of 500-1 000 m above sea level, while
others occupied limestone rock faces with-
out running water at an altitude of
500-1 800 m. Most breeding areas were
found between 800-1 600 m. Limestone
rock faces were preferred to granite ones.
Individual breeding rock faces were charac-
terized by a markedly structured surface,
with overhangs, crevices, fissures and ledges
covered with clumps of vegetation (grasses,
trees and, in the sor^es and on rock faces

with north-west exposure, mosses). Optimal
wallcreeper habitat consisted of rocky loca-
lities where sections of rock faces had
various levels of sunlight exposure at diffe-
rent times of the day. At such localities,
diverse plant communities grow, which are
inhabited by various insect and spider com-
munities. Therefore, essentially more food is
available here than on solid rock walls with
one exposure (suboptimal habitat). Rock
faces lacking overhangs, ledges and cavities
were unoccupied because of not only vegeta-
tion and food scarce, but there were also no
dry feeding places during rainy weather
(heavy thunder-storms, long-term precipita-
tion). Availability of food (insects and spi-
ders) and presence of suitable nest- and
roost-crevices are probably the two impor-
tant limiting factors for breeding of wall-
creepers at a potentially suitable locality.

Figure 4:
Breeding habitat of wallcreeper
Tichodroma niiirand, Choeske
vrchy mountains, the West
Carpathians. Limestone rock
face of 700 m long and 30-70 m
high at an altitude of
900-1 000 m; southern aspect;
rock wall with large number of
ledges, overhangs and fissures;
individual sections of rock face
separated hv clumps of
vegetation: rocky fields on steep
slope under rock face.
Photo: Miroslav SANIGA.
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Figure 5: Wallcreeper I ichodroma mururia, female,
Vel'kd Fatra mountains, the West Carpathians.
Photo: Miroslav SANICA.

Although not a necessary condition, running
water was usually present in the vicinity of
the nest. In the West Carpathians, eight out
of fifteen occupied breeding grounds lacked
running water nearby the nest crevice.
However, LÖHRL (1976) states that all inve-
stigated sites included or were adjacent to
running water, and that it is unlikely that
wallcreeper breeds on rock faces without
water nearby.

The size of breeding territories differed sig-
nificantly. The breeding territory varied in
size but was much larger than in other bird
species of similar size occupying the same
habitat (e.g. black redstart Phoenicurns
ochruros, 1-3 ha). The breeding territory
was considerably extended and it may
stretch for more than 1 000 m horizontally
(min 500 m, max 1 100 m). However, the
size of wallcreeper territory has to be esti-
mated both horizontally and vertically. The
nature of the rocky terrain and its inaccessi-
bility make this task very difficult.
In conclusion, typical habitat features of
wallcreeper breeding haunts are characteri-
zed as follows: 1) considerably structured
surface of rock faces (overhangs, crevices,
fissures and ledges) covered with clumps of
vegetation; 2) sections of rock faces with
various levels of sunlight exposure or rock
faces with scattered trees, which shade parts
of the rock walls during the day; 3) presen-
ce of suitable potential nest- and roost-crevi-
ces inaccessible to mammalian predators,
particularly stoat Mustela erminea and beech
marten Martes foina.

Figure 6: Wallcreeper Tichodroma niururia, female,
Vel'ka Fatra mountains, the West Carpathians.
Photo: Miroslav SANICA.
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Patenschaft für unseren „Wappenvogel'6 im Alpenzoo
Mit 1. Jänner 2004 hat unsere Arbeitsgemeinschaft die Patenschaft für das Sleinrötel über-
nommen. Mit € 15,-pro Jahr wird ein Teil der Pflege- und Futterkosten übernommen. Der-
zeit wird nur ein Männchen gehalten, es ist aber zu hoffen, dass in absehbarer Zeit ein Paar
erworben werden kann. Unsere Patenschaft wird dann für zwei Tiere übernommen. Die
Arbeitsgemeinschaft scheint auf der „Patentafel" im Zoo auf, eine Werbung für monticola.
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