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MATING SYSTEM IN THE GREAT BUSTARD: A REVIEW OF
PUBLISHED WORK IN LIGHT OF RECENT
RADIOTRACKING RESULTS

EL SISTEMA DE APAREAMIENTO DE LA AVUTARDA (OTIS TARDA): REVI-
SION DE LOS ESTUDIOS PUBLICADOS, A LA LUZ DE NUEVOS RESULTA-
DOS OBTENIDOS MEDIANTE RADIOSEGUIMIENTO

Manuel B. MORALES*, Juan C. ALONSO#*, Enrique MARTIN#
& Javier A. ALONSQO**#*

Female and resource defense polyginy, as
well as promiscuous mating in communal dis-
play areas (leks) are the mating strategics
usually cited for the Great Bustard (Otis
tarda) in most compilation works (Gewalt,
1959; Glutz et al., 1973; Cramp & Simmons,
1980; Johnsgard, 1994). However, some of
the published papers on the Great Bustard
emphasize its highly variable mating system
(Sterbetz, 1981; Carranza et al., 1989,
Hidalgo & Carranza, 1990). For example,
Sterbetz (1981) lists several reproductive stra-
tegies for nine different populations in southe-
astern Hungary, ranging from monogamy (0
female defense based harems, including pro-
miscuity, in which certain “unpaired” males
display communally, limiting their relations-
hip to females to the act of copulation.
Carranza et al. (1989) state that mating sys-
tem variability in the great bustard resulls
from different ecological conditions such as
degree of male and female dispersal, climate,
food resource distribution, habitat stability or
hunting pressure. Such flexibility would exist
not only between populations but also betwe-
en different years in the same population, ran-
ging from resource and/or female defense
based harems to several lek-like mating sys-
tems, such as exploded leks, thus allowing
Great Bustards to maximize their reproducti-
ve success by adopting the mating strategy
that optimizes their costs to benefits ratio after
the prevailing set of enviromental conditions.
As pointed out by Hidalgo and Carranza

(1990), monogamy seems to be an unlikely
strategy for a species as markedly dimorphic
as the Great Bustard, for which no reliable
evidence of male parental investment has so
far been given. However, this possibility has
been regarded in some compilation works
(see, for example, Johnsgard, 1994). Hellmich
(1991) rejects the existence of harems in
Sierra de Fuentes, Cdceres province, emphasi-
zing the high mobility of males, as well as the
high frequency of male-male interactions
during male daily movements, what suggests
that the mating system of Great Bustards is
basically the same in all healthy populations,
rather than varying from a given strategy to a
conceptually different one that works opti-
mally in the new conditions. However, this
conclusion is based on mere populational
observations, lacking support from a study on
individually marked birds that regarded the
different factors affecting individual variance,
such as age and social rank.

Here we review the work so far published,
in the light of recent radiotracking results
obtained by the authors, during 1994-96 at the
Reserve of Villafafila, NW Spain. Our discus-
sion is based on tracking data from 17 adult
males during the whole annual cycle and par-
ticularly during the breeding season, which
are briefly set out below.

Seasonal movements

Male and female Great Bustard seasonal
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