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Short-communication

Play with objects is recorded mostly for nestlings 
and juvenile birds, and is believed to improve motor 
development and essential skills needed later in the life 
cycle, such as prey handling and gathering nest material 
(Ficken 1977, Burghardt 1998, Kitowski 2005). This play 
type is recorded for several bird species in various orders, 
including Suliformes (Schreiber et al. 1996, Causey 2002, 
Mowbray 2002, Sazima 2008, Hobson 2013). Among 
the four recognised species of the Anhingidae (Kennedy 
et al. 2005, Schodde et al. 2012), play is recorded for the 
Anhinga (Anhinga anhinga) in North America (Frederick 
& Siegel-Causey 2000, Davis-Jr. 2015, Witt 2018). For 
the remaining three species, I was unable to find reports 
about play with objects. Herein I present three events 
of play with objects by a maturing individual of the 
Australasian Darter (Anhinga novaehollandiae) recorded 
in Sydney, Australia.

I observed the Australasian Darter at the Parramatta 
River (33o50'0''S; 151o04'3''E, 2 m a.s.l.) in the urban 
area of Sydney, New South Wales, southeastern Australia. 
A condominium and a pedestrian path are in front of the 
observation site, which is close (about 50 m) to a bridge 
with moderate to heavy traffic. At the opposite side of 
observation site, the river is bordered by mangroves and 
is used by cormorants and the darters as a fishing ground. 
I recorded the Little Pied Cormorant (Microcarbo 
melanoleucos), the Little Black Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
sulcirostris), and the Great Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
carbo) fishing, resting, and plumage drying at the same or 
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nearby places as the darter. As records of playing events 
may be fortuitous and circumstantial (Sazima 2008), the 
three events were opportunistically observed with bare 
eye or through a 70–300 mm telephoto lens mounted 
on a SLR camera from a distance of about 15–20 m. 
Throughout the observational sessions, I used the “ad 
libitum” and “sequence” samplings (Altmann 1974), 
which are adequate to record fortuitous or rare events. 
Voucher digital photographs of the best documented 
event are on file at the Museu de Zoologia, Universidade 
Estadual de Campinas (ZUEC).

On 13 March and 02 April 2018 I recorded three 
events of playing with objects by a maturing individual 
of the Australasian Darter. In two of the events (13 
March, at middle afternoon), the darter left the water and 
perched on a partly submerged dead tree. After shaking 
the body to pull water excess out from its plumage, the 
bird carefully scanned its immediate surroundings, and 
opened the wings to dry the plumage. After two min, 
the darter looked intently at a slim branch, grabbed it 
with the bill and broke it (Fig. 1A). With the stick held 
crosswise in the bill, the darter swayed its head and neck 
up and down, the wings kept spread during this play 
(Fig. 1 B–D). After two of these swaying movements, the 
bird briefly ran the stick on the left wing (Fig. 2) and 
released the object into the water. The whole sequence 
lasted two min. Shortly afterwards, the darter broke a 
smaller stick the same way, balanced it briefly in the bill, 
and released the object into the water without touching 
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its body as recorded in the previous event. After these two 
playing sequences, the bird began to preen its plumage 
meticulously and I left the site.

On 02 April, at late morning, I recorded the third 
playing event by the same Australasian Darter individual, 
as recognised by a natural mark on the right foot (a split 
webbing). The bird was perched on partly submerged 
dead branch and was preening the plumage, with its 
wings closed. A floating pod carried by the current drew 
the attention of the bird, which grabbed it with the bill 

and tossed the object into the air three times, caught it 
skilfully during the fall, and released it afterwards into the 
water. This event lasted less than a minute, after which 
the bird resumed preening and I left the site.

The behaviour displayed by the Australian Darter 
undoubtedly qualifies as play, as it meets all of the recent 
and strict criteria to define play in animals (Burghardt 
2006): 1) limited immediate function (do not contribute 
to survival); 2) endogenous component (voluntary 
or intentional); 3) structural or temporal differences 
(exaggerated and awkward); 4) repeated performance 
(performed similarly); and 5) relaxed field (free of stress 
such as predator threat). This latter criterion was likely 
met after the careful scanning of the bird's immediate 
surroundings.

The present record raises the number of the 
apparently rare reports of Anhingidae playing with 
objects. It remains to be verified if this scarcity is due 
to lack of observational, natural history-focused studies, 
or if object play is actually rare, or restricted to some 
individuals, populations, or areas. I am inclined towards 
the first explanation, since Witt (2018) tells a story 
about young Anhingas (Anhinga anhinga) tossing sticks 
into the air and trying (and succeeding) to catch  them 
again. Tossing sticks into the air and catching them is 
also reported for juvenile or subadult Anhingas (Davis-

Figure 1. A maturing Australasian Darter (Anhinga novaehollandiae) individual playing with an object. After choosing a stick from 
its resting perch, the bird holds the object between its mandibles (a); with the stick held in the bill, the darter displays swaying 
movements with the head and neck (B & c), repeated twice (D).

Figure 2. Subsequent to playing with the stick, the darter runs 
it briefly on the left wing, after which it released the object into 
the water.
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Jr. 2015). The tossing of sticks by the Anhinga and pods 
by the Australian Darter are likely related to practicing 
prey handling, as in the final phase of predation these 
birds toss a fish up in the air to turn it and catch it again 
to swallow it head first (Orta 1992, Frederick & Siegel-
Causey 2000, Corbo et al. 2013, I.S., pers. obs.)

Due to the complexity of sex identification of 
maturing individuals of the Australasian Darter (Orta 
1992, Schodde et al. 2012, Dahlem 2018, C.G. Murray 
pers. comm., I.S., pers. obs.), the sex of the playing bird 
would be an open question. However, after sightings of 
additional individuals near the study site from October 
to December 2018, my assumption is that the observed 
individual was a male, due to the already well-defined 
black line extending from the eye to the neck and partly 
rufous neck (see photos in Dahlem 2018). If the bird was 
actually a male, then it likely was practicing to gather 
sticks for nesting, as this part of nest construction is 
mostly a male role (Orta 1992, Frederick & Siegel-Causey 
2000). On the other hand, if the bird was a female, 
playing with sticks seems to be a slight departure from its 
role in nest construction later in the life-cycle, as females 
mostly arrange the sticks the males bring to the nest (Orta 
1992, Frederick & Siegel-Causey 2000). Whatever the 
sex of the playing bird, however, play with objects by the 
Australasian Darter is herein described and substantiated 
with photographs. The apparent rarity of object play in 
Anhingidae, including the Australian Darter, deserves a 
closer look and further natural history-oriented studies, 
especially at urban sites that would potentially constrain 
some behaviour types and increase alert and flight 
distances (Mikula 2014, Prestes et al. 2018).
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