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Oilbirds are active at night, foraging for fruits using keen
olfaction and extremely light-sensitive eyes, and echolocate as
they leave and return to their cavernous roosts. We recorded
the echolocation behaviour of wild oilbirds using a multimicrophone array as they entered and exited their roosts
under different natural light conditions. During echolocation,
the birds produced click bursts (CBs) lasting less than 10 ms
and consisting of a variable number (2–8) of clicks at
2–3 ms intervals. The CBs have a bandwidth of 7–23 kHz at
−6 dB from signal peak frequency. We report on two unique
characteristics of this avian echolocation system. First, oilbirds
reduce both the energy and number of clicks in their CBs
under conditions of clear, moonlit skies, compared with dark,
moonless nights. Second, we document a frequency mismatch
between the reported best frequency of oilbird hearing (approx.
2 kHz) and the bandwidth of their echolocation CBs. This
unusual signal-to-sensory system mismatch probably reflects
avian constraints on high-frequency hearing but may still allow
oilbirds fine-scale, close-range detail resolution at the upper
extreme (approx. 10 kHz) of their presumed hearing range.
Alternatively, oilbirds, by an as-yet unknown mechanism, are
able to hear frequencies higher than currently appreciated.

1. Background
*All authors contributed equally to the study.

Vision and echolocation allow animals that possess one or
both systems to detect and localize objects well beyond their

2017 The Authors. Published by the Royal Society under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/, which permits unrestricted
use, provided the original author and source are credited.
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2.1. Recording sites
We used microphone arrays to record and position oilbirds as they echolocated while flying to and
from two nesting caves in Trinidad. We recorded echolocation signals from oilbirds departing from their
roost during four nights at Dunstan’s Cave (Asa Wright Nature Center, Arima Valley), a partially roofed
narrow section (approx. 15 m long and less than or equal to 3 m wide) of a river gorge. Upon emergence,
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2. Material and methods
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reach. Echolocation is an active auditory spatial sense and has independently evolved multiple times
in vertebrate lineages [1]. Echolocators use three-dimensional auditory localization of objects in their
surroundings and update their auditory scene as they move through space [2] with update rates reflected
in the rate of signal production [3]. They gauge distance to objects based on the time elapsed between
signal emission and echo return and, in laryngeal echolocating bats at least, determine elevation and
azimuth from echo spectral cues and inter-aural time and intensity differences [2]. Object detection
distance depends on signal intensity and frequency content, frequency sensitivity of the sonar receiver
(ear) and the sizes of the objects themselves [4].
Echolocation has evolved in only a small subset of animals that operate under conditions of uncertain
lighting. Laryngeal echolocating bats and toothed whales are the two groups most highly adapted for
echolocation, and unlike many other predatory vertebrates, they do not have visual systems adapted
specifically for long-range prey detection [5]. Benefitting from their high-frequency sensitive mammalian
ear and specialized sound production systems, they manoeuvre and track prey using signals of partly or
entirely ultrasonic content (greater than 20 kHz) that confer high resolution and are produced during
pursuit at rates up to approximately 200 s−1 for bats [6] and approximately 600 s−1 for whales [7].
Laryngeal echolocating bats rely on echolocation as their primary spatial sense [8] and continuously
adjust signal design and emission patterns in response to their surroundings, e.g. clutter conditions and
conspecifics [9,13]. Toothed whales exhibit greater variation with respect to emission than do bats: some
species probably always produce biosonar clicks when moving [11], while others do so only at great
depths that are essentially devoid of light [12] or when actively foraging [10].
While it is unclear how many echolocating bat species have been considered, light level has only
been reported to affect echolocation signal design or emission behaviour in a few species. Among
laryngeal echolocators, Megaderma lyra (Megadermatidae) and the phyllostomids Macrotus californicus
and Phyllostomus discolor reportedly emit fewer echolocation calls when flying in the laboratory under
light levels approaching bright moonlight when compared with darkness [14–16]. However, at least for
M. lyra, this reduction may be largely due to familiarity with the laboratory environment [17]. Recordings
of tongue-clicking pteropodid bats (genus Rousettus) have produced similarly conflicting results
[18–22], but recent work indicates that Rousettus aegyptiacus produces fewer clicks, of lower intensity,
in the laboratory as light levels increase [22].
Only two groups of birds—the nocturnal oilbird Steatornis caripensis (Caprimulgiformes) and some
diurnal swiftlets (Apodidae, Aerodramus and Collocalia spp.)—are known to echolocate, using syringeally
produced signals [23,24]. Oilbirds and swiftlets both roost in caves and caverns, switching their sonar
system on as they approach or emerge from their dark natural roosts and switching it off when visual
input is more reliable [25]. Fenton [26] noted that mountain swiftlets (Aerodramus hirundinacea) ceased
echolocating as they emerged from their cave roost into the brighter conditions of open sky. Similarly,
captive oilbirds, dependent on echolocation to avoid the walls of a dark laboratory, reduced or stopped
emitting echolocating signals when a light was turned on [27].
Oilbirds are guided by perhaps the most light-sensitive eyes among terrestrial vertebrates [28]. Such
sensitivity is probably at the expense of visual acuity and colour perception [28,29]. Even for highly
light-sensitive eyes, range and resolution decrease as light levels drop [28,30]. We therefore set out to
explore to what extent oilbirds rely on echolocation under natural light conditions and, given conflicting
past descriptions of oilbird echolocation signals [25], whether the birds are to any extent able to modify
their echolocation emissions. We recorded oilbirds in the field at two colonies in Trinidad as they flew to
and from their natural roosts during nightly foraging bouts and compared their echolocation behaviour
under five different conditions. Our aim was to document whether these syringeal echolocators exhibit
plasticity in biosonar signal design and emission rate under natural conditions, particularly given the
presumed dominance of vision in dim light [28,29].
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We recorded echolocation signals with a cross-shaped microphone array with two 0.5 inch freefield microphones (40AF with 26AH preamplifiers, G.R.A.S. Sound & Vibration, Holte, Denmark) at
the centre and top position and six to eight 0.25 inch microphones (40BF with 26AC preamplifiers,
G.R.A.S.) at the remaining positions, with 30 cm spacing in both the vertical and horizontal planes.
Each microphone was calibrated (Sound Level Calibrator, type 4231, Brüel & Kjær Sound & Vibration
Measurement A/S, Nærum, Denmark) and the signals amplified (+30 dB, UltraSoundGate power
module, Avisoft Bioacoustics, Germany) prior to being digitized without filtering with 16-bit resolution
(Avisoft UltraSoundGate 1216H). We initially sampled at 300 kHz per channel and later adjusted the
sampling rate to 75 kHz per channel once we had verified the signal frequency content. Files initially
sampled at rates greater than 75 kHz were down-sampled to an equal sampling size of 75 kHz prior to
further analyses (Matlab, resample function).

2.3. Signal detection and three-dimensional positioning
We triangulated the position of oilbirds flying towards the array based on the arrival times of their
echolocation signals at each microphone (Matlab script, see [31–34] for details). Oilbirds produced click
bursts (CBs) each of which consisted of up to 8 individual clicks (figure 1). The loudest click within a
CB was used as the time stamp to position the bird in three-dimensional space. A final dataset of 57 files
was selected to include at least 10 flight sequences for each condition, based on five sequential, good
signal-to-noise ratio CBs that were positioned in three-dimensional space.
To improve signal-to-noise ratio and facilitate objective detection of clicks heavily masked in lowfrequency (e.g. wind and water) noise, we developed an automated analysis procedure to extract signal
parameters. Briefly, each file was initially high-pass filtered (2 kHz, seventh-order Butterworth filter,
filtfilt implementation to reduce phase distortion) (figure 1). We then applied a spectral subtraction
algorithm (following Boll [35], implemented by Esfandiar Zavarehei) using the amplitude envelope
calculated from the Hilbert transform of a 250 ms segment without CBs. The time stamps of CBs were
localized reliably as peaks greater than 10% of the normalized Hilbert transform and greater than 50 ms
interval from the previous CB. We isolated each CB by extracting 11 ms before and after the loudest click
time stamp in the unfiltered recording, resulting in 22 ms (1650 points) segments. We also isolated a 50 ms
noise segment prior to each time stamp.
To detect clicks severely masked by noise within each CB of the original recordings, we separately
applied a multi-band spectral subtraction algorithm (following Kamath & Loizou [36], implemented
by Esfandiar Zavarehei). We multiplied the multi-band and Boll spectral subtraction waveforms, then
normalized and integrated the signal over 0.15 ms bins with a 0.10 ms sliding window. Individual clicks
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2.2. Recording equipment
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the birds flew upstream towards a widening area of the gorge. Dunstan’s Cave has a stable population
of about 130 oilbirds nesting on ledges 3–5 m above the riverbed, which at the time of recording was
coursing with fast-running water. During one of those four nights (8 February 2012), the Moon was
full (97%) and hung above the gorge in a clear, cloudless sky. On the remaining three nights (25, 26, 28
January 2012), the Moon was absent or below 15% full. On two of these nights (25 and 28 January), we
also recorded birds as they returned to the cave.
On 3 February 2012 under heavy cloud cover, we recorded another oilbird colony at Aripo Cave,
a half-dome-shaped cavern without pronounced ambient water noise, embedded deep in undisturbed
primary forest under a closed forest canopy (Aripo Valley). We recorded during opposite phases of the
lunar cycle to allow comparison of relatively light and dark natural, ambient nocturnal light conditions.
For each session, we used meteorological moon phase and forecasted cloud cover data supplemented
by personal observations to select dates and estimate relative light levels at the recording sites (e.g.
full moon, clear sky; new moon, cloud-covered sky). During recording sessions, we took notes on the
behaviour of the recorded birds while observing them through a night vision scope (Night Owl Explorer
NOCX3, JNL Trading Company, Aurora, IL, USA).
We recorded the birds as they flew under five natural conditions. In full moonlight, we recorded
single birds exiting Dunstan’s Cave without another bird within 10 m of them. On dark nights, we
recorded single birds exiting and single birds entering Dunstan’s Cave, and birds exiting Dunstan’s Cave
in proximity (within 5 m) of a conspecific. Also on a dark night, we recorded single birds from a second
colony exiting a different cave roost (Aripo), which was a light-occluding site without water flowing
through it.
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Figure 1. Oilbirds emit sequences of echolocation click bursts (CBs) in low-light conditions. (a) Oscillogram of a CB sequence emitted by
an oilbird flying away from its roost. In the raw sound recordings, oilbird echolocation signals were often partly masked by ambient
noise obscuring CBs and clicks within CBs (grey trace; raw sound recording). Applying a spectral subtraction algorithm (black trace;
see Material and methods) facilitated CB extraction. Vertical lines indicate the start (green) and end (red) of each CB as detected by
our automated CB extraction procedure. Inset in the upper right of (a) shows that each CB consists of multiple separate clicks. To find
clicks within CBs, we calculated the product of two spectral subtraction methods ([35,36]; see Material and methods). Normalizing and
integrating this product (conditioned signal, light blue trace) provided a robust signal to reliably extract click time stamps within CBs.
(b) Spectrogram of CBs in (a) displaying sound pressure power spectra (grey scale, dB re 20 µPa2 Hz−1 ; FFT length: 1024, overlap: 1000,
Hamming window).

were isolated as local maxima above threshold (greater than 10% or 20 times the standard deviation of
a 3 ms noise segment preceding each CB, whichever was lowest) using a click interval greater than 2 ms
and click duration greater than 0.2 ms as criteria. We used these time stamps to isolate each click in the
unfiltered recording (figure 1, inset). Automated localization of CBs and clicks was confirmed manually
using Batsound v. 4.0 (Pettersson Electronik AB, Sweden).

2.4. Power spectral density and source level estimates
We calculated amplitude spectra of the extracted unfiltered CB and noise segments using the
periodogram method. We estimated the source level of the CBs at 1 m by adding the transmission loss
(TL) to the received level at the centre microphone, assuming a spherical spreading loss of 20 × log(d)
and negligible atmospheric attenuation, given the distance (d) between the birds and our equipment. We
used the same distance for each click within a CB, assuming displacement of the birds within CBs to be
negligible at flight speeds less than 10 m s−1 (this study; see also [37–39]). We quantified received levels of
clicks, which were highly transient and heavily masked in noise, as peak-to-peak values. We determined
CB received levels by first applying a one-third octave band filter to mimic the response of a typical
vertebrate cochlear hair cell and determining the RMS (root mean square) value of the entire isolated
segment. We then applied one-third octave band filters at 2 and 8 kHz centre frequencies, corresponding,
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respectively, to where oilbird hearing is most sensitive and to the highest frequency for which their
hearing sensitivity has been measured [40].

2.6. Statistical analyses
All statistical tests were performed in JMP v. 12 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC, USA). All sound pressure
data were used on a linear scale (Pa), rather than a log scale (dB), so as to not violate assumptions
underlying our statistical tests. The mean values and 95% confidence intervals are reported as decibels
(as per convention), but reflect conversions made to mean and 95% confidence intervals based on pascals
and were made after statistical analyses had been run.

3. Results
Across all conditions, our recordings indicated that in the wild, oilbirds use CBs for echolocation that are
less than 10 ms in duration and emitted at approximately five CBs per second (figure 1). Each CB typically
contained two to five clicks (range 1–8; figure 1, inset) at 2–3 ms intervals and had a bandwidth of
7–23 kHz at −6 dB from signal peak frequency with emphasis at a plateau between 10 and 20 kHz
(figure 1). All recordings were of birds flying 5–30 m from the cave entrance.
We compared echolocation signal design, intensity and emission parameters across conditions
(figure 2), using a minimum of 10 flight sequences per condition and five CBs per sequence (N = 285
CBs, parameters averaged for each bird/flight sequence). Specifically, we recorded oilbird echolocation
signals under five natural conditions: (i) single birds exiting Dunstan’s Cave in moonlight, (ii) single
birds exiting Dunstan’s Cave in darkness, (iii) birds exiting Dunstan’s Cave in darkness in proximity of
conspecifics, (iv) single birds exiting Aripo Cave in darkness, and (v) single birds entering Dunstan’s
Cave in darkness. Dunstan’s Cave had a stream running through it; Aripo Cave did not.
Given that both colonies had more than 100 adult birds, that the birds seldom, if ever, flew one
direction only to turn around again (as observed through infrared night scope), and that sequences
selected were always recorded at least 3 min apart, we are confident that our analysed sample size reflects
57 birds and that our analyses do not suffer from pseudo-replication.

3.1. Comparison of temporal signal parameters across all conditions
We found that single birds exiting Dunstan’s Cave in bright moonlight produced significantly fewer
clicks per CB than birds exiting Dunstan’s and Aripo Caves in darkness (ANOVA: F4,52 = 7.39, p < 0.0001;
Tukey HSD post hoc tests; figure 2b). We found no significant differences in the duration of clicks produced
by birds in any of the five conditions (ANOVA: F4,52 = 0.84, p = 0.51; figure 2c), but overall CB duration
(i.e. time elapsed from beginning of first click to end of last click in a given CB) was significantly shorter

................................................

We used the sonar equation [41], to estimate maximum target detection distances for the oilbirds
for two target types, assuming target strengths of 0 dB for an extended background such as the
birds’ cave roost and −10 dB for a fruit 2–3 cm in diameter [32,42]. Assuming spherical spreading
and using source levels estimated at a reference distance of 1 m, the sonar equation becomes
DT = SL − 2(20log(DD)) − 2(ATT × (DD − 1 m) + TS), where DT is the detection threshold, SL the source
level, ATT the atmospheric attenuation and DD the detection distance. Based on the oilbird audiogram
[38], we used detection thresholds of 0 dB sound pressure level (SPL) (no noise) and +20 dB SPL (ambient
noise, see [42]) for CB source levels extracted with the one-third octave band filter centred at 2 kHz and
+30 dB SPL (no noise) and +50 dB SPL (ambient noise) for CB source levels extracted with the filter
centred at 8 kHz. While ambient noise levels may be higher than estimated, only electrophysiological
audiograms exist for oilbirds [40], such audiograms may be approximately 20 dB less sensitive than
are behavioural techniques [43]. Detection distances were estimated by subtracting the two-way TL
over the distance between the target and 1 m in front of the bird and adding target strength (TS,
0 for the cave, −10 dB for fruit [32,34,42]) to the source level, subsequently solving for detection
distance by iteration until the correct detection threshold (0 or +30 dB SPL assuming no noise and
+20 or +50 dB SPL assuming ambient noise) was reached. We assumed spherical spreading and used
values for atmospheric attenuation calculated for 85% relative humidity and 25°C at 2 and 8 kHz,
respectively.
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2.5. Signal detection distance estimates
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Figure 2. Temporal parameters of oilbird echolocation signals change with lighting condition. We recorded oilbird echolocation signals
under five natural conditions, one in full moon, the other four on dark nights (either around new moon or in overcast conditions): (i) birds
flying solo out of Dunstan’s Cave in moonlight, (ii) birds flying solo out of Dunstan’s Cave in darkness, (iii) birds flying with one or more
conspecific out of Dunstan’s Cave in darkness, (iv) birds flying solo out of Aripo Cave (no water) in darkness, and (v) birds flying solo into
Dunstan’s Cave in darkness. One-way ANOVAs and Tukey HSD post hoc tests were performed (α = 0.05 for all tests). Bars illustrate group
means with 95% confidence intervals; groups that differed significantly from one another do not share the same letter (Photo: Roger
Ahlman—www.pbase.com/ahlman).

in birds emerging in moonlight compared with birds flying away from Dunstan’s and Aripo Caves
in darkness (ANOVA: F4,52 = 6.4, p < 0.0003; figure 2e). Similarly, we found no significant conditiondependent differences in overall CB interval (ANOVA: F4,52 = 0.51, p = 0.73; figure 2f ), but click interval
within CBs was significantly longer in birds exiting Dunstan’s Cave in moonlight than in birds exiting in
darkness (ANOVA: F4,52 = 5.49, p < 0.0009; Tukey HSD post hoc tests; figure 2d).

3.2. Moonlight versus darkness: single birds exiting Dunstan’s Cave
To further compare the birds’ echolocation behaviour in moonlight with that on dark nights, we
reconstructed their flight paths to calculate peak-to-peak source levels of clicks within CBs and RMS
source levels for entire CBs for birds flying solo away from Dunstan’s Cave either in full moonlight
or in darkness (figure 3). Peak-to-peak source levels of clicks within CBs were significantly lower in
moonlight than in darkness (two-sample t-test, N = 22, t = −5.75, p < 0.0001; figure 3b). CB RMS source
levels were also significantly lower in moonlight compared with darkness and increased as the number
of clicks per CB increased (two-way ANOVA: F3,129 = 42.56, p < 0.001; light condition: t = 11.1, p < 0.0001,
clicks/CB: t < 0.002, p < 0.002, interaction: t = 1.3, p= 0.19; figure 3c). Within CBs with four or more clicks,
click sound pressure levels typically increased and then decreased (figure 3a). Considered together, all
measured parameters that differed between moonlight and darkness conditions (i.e. clicks per CB, CB
duration, CB sound pressure level (SPL RMS), click SPL peak-to-peak) indicate that CBs produced in
moonlight are of lower energy than the CBs produced in darkness (figures 2 and 3).
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Figure 3. Source levels of oilbird echolocation signals change with lighting condition. (a) Illustrated crescendo and decrescendo of
consecutive click source level (peak-to-peak, ptp) over time within each CB (aligned to the loudest click per CB at time = 0). Note that
the loudest clicks appear towards the middle of a given CB. (b) The loudest clicks in darkness have a significantly higher source level
than those produced in moonlight (mean ± 1 s.d.). (c) Source level of the entire CB (root-mean-square, RMS) increases significantly with
number of clicks per CB in both light and dark conditions. See Results for further information on statistical analyses.

We estimated ecologically relevant detection distances of the cave and of a small (2–3 cm diameter)
fruit using CB source levels from birds flying solo away from Dunstan’s Cave in moonlight and in
darkness. Our data show that in darkness at 2 kHz, the birds would detect cave walls as far away as
78 m at 0 dB (no noise) but only at 26 m at +20 dB (i.e. assuming ambient noise conditions). For the fruit,
these values were 46 m and 15 m, respectively. At 8 kHz, detection values dropped to 16 m at +30 dB (no
noise) and to 5.6 m at +50 dB (ambient noise) for a wall, and 10 m and 3.2 m for the fruit, respectively. In
bright moonlight, where CBs are softer and shorter, at 2 kHz, these values were 56 m (no noise) and 19 m
(ambient noise) for cave walls, and 33 m (no noise) and 11 m (ambient noise) for the fruit. At 8 kHz, they
were 12 m (no noise) and 4 m (ambient noise) for cave walls, and 7 m (no noise) and 2 m (ambient noise)
for fruit. These differences overall imply a 25% reduction in echolocation range in moonlight relative
to darkness.
While CB frequency ranges in moonlight and darkness overlap considerably, we found that CBs
produced in darkness not only contained more energy, but were also shifted slightly upwards in
bandwidth (measured −6 dB from peak; moonlight: 7–18 kHz; darkness: 8–23 kHz; figure 4b).

4. Discussion
Our study provides evidence of echolocation signal modification correlated with light conditions in
a bird biosonar system. The use of a multi-click CB as the functional signal design for biosonar is
unique among echolocators (figure 1) and differs markedly from the tonal frequency modulated or
constant frequency signals of laryngeal echolocating bats, but also from the signals produced by toothed
whales, tongue-clicking rousette bats and echolocating swiftlets, which all use either single clicks or
click doublets [1,5,20,25]. Our comparison of light and dark but otherwise equivalent conditions shows
that oilbirds flying in the dark (at new moon) significantly reduced the interval between clicks within
CBs, significantly increased the number of clicks per CB and significantly increased the peak-to-peak
source level of their loudest clicks compared with birds flying in moonlight (figures 3 and 4). While the
integration time of oilbird ears is not known, if we assume one typical of avian ears (approx. 100 ms [44]),
the light-dependent signal adjustments we observed would collectively result in a change in perceived
biosonar signal loudness. That is, all else being equal, oilbird CBs and returning echoes are louder in
darkness than in moonlight because the birds produce more intense individual clicks and include more
clicks per CB. In the same open space, this energy increase will impact the volume of space acoustically
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Figure 4. Spectral composition of oilbird echolocation signals misaligns with hearing range. (a) The sound amplitude spectrum (dB
SPL) of 71 CBs (blue) and concurrent ambient noise segments (grey) show that CBs overcome ambient noise masking in a range from
2 to 35 kHz. The overlaid audiograms depict a best-frequency (BF) in oilbird hearing of approximately 2 kHz as measured by evoked
potentials (range 1–4 kHz, +10 dB from BF; the black line depicts potentials from the inner ear, dashed black lines potentials from
the forebrain nucleus, adapted from [40]). (b) Illustrates the spectral content of CBs in darkness and in moonlight after subtraction
of ambient noise and using a relative dB range which is by convention set to zero for the lowest energy frequency components (blue;
darkness (N = 71), yellow, moonlight (N = 65), bandwidth −6 dB from peak: darkness: 8–23 kHz; moonlight: 7–18 kHz). CBs therefore
comprise an unexpected maximum energy plateau from 10 to 20 kHz at sound pressure levels approximately 10 dB higher than a CB
local maxima at around approximately 2 kHz. Note, however, that the observed misalignment between plateau and the best frequency
of oilbird hearing does not indicate oilbirds are deaf to their own echolocation signals, at least not at frequencies less than or equal
to 8 kHz.

sampled. On the other hand, because we observed no temporal changes in CB production rate, unlike
some bats [14–16,22], oilbirds do not appear to make light-dependent adjustments to sample update rate
(figures 2 and 3).
Specifically, our results suggest that the total energy of a CB determines detection range. Source levels
of CBs ranged from 81 to 100 dB SPL RMS at 1 m in all darkness conditions and 82 to 93 dB SPL RMS
at 1 m in bright moonlight (figure 3c). Given these parameters, the CBs produced in moonlight would
have resulted in about a 25% reduction in range when compared with those produced in darkness (e.g.
a detection reduction from 26 to 19 m for cave walls under natural ambient conditions). We posit that in
bright moonlight, oilbirds rely on vision for medium- to long-range object detection and use echolocation
to supplement vision for more accurate short-range distance detection and feature resolution of small
objects. Less energy is probably put into echolocation signal production in moonlight as the return on
investment is reduced at greater light levels that allow for better long-range vision [45]. We therefore
hypothesize that in darkness, oilbirds use echolocation alongside vision for short- to medium-range
spatial orientation, as echo information reinforces or reveals objects at distances not easily discerned
using vision alone. Conversely, across all conditions considered, oilbirds did not change the rate at
which they produced CBs (approx. 5 CBs per second; figures 1 and 2f ). Thus, regardless of ambient
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light or noise level, proximity to conspecifics, or flight direction towards or away from their roost, the
birds sampled their environment through echolocation at the same rate. Furthermore, other than the
changes to CB design in moonlight (figure 2b), we observed no significant changes in echolocation due
to the presence of conspecifics or background noise from the stream running through Dunstan’s Cave
(figure 2).
The observed relationship between CB source level and clicks per CB (figures 1 and 3) provides
clues about the mechanism by which oilbirds control the source level of each click and CB. Assuming a
myoelastic-aerodynamic sound source (as found in other birds; see [46]), the vocal folds in the bird’s
syrinx should exhibit self-sustained oscillations above a threshold pressure, while sound excitation
occurs by the sudden start or stop of airflow as the folds open and close [46]. In oilbirds, each click
may result from a single acoustic excitation of the upper vocal tract by a single opening or closing of
the vocal folds. So long as the subsyringeal pressure is above phonation threshold, clicks would then be
produced at a consistent rate, consistent with the stable click interval within each CB. As subsyringeal
pressure increases over the course of a CB’s emission [23], source levels of subsequent clicks increase
as aerodynamic forces increase (figures 1 and 3a), leading to higher velocity and sharper excitation of
the vocal tract. The mechanism for increasing CB source level may thus be increasing of subsyringeal
pressure during CBs. However, these hypotheses regarding sound production physiology remain
to be tested.
Our results corroborate previous indications that oilbirds possess a relatively simple echolocation
system (reviewed in [25]), complementing vision rather than substituting for it under dark night sky
conditions. However, oilbirds’ unique signal design allows for adaptive control of CB energy input
and output. Intriguingly, the stereotyped CB emissions of approximately five CBs per second across
conditions roughly matches our estimate of the birds’ wing beat rate per second (see also [37–39];
figures 1 and 2f ), an impression corroborated by biomechanical models for birds of oilbird size and
wingspan [47]. When in transit from roost to foraging grounds, laryngeal echolocating vespertilionid
bats tend to produce one echolocation signal per wing beat cycle [48], a coupling thought to reduce and
perhaps even eliminate the energetic costs of in-transit signal production [49,50]. Whether something
similar is happening in oilbirds is unknown.
The overall structure of the birds’ echolocation signals (clicks per CB; CB duration, CB frequency
spectra; figures 1, 2 and 4) we document here is close to that reported by Griffin [27]. This emphasizes
that the longer, lower frequency signals described in later studies [23,40] may have been squawks (alarm
calls) and not echolocation signals, a possibility acknowledged by Suthers & Hector [23], as in both
studies, birds were recorded while being handled or as they hovered in cages. Notably, we found CBs
to have most energy at 10–20 kHz. While this range is only slightly higher than the 6–10 kHz reported
by Griffin [27], it is well above the range given by Konishi & Knudsen [40] who suggested that oilbirds
echolocate with signals of most energy matched to their area of best hearing, i.e. at 2 kHz. The difference
in our findings compared with past results may also be a result of the technologies and computation
methods, which were not available for the early studies.
No bird is known to hear sounds of frequencies much above 10 kHz [50,51]. The much higherfrequency sensitivity of most mammals’ hearing results from presumably independently evolved
specializations of the inner and middle ear [52], allowing for the use of high-frequency (greater
than 80 kHz) echolocation signals by bats [53] and of communication signals in non-echolocating
mammalian groups (e.g. rodents, primates) [54–56]. High frequencies (and hence, short wavelengths)
provide echoes from small objects and fine structural resolution of larger ones. For example, in the
laboratory, the big brown bat, Eptesicus fuscus, uses frequency-modulated echolocation signals, which
sweep from 100 to 30 kHz to detect wires as thin as 100 µm and discriminates size differences of
as little as 50 µm [2,4,57]. Notably, however, echolocation signals of lower peak frequencies are not
unheard of in mammals, as several laryngeal echolocating bats use signals with peak frequency
of approximately 10 kHz to effectively detect flying insect prey (e.g. the vespertilionid, Euderma
maculatum uses a frequency of approximately 9 kHz [58]; the molossid, Tadarida teniotis, uses a
frequency of approximately 11 kHz [59]). Based on our current understanding of how frequency affects
minimum size detection in echolocation, oilbirds should be able to detect objects smaller than 2 cm
at 8 kHz. However, oilbirds can only reliably avoid discs of 20 cm diameter or greater in complete
darkness [27,40].
The presented mismatch between the best frequency sensitivity in the oilbird ear (approx. 2 kHz,
see [40]) and the frequency of maximum energy (10–20 kHz) in their echolocation signals (figure 4) is
exceptional among echolocators and eared animals in general, as ears are typically broadly tuned to the
most relevant signals for a given species (e.g. echolocation signals in bats, and mating calls, offspring

Downloaded from http://rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org/ on May 25, 2017

by the Asa Wright Nature Center. No institutional or governmental approvals were required for this non-invasive,
observational study.
Data accessibility. Our data are deposited at Dryad: http://dx.doi.org/10.5061/dryad.fq068 [62].
Authors’ contributions. S.B. conceived of the study. S.B. and J.M.R. conducted the fieldwork. C.P.H.E. wrote the Matlab
scripts. S.B., C.P.H.E. and J.M.R. analysed the data. All authors contributed to interpreting the results. J.M.R. wrote
the first draft of the manuscript; all authors contributed to its final form and gave final approval for its publication.
Competing interests. We declare we have no competing interests.
Funding. This work was supported by a postdoctoral fellowship to S.B. from the Danish Council for Independent
Research | Natural Sciences (FNU), an FNU grant to C.P.H.E., and an FNU and a Natural Sciences and Engineering
Research Council of Canada grant to J.M.R.
Acknowledgements. We thank the staff of the Asa Wright Nature Center in Trinidad for logistical support and access to
Dunstan’s and Aripo Caves. J. Christensen-Dalsgaard, L. Jakobsen, O. Larsen, J. Thiagavel and anonymous reviewers
provided comments that improved the manuscript.

References
1. Madsen PT, Surlykke A. 2014 Echolocation in air and
water. In Biosonar (eds A Surlykke, PE Nachtigall,
RR Fay, AN Popper), pp. 257–304. New York, NY:
Springer.
2. Surlykke A, Simmons JA, Moss CF. 2016 Perceiving
the world through echolocation and vision. In Bat
bioacoustics (eds MB Fenton, AD Grinnell,

AN Popper, RR Fay), pp. 265–288. New York, NY:
Springer.
3. Ratcliffe JM, Elemans CPH, Jakobsen L, Surlykke A.
2013 How the bat got its buzz. Biol. Lett. 9, 20121031.
(doi:10.1098/rsbl.2012.1031)
4. Griffin DR. 1958 Listening in the dark. New York, NY:
Cornell University Press.

5. Madsen PT, Surlykke A. 2013 Functional
convergence in bat and toothed whale biosonars.
Physiology 28, 276–283. (doi:10.1152/physiol.
00008.2013)
6. Elemans CPH, Mead AF, Jakobsen L,
Ratcliffe JM. 2011 Superfast muscles set
maximum call rate in echolocating bats.

................................................

Ethics. Permission to passively record oilbird echolocation signals from the birds as they exited their roosts was granted

10

rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org R. Soc. open sci. 4: 170255

distress calls and predator cues in non-echolocators, including other birds). For oilbirds, this mismatch
probably reflects high-frequency constraints of the avian ear (i.e. lack of sensitivity above 10 kHz), but
future work could reveal that oilbirds are exceptional among birds. We note, however, that (i) oilbirds’
ears are well matched to the frequencies of their assumed social signals [23], and (ii) even at 2 kHz, our
results indicate CB echoes returning from perpendicular cave walls greater than 20 m away would be
audible to oilbirds under natural ambient conditions.
We speculate, however, that while this mismatch is most likely real, it may reflect a functional
compromise. The syrinx is not constrained to producing signals only within the range of avian best
hearing (2–5 kHz), as evidenced by the seet calls of songbirds (greater than or equal to 8 kHz) that
are used as short-range alarm calls that are difficult for predatory birds to detect or localize [60]. The
echolocation signals of oilbirds are also apparently specialized for short-range transmission, in this
case auto-communication. By emphasizing frequencies at the maximum range of the oilbird’s hearing
sensitivity (rather than their best frequencies; figure 4), we hypothesize that oilbirds may be maximizing
the resolving power of their sonar system for close-range representations of cliff and cave walls and
precision perching in dark roosts while avoiding small branches and other obstacles in flight. Spectral
content of the signal greater than or equal to 5 kHz would, even with less sensitive hearing at these
frequencies, also provide some masking release in surroundings of high ambient noise (e.g. tropical forest
and watercourses), because for such noise energy is typically concentrated below 5 kHz, particularly
at close range when echoes will be perceived as being louder. This hypothesis waits to be tested
but would—at least partially—account for the energy oilbirds put into frequencies above maximum
sensitivity.
While the inclusion of echolocation for the multimodal (i.e. visual, olfactory and tactile) detection
of the oilbird’s preferred foods (oil palm fruit and tropical laurels [37,38,61]) has not been observed
[25], at close range their echolocation signals could reflect potentially useful information about position
and size of conspicuous fruits, as well as obstacles between themselves and the plants. Research at
oilbird foraging sites seems warranted, as anecdotal reports suggest that birds do vocalize away from
their roosts [38], but, to our knowledge, these sounds have never been recorded. Further study of
their auditory capabilities and signal production mechanisms would also prove illuminating. Overall,
our results suggest that oilbirds do not, as previously suggested, match their biosonar emissions to
hearing ability and, as shown in a handful of bat species under controlled conditions, oilbirds do
adjust the intensity of their unique multi-unit signals to light levels while flying in the field. Hence,
oilbird echolocation may be more impressive and unusual than is currently appreciated and renewed
attention to the interaction of vision and echolocation in this and other echolocating birds will be
instructive.

Downloaded from http://rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org/ on May 25, 2017

7.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

38. Snow DW. 1962 The natural history of the oilbird,
Steatornis caripensis, in Trinidad, W. I. Part 2.
Population, breeding ecology and food. Zoologica
47, 199–221.
39. Holland RA, Wikelski M, Kümmeth F, Bosque C.
2009 The secret life of oilbirds: new insights into
the movement ecology of a unique avian frugivore.
PLoS ONE 4, e8264. (doi:10.1371/journal.pone.
0008264)
40. Konishi M, Knudsen EI. 1979 The oilbird: hearing and
echolocation. Science 204, 425–427. (doi:10.1126/
science.441731)
41. Urick RJ. 1983 Principles of underwater sound. New
York, NY: McGraw-Hill.
42. Surlykke A, Kalko EKV. 2008 Echolocating bats cry
out loud to detect their prey. PLoS ONE 3, e2036.
(doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0002036)
43. Borg E, Engström B. 1983 Hearing thresholds in the
rabbit, a behavioral and electrophysiological study.
Acta Otolaryngol. 95, 19–26. (doi:10.3109/00016488
309130911)
44. Klump GM. 2000 Sound localization in birds. In
Comparative hearing: birds and reptiles (eds RJ
Dooling, RR Fay), pp. 249–307. New York, NY:
Springer.
45. Nelson ME, MacIver MA. 2006 Sensory acquisition in
active sensing systems. J. Comp. Physiol. A 192,
573–586. (doi:10.1007/s00359-006-0099-4)
46. Elemans CPH et al. 2015 Universal mechanisms of
sound production and control in birds and
mammals. Nat. Commun. 6, 8978. (doi:10.1038/
ncomms9978)
47. Norberg UM. 1990 Vertebrate flight: mechanics,
physiology, morphology, ecology and evolution. New
York, NY: Springer.
48. Holderied MW, von Helversen O. 2003 Echolocation
range and wingbeat period match in
aerial-hawking bats. Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 270,
2293–2299. (doi:10.1098/rspb.2003.2487)
49. Speakman JR, Racey PA. 1991 No cost of
echolocation for bats in flight. Nature 350, 421–423.
(doi:10.1038/350421a0)
50. Coles RB, Konishi M, Pettigrew JD. 1987 Hearing
and echolocation in the Australian grey swiftlet,
Collocalia spodiopygia. J. Exp. Biol. 129,
365–371.
51. Dooling RJ, Lohr B, Dent ML. 2000 Hearing in birds
and reptiles. In Comparative hearing: birds and
reptiles (eds RJ Dooling, RR Fay), pp. 308–359.
New York, NY: Springer.
52. Manley GA. 2009 An evolutionary perspective on
middle ears. Hear. Res. 263, 3–8. (doi:10.1016/
j.heares.2009.09.004)
53. Popper AN, Fay RR. 1995 Hearing by bats. New York,
NY: Springer.
54. Sales G, Pye D. 1974 Ultrasonic communication by
animals. London, UK: Chapman and Hall.
55. Wilson DR, Hare JF. 2004 Ground squirrel uses
ultrasonic alarms. Nature 430, 523. (doi:10.1038/
430523a)
56. Ramsier MA, Cunningham AJ, Moritz GL, Finneran
JJ, Williams CV, Ong PS, Gursky-Doyen SL, Dominy
NJ. 2012 Primate communication in the pure
ultrasound. Biol. Lett. 8, 508–511. (doi:10.1098/
rsbl.2011.1149)
57. Surlykke A, Nachtigall PE, Fay RR, Popper AN. 2014
Biosonar. New York, NY: Springer.
58. Leonard ML, Fenton MB. 1984 Echolocation calls of
Euderma maculatum (Vespertilionidae): use in

11
................................................

9.

22. Danilovich S, Krishnan A, Lee WJ, Borrisov I, Eitan O,
Kosa G, Moss CF, Yovel Y. 2015 Bats regulate
biosonar based on the availability of visual
information. Curr. Biol. 25, R1124–R1125.
(doi:10.1016/j.cub.2015.11.003)
23. Suthers RA, Hector DH. 1985 The physiology of
vocalization by the echolocating oilbird, Steatornis
caripensis. J. Comp. Physiol. A 156, 243–266.
(doi:10.1007/BF00610867)
24. Suthers RA, Hector DH. 1982 Mechanism for the
production of echolocating clicks by the grey
swiftlet, Collocalia spodiopygia. J. Comp. Physiol.
148, 457–470. (doi:10.1007/BF00619784)
25. Brinkløv S, Fenton MB, Ratcliffe JM. 2013
Echolocation in oilbirds and swiftlets. Front. Physiol.
4, 123. (doi:10.3389/fphys.2013.00123)
26. Fenton MB. 1975 Acuity of echolocation in Collocalia
hirundinacea (Aves: Apodidae), with comments on
the distributions of echolocating swiftlets and
molossid bats. Biotropica 7, 1–7. (doi:10.2307/
2989792)
27. Griffin DR. 1953 Acoustic orientation in the oilbird,
Steatornis. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 39, 884–893.
(doi:10.1073/pnas.39.8.884)
28. Martin G, Rojas LM, Ramírez Y, McNeil R. 2004 The
eyes of oilbirds (Steatornis caripensis): pushing at
the limits of sensitivity. Naturwissenschaften 91,
26–29. (doi:10.1007/s00114-003-0495-3)
29. Rojas LM, Ramírez Y, McNeil R, Mitchell M, Martín
G. 2004 Retinal morphology and electrophysiology
of two caprimulgiformes birds: the cave-living and
nocturnal oilbird (Steatornis caripensis), and the
crepuscularly and nocturnally foraging common
pauraque (Nyctidromus albicollis). Brain Behav. Evol.
64, 19–33. (doi:10.1159/000077540)
30. Land MF, Nilsson D-E. 2012 Animal eyes. New York,
NY: Oxford University Press.
31. Jakobsen L, Surlykke A. 2010 Vespertilionid bats
control the width of their biosonar sound beam
dynamically during prey pursuit. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci.
USA 107, 13 930–13 935. (doi:10.1073/pnas.
1006630107)
32. Brinkløv S, Kalko EKV, Surlykke A. 2009 Intense
echolocation calls from two ‘whispering’ bats,
Artibeus jamaicensis and Macrophyllum
macrophyllum (Phyllostomidae). J. Exp. Biol. 212,
11–20. (doi:10.1242/jeb.023226)
33. Brinkløv S, Jakobsen L, Ratcliffe JM, Kalko EKV,
Surlykke A. 2011 Echolocation call intensity and
directionality in flying short-tailed fruit bats,
Carollia perspicillata (Phyllostomidae). J. Acoust.
Soc. Am. 129, 427–435. (doi:10.1121/1.3519396)
34. Ratcliffe JM, Jakobsen L, Kalko EKV, Surlykke A. 2011
Frequency alternation and an offbeat rhythm
indicate foraging behavior in the echolocating bat,
Saccopteryx bilineata. J. Comp. Physiol. A 197,
413–423. (doi:10.1007/s00359-011-0630-0)
35. Boll S. 1979 Suppression of acoustic noise in speech
using spectral subtraction. IEEE Trans. Acoust.
Speech Signal Process. 27, 113–120. (doi:10.1109/
TASSP.1979.1163209)
36. Kamath S, Loizou PA. 2002 A multi-band spectral
subtraction method for enhancing speech corrupted
by colored noise. IEEE Int. Conf. Acoust. Speech Signal
Process. 4, 4164. (doi:10.1109/icassp.2002.5745591)
37. Snow DW. 1961 The natural history of the oilbird,
Steatornis caripensis, in Trinidad, W. I. Part 1. General
behavior and breeding habits. Zoologica 46,
27–48.

rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org R. Soc. open sci. 4: 170255

8.

Science 333, 1885–1888. (doi:10.1126/
science.1207309)
DeRuiter SL, Bahr A, Blanchet M-A, Hansen SF,
Kristensen JH, Madsen PT, Tyack PL, Wahlberg M.
2009 Acoustic behaviour of echolocating porpoises
during prey capture. J. Exp. Biol. 212, 3100–3107.
(doi:10.1242/jeb.030825)
Fenton MB, Grinnell AD, Popper AN, Fay RR. 2016
Bat bioacoustics. New York, NY: Springer.
Obrist MK. 1995 Flexible bat echolocation: the
influence of individual, habitat and conspecifics on
sonar signal design. Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 36,
207–219. (doi:10.1007/BF00177798)
Fawcett K, Ratcliffe JM. 2015 Clutter and
conspecifics: a comparison of their influence on
echolocation and flight behavior in Daubenton’s
bat, Myotis daubentonii. J. Comp. Physiol. A 201,
295–304. (doi:10.1007/s00359-014-0977-0)
Wisniewska DM, Johnson M, Teilmann J,
Rojano-Donate L, Shearer J, Sveegaard S, Miller LA,
Siebert U, Madsen PT. 2016 Ultra-high foraging
rates of harbor porpoises make them vulnerable to
anthropogenic disturbance. Curr. Biol. 26,
1441–1446. (doi:10.1016/j.cub.2016.03.069)
Madsen PT, Aguilar de Soto N, Arranz P, Johnson M.
2013 Echolocation in Blainville’s beaked whales
(Mesoplodon densirostris). J. Comp. Physiol. A 199,
451–469. (doi:10.1007/s00359-013-0824-8)
Fais A, Johnson M, Wilson M, Aguilar de Soto N,
Madsen PT. 2016 Sperm whale predator–prey
interactions involve chasing and buzzing, but no
acoustic stunning. Sci. Rep. 6, 28562. (doi:10.1038/
srep28562)
Bell GP. 1985 The sensory basis of prey location by
the Californian leaf-nosed bat, Macrotus
californicus. Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 16, 343–347.
(doi:10.1007/BF00295547)
Stoneman MG, Fenton MB. 1988 Disrupting
foraging bats: the clicks of arctiid moths. In Animal
sonar: processes and performance (eds PE Nachtigall,
PWB Moore), pp. 635–638. New York, NY: Plenum.
Rother G, Schmidt U. 1982 The influence of visual
information on echolocation in Phyllostomus
discolor (Chiroptera). Z. Saugetierkd. 47, 324–334.
Ratcliffe JM, Raghuram H, Marimuthu G, Fullard JH,
Fenton MB. 2005 Hunting in unfamiliar space:
echolocation in the Indian false vampire bat,
Megaderma lyra, when gleaning prey. Behav. Ecol.
Sociobiol. 58, 157–164. (doi:10.1007/s00265005-0912-z)
Waters DA, Vollrath C. 2013 Echolocation
performance and call structure in the
megachiropteran fruit bat Rousettus aegyptiacus.
Acta Chiropt. 5, 209–219. (doi:10.3161/001.005.0205)
Holland RA, Winter P, Waters DA. 2005 Sensory
systems and spatial memory in the fruit bat
Rousettus aegyptiacus. Ethology 111, 715–725.
(doi:10.1111/j.1439-0310.2005.01099.x)
Raghuram H, Gopukumar N, Kandula S. 2007
Presence of single as well as double clicks in the
echolocation signals of a fruit bat, Rousettus
leschenaulti (Chiroptera: Pteropodidae). Folia Zool.
56, 33–38.
Raghuram H, Chinnathambi T, Gopukumar N,
Kandula S. 2009 The role of olfaction and vision in
the foraging behaviour of an echolocating
megachiropteran fruit bat, Rousettus leschenaulti
(Pteropodidae). Mamm. Biol. 74, 9–14. (doi:10.1016/
j.mambio.2008.02.008)

Downloaded from http://rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org/ on May 25, 2017

62. Brinkløv S, Elemans CPH, Ratcliffe JM. 2017 Data
from: Oilbirds produce echolocation signals
beyond their best hearing range and adjust
signal design to natural light conditions.
Dryad Digital Repository (doi:10.5061/dryad.
fq068)

12
................................................

60. Ruxton GD. 2009 Non-visual crypsis: a review of the
empirical evidence for camouflage to senses other
than vision. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. B 364, 549–557.
(doi:10.1098/rstb.2008.0228)
61. Bosque C, Ramirez R, Rodriguez D. 1995 The diet of
the oilbird in Venezuela. Ornitol. Neotrop. 6, 67–80.

rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org R. Soc. open sci. 4: 170255

orientation and communication. J. Mammal. 65,
122–126. (doi:10.2307/1381209)
59. Rydell J, Arlettaz R. 1994 Low-frequency
echolocation enables the bat Tadarida teniotis to
feed on tympanate insects. Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 257,
175–178. (doi:10.1098/rspb.1994.0112)

