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Secret sleep of birds revealed in brain scans
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BIRDS may not be "bird-brained" after all. Zebra finches' brain activity while
sleeping looks just like that of a slumbering mammal.

Philip Low at the Salk Institute in La Jolla, California, and his colleagues
monitored five zebra finches during the night, tracking eye and body movements,
and brain activity. They found that the birds displayed all of the characteristics of
mammalian sleep: slow wave, intermediate and REM sleep, and landmarks in
brain electrical activity called spindles and K-complexes (Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, DOI: 10.1073/pnas.0703452105).

Since K-complexes had only ever been observed in mammals, neuroscientists
assumed that a neocortex was a necessary prerequisite. This area of the brain is
involved in higher functions such as conscious thought and language, and is
conspicuously absent in birds.

Birds may have a cortex-like structure but it looks different to the mammalian
one. "Perhaps they are able to perform the same computations that we can, but
the structure is [different]," says Low.

Observations of crow and scrub-jay behaviour support this idea, with previous
studies suggesting that these birds possess "theory of mind", or the ability to
estimate what another individual might be thinking or how they will respond to a
given situation.

The finding also raises questions about the function of bird sleep, says Low,
because these patterns are associated with learning and memory in mammals.
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I have recently read quite a bit about bird brains being very similar, in many
ways, to that of mammals. Which is the reason for my rhetorical question.
Do you think that the way mammals evolved after the extinction of the
dinosaurs could be similar to what could happen if say a disease wiped out
humans? Would then the birds develop societies like ours, or rebuild what
was left over by humans? Becoming the predominant species of course. I
mean we know that predominant species can die off by looking at the fall of
the dinosaur. Who knows we may extinct ourselves with a nuclear
holocaust and the cockroach could become the dominant species and
evolve into an intelligent life form. I think we should terra form Mars and
then put the Bottle nose dolphin and African grey parrots on the planet and
watch and study how they evolve over thousands of years.

I am an amateur bird watcher and breeder. I've noticed that social birds
tend to gather together every evening to tell about their day's experiences.
They seem capable of both "verbalizing" and listening to and
comprehending the stories of all the others in the group at the same time.
Since I raised budgerigars, I noticed that each one would recount important
events of the day with imitations of sounds, speech patterns of humans and
other birds and that incidents with more emotional content were repeated
several times before the bird went on to the rest of the day's events. I
scolded one budgie during the day for something with , "bad girl!" in an
angry voice. That evening she went through the daily noises (telephone,
doorbell, other birds outside, etc.) but when she came to "bad girl!" she
repeated it five times with great emphasis such as head bobbing and
feathers on the forehead coming forward. She was apparently angry about
the rebuke. And that is only one example.
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