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How pigeons find their way back home is still enigmatic. The experimental analysis has been impeded
by the crude behavioral techniques to analyze the orientation of the birds, namely vanishing bearings at
the release site and recording of homing times. Hence, future analysis requires routine recording of the
homing path. Here we present a miniaturized GPS tracking system with an overall weight of 33 g,
carried on the pigeon's back. It is based on the GPS chip of the company  µ-blox. The chip is controlled
by a microprocessor permitting data-logging for three hours in continuous mode, and up to 8 hours in
energy-saving mode.  After return of the pigeon, data are downloaded and analyzed using custom
software. At present, we are testing a set of prototypes and expect that this GPS system will permit to
re-analyze a number of classical problems in homing pigeon  research. In addition, we expect that these
route recorders will permit studies that require constant path tracking, such as the problem whether
pigeons read continuously  geomagnetic or other cues during homing, or whether they rely on a
navigational strategy known as dead reckoning. SNF 3152-058822.


