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Foreword

Earth is teeming with life. No one knows exactly how many
distinct organisms inhabit our planet, but more than 5 mil-
lion different species of animals and plants could exist, rang-
ing from microscopic algae and bacteria to gigantic elephants,
redwood trees and blue whales. Yet, throughout this won-
derful tapestry of living creatures, there runs a single thread:
Deoxyribonucleic acid or DNA. The existence of DNA, an
elegant, twisted organic molecule that is the building block
of all life, is perhaps the best evidence that all living organ-
isms on this planet share a common ancestry. Our ancient
connection to the living world may drive our curiosity, and
perhaps also explain our seemingly insatiable desire for in-
formation about animals and nature. Noted zoologist, E.O.
Wilson, recently coined the term “biophilia” to describe this
phenomenon. The term is derived from the Greek bios mean-
ing “life” and philos meaning “love.” Wilson argues that we
are human because of our innate affinity to and interest in the
other organisms with which we share our planet. They are,
as he says, “the matrix in which the human mind originated
and is permanently rooted.” To put it simply and metaphor-
ically, our love for nature flows in our blood and is deeply en-
grained in both our psyche and cultural traditions.

Our own personal awakenings to the natural world are as
diverse as humanity itself. I spent my early childhood in rural
Iowa where nature was an integral part of my life. My father
and I spent many hours collecting, identifying and studying
local insects, amphibians and reptiles. These experiences had
a significant impact on my early intellectual and even spiri-
tual development. One event I can recall most vividly. I had
collected a cocoon in a field near my home in early spring.
"The large, silky capsule was attached to a stick. I brought the
cocoon back to my room and placed it in a jar on top of my
dresser. I remember waking one morning and, there, perched
on the tip of the stick was a large moth, slowly moving its
delicate, light green wings in the early morning sunlight. It
took my breath away. To my inexperienced eyes, it was one
of the most beautiful things I had ever seen. I knew it was a
moth, but did not know which species. Upon closer exami-
nation, I noticed two moon-like markings on the wings and
also noted that the wings had long “tails”, much like the ubiq-
uitous tiger swallow-tail butterflies that visited the lilac bush
in our backyard. Not wanting to suffer my ignorance any
longer, I reached immediately for my Golden Guide to North
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American Insects and searched through the section on moths
and butterflies. It was a luna moth! My heart was pounding
with the excitement of new knowledge as I ran to share the
discovery with my parents.

I consider myself very fortunate to have made a living as
a professional biologist and conservationist for the past 20
years. I've traveled to over 30 countries and six continents to
study and photograph wildlife or to attend related conferences
and meetings. Yet, each time I encounter a new and unusual
animal or habitat my heart still races with the same excite-
ment of my youth. If this is biophilia, then I certainly possess
it, and it is my hope that others will experience it too. I am
therefore extremely proud to have served as the series editor
for the Gale Group’s rewrite of Grzimek’s Animal Life Ency-
clopedia, one of the best known and widely used reference
works on the animal world. Grzimek’s is a celebration of an-
imals, a snapshot of our current knowledge of the Earth’s in-
credible range of biological diversity. Although many other
animal encyclopedias exist, Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia
remains unparalleled in its size and in the breadth of topics
and organisms it covers.

The revision of these volumes could not come at a more
opportune time. In fact, there is a desperate need for a deeper
understanding and appreciation of our natural world. Many
species are classified as threatened or endangered, and the sit-
uation is expected to get much worse before it gets better.
Species extinction has always been part of the evolutionary
history of life; some organisms adapt to changing circum-
stances and some do not. However, the current rate of species
loss is now estimated to be 1,000-10,000 times the normal
“background” rate of extinction since life began on Earth
some 4 billion years ago. The primary factor responsible for
this decline in biological diversity is the exponential growth
of human populations, combined with peoples’ unsustainable
appetite for natural resources, such as land, water, minerals,
oil, and timber. The world’s human population now exceeds
6 billion, and even though the average birth rate has begun
to decline, most demographers believe that the global human
population will reach 8-10 billion in the next 50 years. Much
of this projected growth will occur in developing countries in
Central and South America, Asia and Africa—regions that are
rich in unique biological diversity.
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Finding solutions to conservation challenges will not be
easy in today’s human-dominated world. A growing number
of people live in urban settings and are becoming increasingly
isolated from nature. They “hunt” in super markets and malls,
live in apartments and houses, spend their time watching tele-
vision and searching the World Wide Web. Children and
adults must be taught to value biological diversity and the
habitats that support it. Education is of prime importance now
while we still have time to respond to the impending crisis.
There still exist in many parts of the world large numbers of
biological “hotspots”—places that are relatively unaffected by
humans and which still contain a rich store of their original
animal and plant life. These living repositories, along with se-
lected populations of animals and plants held in profession-
ally managed zoos, aquariums and botanical gardens, could
provide the basis for restoring the planet’s biological wealth
and ecological health. This encyclopedia and the collective
knowledge it represents can assist in educating people about
animals and their ecological and cultural significance. Perhaps
it will also assist others in making deeper connections to na-
ture and spreading biophilia. Information on the conserva-
tion status, threats and efforts to preserve various species have
been integrated into this revision. We have also included in-
formation on the cultural significance of animals, including
their roles in art and religion.

It was over 30 years ago that Dr. Bernhard Grzimek, then
director of the Frankfurt Zoo in Frankfurt, Germany, edited
the first edition of Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia. Dr.
Grzimek was among the world’s best known zoo directors and
conservationists. He was a prolific author, publishing nine
books. Among his contributions were: Serengeti Shall Not Die,
Rbinos Belong to Everybody and He and I and the Elephants. Dr.
Grzimek’s career was remarkable. He was one of the first
modern zoo or aquarium directors to understand the impor-
tance of zoo involvement in in situ conservation, that is, of
their role in preserving wildlife in nature. During his tenure,
Frankfurt Zoo became one of the leading western advocates
and supporters of wildlife conservation in East Africa. Dr.
Grzimek served as a Trustee of the National Parks Board of
Uganda and Tanzania and assisted in the development of sev-
eral protected areas. The film he made with his son Michael,
Serengeti Shall Not Die, won the 1959 Oscar for best docu-
mentary.

Professor Grzimek has recently been criticized by some
for his failure to consider the human element in wildlife con-
servation. He once wrote: “A national park must remain a pri-
mordial wilderness to be effective. No men, not even native
ones, should live inside its borders.” Such ideas, although con-
sidered politically incorrect by many, may in retrospect actu-
ally prove to be true. Human populations throughout Africa
continue to grow exponentially, forcing wildlife into small is-
lands of natural habitat surrounded by a sea of humanity. The
illegal commercial bushmeat trade—the hunting of endan-
gered wild animals for large scale human consumption—is
pushing many species, including our closest relatives, the go-
rillas, bonobos, and chimpanzees, to the brink of extinction.
The trade is driven by widespread poverty and lack of eco-
nomic alternatives. In order for some species to survive it will
be necessary, as Grzimek suggested, to establish and enforce
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a system of protected areas where wildlife can roam free from
exploitation of any kind.

While it is clear that modern conservation must take the
needs of both wildlife and people into consideration, what will
the quality of human life be if the collective impact of short-
term economic decisions is allowed to drive wildlife popula-
tions into irreversible extinction? Many rural populations
living in areas of high biodiversity are dependent on wild an-
imals as their major source of protein. In addition, wildlife
tourism is the primary source of foreign currency in many de-
veloping countries and is critical to their financial and social
stability. When this source of protein and income is gone,
what will become of the local people? The loss of species is
not only a conservation disaster; it also has the potential to
be a human tragedy of immense proportions. Protected ar-
eas, such as national parks, and regulated hunting in areas out-
side of parks are the only solutions. What critics do not realize
is that the fate of wildlife and people in developing countries
is closely intertwined. Forests and savannas emptied of wildlife
will result in hungry, desperate people, and will, in the long-
term lead to extreme poverty and social instability. Dr.
Grzimek’s early contributions to conservation should be rec-
ognized, not only as benefiting wildlife, but as benefiting lo-
cal people as well.

Dr. Grzimek’s hope in publishing his Animal Life Encyclo-
pedia was that it would “...disseminate knowledge of the ani-
mals and love for them”, so that future generations would
“...have an opportunity to live together with the great diver-
sity of these magnificent creatures.” As stated above, our goals
in producing this updated and revised edition are similar.
However, our challenges in producing this encyclopedia were
more formidable. The volume of knowledge to be summa-
rized is certainly much greater in the twenty-first century than
it was in the 1970’s and 80’s. Scientists, both professional and
amateur, have learned and published a great deal about the
animal kingdom in the past three decades, and our under-
standing of biological and ecological theory has also pro-
gressed. Perhaps our greatest hurdle in producing this revision
was to include the new information, while at the same time
retaining some of the characteristics that have made Grzimek’s
Animal Life Encyclopedia so popular. We have therefore strived
to retain the series’ narrative style, while giving the informa-
tion more organizational structure. Unlike the original
Grzimek’s, this updated version organizes information under
specific topic areas, such as reproduction, behavior, ecology
and so forth. In addition, the basic organizational structure is
generally consistent from one volume to the next, regardless
of the animal groups covered. This should make it easier for
users to locate information more quickly and efficiently. Like
the original Grzimek’s, we have done our best to avoid any
overly technical language that would make the work difficult
to understand by non-biologists. When certain technical ex-
pressions were necessary, we have included explanations or
clarifications.

Considering the vast array of knowledge that such a work
represents, it would be impossible for any one zoologist to
have completed these volumes. We have therefore sought spe-
cialists from various disciplines to write the sections with
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which they are most familiar. As with the original Grzimek’s,
we have engaged the best scholars available to serve as topic
editors, writers, and consultants. There were some complaints
about inaccuracies in the original English version that may
have been due to mistakes or misinterpretation during the
complicated translation process. However, unlike the origi-
nal Grzimek’s, which was translated from German, this revi-
sion has been completely re-written by English-speaking
scientists. This work was truly a cooperative endeavor, and I
thank all of those dedicated individuals who have written,
edited, consulted, drawn, photographed, or contributed to its
production in any way. The names of the topic editors, au-
thors, and illustrators are presented in the list of contributors
in each individual volume.

"The overall structure of this reference work is based on the
classification of animals into naturally related groups, a disci-
pline known as taxonomy or biosystematics. Taxonomy is the
science through which various organisms are discovered, iden-
tified, described, named, classified and catalogued. It should be
noted that in preparing this volume we adopted what might be
termed a conservative approach, relying primarily on tradi-
tional animal classification schemes. Taxonomy has always been
a volatile field, with frequent arguments over the naming of or
evolutionary relationships between various organisms. The ad-
vent of DNA fingerprinting and other advanced biochemical
techniques has revolutionized the field and, not unexpectedly,
has produced both advances and confusion. In producing these
volumes, we have consulted with specialists to obtain the most
up-to-date information possible, but knowing that new find-
ings may result in changes at any time. When scientific con-
troversy over the classification of a particular animal or group
of animals existed, we did our best to point this out in the text.

Readers should note that it was impossible to include as
much detail on some animal groups as was provided on oth-
ers. For example, the marine and freshwater fish, with vast
numbers of orders, families, and species, did not receive as

detailed a treatment as did the birds and mammals. Due to
practical and financial considerations, the publishers could
provide only so much space for each animal group. In such
cases, it was impossible to provide more than a broad overview
and to feature a few selected examples for the purposes of il-
lustration. To help compensate, we have provided a few key
bibliographic references in each section to aid those inter-
ested in learning more. This is a common limitation in all ref-
erence works, but Grzimek’s Encyclopedia of Animal Life is still
the most comprehensive work of its kind.

I am indebted to the Gale Group, Inc. and Senior Editor
Donna Olendorf for selecting me as Series Editor for this
project. It was an honor to follow in the footsteps of Dr.
Grzimek and to play a key role in the revision that still bears
his name. Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia is being published
by the Gale Group, Inc. in affiliation with my employer, the
American Zoo and Aquarium Association (AZA), and I would
like to thank AZA Executive Director, Sydney J. Butler;
AZA Past-President Ted Beattie John G. Shedd Aquarium,
Chicago, IL); and current AZA President, John Lewis (John
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Silver Spring, Maryland, 2001
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How to use this book

Gzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia is an internationally
prominent scientific reference compilation, first published in
German in the late 1960s, under the editorship of zoologist
Bernhard Grzimek (1909-1987). In a cooperative effort be-
tween Gale and the American Zoo and Aquarium Association,
the series is being completely revised and updated for the first
time in over 30 years. Gale is expanding the series from 13
to 17 volumes, commissioning new color images, and updat-
ing the information while also making the set easier to use.
The order of revisions is:

Vol 8-11: Birds I-IV

Vol 6: Amphibians

Vol 7: Reptiles

Vol 4-5: Fishes I-11

Vol 12-16: Mammals I-V

Vol 1: Lower Metazoans and Lesser Deuterostomes
Vol 2: Protostomes

Vol 3: Insects

Vol 17: Cumulative Index

Organized by order and family

The overall structure of this reference work is based on
the classification of animals into naturally related groups, a
discipline known as taxonomy—the science through which
various organisms are discovered, identified, described,
named, classified, and catalogued. Starting with the simplest
life forms, the protostomes, in Vol. 1, the series progresses
through the more complex animal classes, culminating with
the mammals in Vols. 12-16. Volume 17 is a stand-alone cu-
mulative index.

Organization of chapters within each volume reinforces
the taxonomic hierarchy. Opening chapters introduce the
class of animal, followed by chapters dedicated to order and
family. Species accounts appear at the end of family chapters.
To help the reader grasp the scientific arrangement, each type
of chapter has a distinctive color and symbol:

A= Family Chapter (yellow background)
@ = Order Chapter (blue background)
0O = Monotypic Order Chapter (green background)
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As chapters narrow in focus, they become more tightly for-
matted. General chapters have a loose structure, reminiscent
of the first edition. While not strictly formatted, order chap-
ters are carefully structured to cover basic information about
member families. Monotypic orders, comprised of a single
family, utilize family chapter organization. Family chapters
are most tightly structured, following a prescribed format of
standard rubrics that make information easy to find and un-
derstand. Family chapters typically include:

Thumbnail introduction
Common name
Scientific name
Class
Order
Suborder
Family
Thumbnail description
Size
Number of genera, species
Habitat
Conservation status

Main essay
Evolution and systematics
Physical characteristics
Distribution
Habitat
Behavior
Feeding ecology and diet
Reproductive biology
Conservation status
Significance to humans

Species accounts
Common name
Scientific name
Subfamily
Taxonomy
Other common names
Physical characteristics
Distribution
Habitat
Behavior
Feeding ecology and diet
Reproductive biology
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How to use this book

Conservation status

Significance to humans
Resources

Books

Periodicals

Organizations

Other

Color graphics enhance understanding
Grzimek’s features approximately 3,500 color photos, in-
cluding approximately 480 in four Birds volumes; 3,500 total
color maps, including almost 1,500 in the four Birds volumes;
and approximately 5,500 total color illustrations, including
1,385 in four Birds volumes. Each featured species of animal
is accompanied by both a distribution map and an illustration.

All maps in Grzimek’s were created specifically for the pro-
ject by XNR Productions. Distribution information was pro-
vided by expert contributors and, if necessary, further
researched at the University of Michigan Zoological Museum
library. Maps are intended to show broad distribution, not
definitive ranges, and are color coded to show resident, breed-
ing, and nonbreeding locations (where appropriate).

All the color illustrations in Grzimek’s were created specif-
ically for the project by Michigan Science Art. Expert con-
tributors recommended the species to be illustrated and
provided feedback to the artists, who supplemented this in-
formation with authoritative references and animal skins from
University of Michgan Zoological Museum library. In addi-
tion to species illustrations, Grzimek’s features conceptual
drawings that illustrate characteristic traits and behaviors.

About the contributors

The essays were written by expert contributors, including
ornithologists, curators, professors, zookeepers, and other
reputable professionals. Grzimek’s subject advisors reviewed
the completed essays to insure that they are appropriate, ac-
curate, and up-to-date.

Standards employed

In preparing these volumes, the editors adopted a conser-
vative approach to taxonomy, relying primarily on Peters
Checklist (1934-1986)—a traditional classification scheme.
Taxonomy has always been a volatile field, with frequent ar-
guments over the naming of or evolutionary relationships be-
tween various organisms. The advent of DNA fingerprinting
and other advanced biochemical techniques has revolution-
ized the field and, not unexpectedly, has produced both ad-
vances and confusion. In producing these volumes, Gale
consulted with noted taxonomist Professor Walter J. Bock as
well as other specialists to obtain the most up-to-date infor-
mation possible. When scientific controversy over the classi-
fication of a particular animal or group of animals existed, the
text makes this clear.

Grzimek’s has been designed with ready reference in mind
and the editors have standardized information wherever fea-
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sible. For Conservation status, Grzimek’s follows the TUCN
Red List system, developed by its Species Survival Commis-
sion. The Red List provides the world’s most comprehensive
inventory of the global conservation status of plants and an-
imals. Using a set of criteria to evaluate extinction risk, the
TUCN recognizes the following categories: Extinct, Extinct
in the Wild, Critically Endangered, Endangered, Vulnerable,
Conservation Dependent, Near Threatened, Least Concern,
and Data Deficient. For a complete explanation of each cat-
egory, visit the IUCN web page at http://www.iucn.org/
themes/ssc/redlists/categor.htm

In addition to IUCN ratings, essays may contain other con-
servation information, such as a species’ inclusion on one of
three Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species (CITES) appendices. Adopted in 1975, CITES is a
global treaty whose focus is the protection of plant and ani-
mal species from unregulated international trade.

Grzimek’s provides the following standard information on
avian lineage in Taxonomy rubric of each Species account:
[First described as] Muscicapa rufifions [by] Latham, [in] 1801,
[based on a specimen from] Sydney, New South Wales, Aus-
tralia. The person’s name and date refer to earliest identifi-
cation of a species, although the species name may have
changed since first identification. However, the organism de-
scribed is the same.

Other common names in English, French, German, and
Spanish are given when an accepted common name is avail-

able.

Appendices and index

For further reading directs readers to additional sources
of information about birds. Valuable contact information for
Organizations is also included in an appendix. While the en-
cyclopedia minimizes scientific jargon, it also provides a Glos-
sary at the back of the book to define unfamiliar terms. An
exhaustive Aves species list records all known species of birds,
categorized according to Peters Checklist (1934-1986). And
a full-color Geologic time scale helps readers understand pre-
historic time periods. Additionally, each of the four volumes
contains a full Subject index for the Birds subset.
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A
Old World warblers

(Sylviidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Sylviidae

Thumbnail description
Very small to medium-sized, often dull-colored,
songbirds with thin, pointed bills )

Size
3.1-9.8 in (8-25 cm); .1-2 oz (4-56 g)

Number of genera, species
60 genera; 350-391 species

Habitat

Highly varied. Largely arboreal, but many
species inhabit wetlands, grasslands, thickets,
scrub, and riparian zones

Distribution

Subfamily Sylviinae: Palearctic region, Africa, Asia, Australasia, Oceania. Two

genera, Regulus and Phylloscopus, reach Nearctic. Subfamily Polioptilinae: New

Conservation status

Endangered: 10 species; Critically Endangered:
3 species; Vulnerable: 29 species; Near
Threatened: 13 species; Data Deficient: 9
species

Evolution and systematics

The taxonomy of the Passeri, the suborder of oscine
passerines (the songbirds) that contains the Sylviidae (Old
World warblers), has long been debated. Much of the con-
troversy focuses on the delineation of the apparently closely
related families Muscicapidae, Turdidae, Timaliidae, and
Sylviidae. Currently available molecular data suggest that
widely used, traditional family classifications do not represent
the evolutionary history of this large and complex group of
birds. Sibley and Ahlquist place the Sylviidae within a large
superfamily, the Sylvioidea. This superfamily also contains
members of the following traditional families: Sittidae
(nuthatches), Certhiidae (creepers), Troglodytidae (wrens),
Paridae (tits), Aegithalidae (long-tailed tits), Hirundinidae
(swallows), Pycnonotidae (bulbuls), Zosteropidae (white-
eyes), and Timaliidae (babblers). The molecular data do not
support the long-held belief that the Sylviidae are closely re-
lated to the Turdidae (thrushes) and the Muscicapidae (Old
World flycatchers), for these two families fall into a separate
superfamily, the Muscicapoidea. The data do, however, sup-
port the inclusion of some of the babblers (Timaliinae) and
laughing thrushes (genus Garrulax) in the Sylviidae family.

The classification used in the present work is based upon
the traditional definition of the Sylviidae. The genera may be
divided into six groups, based on molecular evidence of their
taxonomic affiliation. The first of these are the gnatcatchers
and gnatwrens (Polioptila, Microbates, and Ramphocaenus),
which comprise the Sylviid subfamily Polioptilinae, but are
placed by Sibley and Ahlquist within an expanded Certhiidae,
including both creepers and wrens. The remaining five groups
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World, from South America to the northern United States.

are considered to be within the sylviid subfamily Sylviinae.
These are: (1) the kinglets (Regulus), regarded as a separate
family by Sibley and Ahlquist and others; (2) the cisticolas and
allies (Cisticola, Prinia, Apalis, Camaroptera), and other allied
genera, a distinct group that Sibley and Ahlquist regard as a
separate family, and most authors regard as a subfamily, Cis-
ticolinae, of the Sylviidae; (3) the Sylvia warblers (Sylvia, Pari-
soma), a group that, according to Sibley and Ahlquist, is more
closely related to the timaliine babblers than to traditional
sylviids; (4) the grassbirds and allies (Megalurus, Bowdleria,
Cincloramphus, Megalurulus, Chaetornis, Gramnicola, Schoeni-
cola), and other allied genera, which comprise the subfamily
Megalurinae in the Sibley and Ahlquist system; (5) the re-
maining genera of the traditional Sylviidae, most of which ap-
pear to fall within a clade represented by Sibley and Ahlquist’s
Acrocephalinae subfamily. Groups three, four and five above,
plus the Garrulax laughing thrushes comprise Sibley and
Ahlquist’s more restricted Sylviidae, hereafter referred to as
Sylviidae sensu strictu.

Little is known about the evolutionary history of passerines.
The prevailing opinion has been that passerines arose in the
Tertiary, specifically in the early Eocene, then underwent a
dramatic diversification during the Miocene. The oldest puta-
tive passerine fossils are from early Eocene Australia (ca. 54 mil-
lion years ago), lending support to a Southern Hemisphere
origin, since passerine fossils do not appear in the Northern
Hemisphere until the Oligocene. By the lower Miocene, passer-
ine fossils greatly outnumber all other taxa in many Northern
Hemisphere sites. A recent molecular study suggests that the
passerine divergence may be much older and that passerines
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Family: Old World warblers

Vol. 11: Birds IV

Warbler nests: 1. Great reed warbler (Acrocephalus arundinaceus); 2. Common tailorbird (Orthotomus sutorius); 3. Blue-gray gnatcatcher (Po-
lioptila caerulea); 4. Fan-tailed cisticola (Cisticola juncidis); 5. Long-billed crombec (Sylvietta rufescens); 6. Tawny-flanked prinia (Prinia subflava).

(lNlustration by Barbara Duperron)

evolved on Gondwana, the Cretaceous supercontinent in the
southern hemisphere. If this is the case, oscine passerines may
have diverged from suboscine passerines when Australia sepa-
rated from Gondwana, radiated on Australia, then dispersed
throughout the Old World when Australia came in contact with
Southeast Asia.

Within the Sylviidae sensu strictu, the first divergence was
probably between Sibley & Ahlquist’s Acrocephaline sub-
family (Acrocephalus, Hippolais, Phylloscopus, Seicercus, Sylvietta,
Sphenoeacus, etc.) and the lineage leading to the other three
subfamilies. Next to diverge was Garrulax, the laughing-
thrushes, which diverged from a lineage leading to the Timali-
ine babbers and Sylvia and Parisoma warblers. The genus
Sylvia is thought to be at least 12-16 million years old. The
Phylloscopus radiation is about as old as Sylvia, while the
Acrocephalus/ Hippolais radiation is only about half as old. These
estimates place much of the sylviid radiation during the
Miocene and Pliocene epochs of the mid-Tertiary, consistent
with the passerine radiation in the fossil record.

Physical characteristics
The traits that have been used to characterize Sylviidae
sensu latu are: unspotted young (as opposed to the Old World
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flycatchers and thrushes); rictal bristles at the base of the bill
(a widespread adaptation for insectivory); thin, pointed bill;
hatchlings naked or only partially downy; ten primaries;
scutellate tarsi; and lack of strong sexual dimorphism (Sylvia
is a notable exception). Most genera have twelve tail feathers,
but there are a few exceptions. Wing shape and length ranges
from short and rounded in sedentary species, to longer and
more pointed in long-distance migrants. Moult timing and
pattern are highly variable.

Sylviids are typically dull in color; often in shades of brown,
green, yellow, and gray. The family includes some of the tini-
est songbirds in the world, the kinglets, as well as some small
wren-like birds, many small warblers, and the medium-sized
marsh warblers and grassbirds. The smallest sylviids, the
kinglets, weigh only a few grams. The largest, the marsh war-
blers Acrocephalus and the grassbirds Megalurus can weigh
close to 2 oz (60 g). A comprehensive summary of longevity
data is unavailable, but many species live at least 8-12 years.

While most species do not have distinctive breeding
plumages like those of the New World warblers (Parulidae),
a few sylviids show a marked contrast between breeding and
nonbreeding plumages. A striking example is the red-winged
warbler (Heliolais erythroptera), the only member of a genus
apparently closely related to Prinia. While breeding red-
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Family: Old World warblers

A grasshopper warbler’s (Locustella naevia) wing-waving display. (lllustration by Barbara Duperron)

winged warblers of both sexes have dark gray upperparts and
tail, they become predominantly tawny-brown in nonbreed-
ing plumage. A somewhat less striking example is the genus
Cisticola. Members of this genus undergo two moults each sea-
son, and most have shorter tails and slightly different plumage
coloration during the breeding season. A few members of the
genus Prinia have similar distinct seasonal plumage variation.

Distribution

The Old World warblers are extraordinarily widespread,
occuring on every continent except South America and Antarc-
tica. If the Polioptilinae are included, there are representatives
of Sylviidae sensu latu in South America as well. Most of the
sylviid diversity occurs in the African and Oriental faunal re-
gions, with a less diverse, but widespread group of species in
the Palearctic. Nearctic and Australian species represent re-
cent invasions from Siberia and Southeast Asia, respectively.

The centers of distribution for some major sylviid genera are
as follows. Sino-Himalayan Region: Bradypterus, Cettia, Phyllo-
scopus, Seicercus, Prinia; Southeast Asia: Megalurus and allies, Or-
thotomus; "Temperate Asia (Palearctic): Locustella, Acrocephalus,
Hippolais; Africa: Cisticola and allies; Mediterranean/Middle
Eastern (Palearctic) region: Sylvia. Relatively little exchange has
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occurred between Northern (Palearctic) and Southern (Orien-
tal and African) Hemisphere faunas in the Old World, perhaps
due to the East/West orientation of major barriers, including
the Sahara and Gobi deserts, the Himalayas, the Alps, the At-
las, Caucasus, and other mountain ranges, and historically, the
Tethys sea, which separated Africa from what is now the
Palearctic. Conversely, in the Americas, where the major bar-
riers are oriented North to South, many Neotropical migrant
families originated in South America, then spread north to the
Nearctic. Voous (1977) is of the opinion that all Old World
sylviids arose in either the Indo-African region or the Sino-
Himalayan region. While these are areas where the largest ra-
diations have taken place, it is not clear where the common an-
cestor of the modern Sylviidae arose.

Habitat

The Old World warblers occupy an astonishing variety of
habitats, from montane and riparian forests to arid scrublands
to marshes and river floodplains to city parks and backyards.
Sylviids are found in all extremes of water availability with
the exception of open water and harsh deserts. The family is
represented at a wide range of altitudes, from lowlands at or
near sea level to montane forests and dwarf scrub as high as
several thousand meters. Considerable habitat adaptability is
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Blue-gray gnatcatcher (Polioptila caerulea) chicks in their nest. (Photo
by R. & S. Day/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

demonstrated by the varied habitats occupied by Acrocephalus
warblers that have colonized oceanic islands.

Habitat partitioning is widespread among sylviid warblers.
An example of foraging height segregation is found in the
Sylvietta crombecs. The long-billed crombec is restricted to
undergrowth in areas of sympatry with red-faced and red-
capped crombecs. In other areas, the long-billed crombec is
found at higher levels in the forest, demonstrating that com-
petition limits the ability of this species to fully exploit its po-
tential niche. Habitat partitioning also occurs in syntopic
species of Sylvia, but there is considerable overlap, leading to
interspecific territorial interactions.

Exploitation of topological niches within a habitat has been
suggested as an important step in ecological and morpholog-
ical divergence of closely related species. Adam Richman and
Trevor Price have shown, in a 1992 study, that such a sce-
nario has apparently occurred among a group of sympatric
Phylloscopus warblers in the Himalayas. A related phenome-
non is replacement, the presence of closely related species in
different habitat types, with little overlap. Replacement is es-
sentially habitat partitioning on a larger scale. Many Afrotrop-
ical genera contain closely-related species that occupy similar
ecological niches in dissimilar habitats.

Behavior
Sylviids range from highly arboreal to almost entirely ter-
restrial. They are generally very active but often quite secre-
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tive and skulking. Most species inhabit dense vegetation, and
are most easily located and identified by voice. The carriage
of many of the Old World warblers is more or less horizon-
tal. Flight ranges from very weak in some sedentary Afrotrop-
ical species, to strong and sustained in long-distance migrants.
The gait is typically a hop, but some species run.

Vocalizations

The Old World warblers are one of the most vocally di-
verse bird families in the world. Most species have well-
developed songs, with parameters that vary greatly both
within and between genera. Song ranges from the unmusical,
repetitive sounds of Prinia to the melodious warbles of Sylvia
and Phylloscopus, to the amazingly complex, multi-element
songs of some Acrocephalus species.

Song is an important component of territorial defense; and
the variety of habitats occupied by sylviids have probably con-
tributed to their vocal diversity. Species inhabiting relatively
open grasslands, marshes, and brushlands often engage in
song-flight displays. Daily and seasonal singing patterns are
highly varied as well; Cettia cetti sings all day, for most of the
year, sometimes at night. Night singing is common in Acro-
cephalus, Bradypterus baboecala and Locustella.

Most Sylvia warblers appear to use subsong, typically a
longer, lower, more complex and melodious version of the
territorial song, in courtship, but it is also given on the win-
tering grounds. A few sylviids incorporate mimicry into their
songs as well. The marsh warbler Acrocephalus palustris learns
its song components, from many dozens of other species it
hears on both the breeding grounds in Europe, and the win-
tering grounds in Africa. Some of the Hippolais warblers (H.
icterina, H. languida, H. polyglotta) incorporate mimcry of other
species into phrases of their own songs. Mimicry also occurs
in Eremomela and Sylvia.

Duets are thought to be involved in pair-bond mainte-
nance, synchronization of sexual activity, or cooperative ter-
ritorial defense, and are generally associated with monogamous
species that maintain territories year-round. A Prinia subflava
female occasionally adds her own complementary rattle to the
notes of a singing male, creating a duet. The female Prinia
bairdii is known to duet during territory advertisement. A few
Cisticola species (C. bunteri, C. chubbi, C. nigriloris) also engage
in duetting. Apalis flavida duets, but not for territory defense.
Other genera with species that duet include: Bathmocercus,

Bradypterus, Drymocichla, Schistolais, and Spiloptila.

Migration and dispersal

The Sylviidae exhibit a wide range of movement tenden-
cies. There is even considerable variation within some species,
like the fan-tailed warbler (Cisticola juncidis), blue-gray gnat-
catcher (Polioptila caerulea), and Cetti’s warbler (Cettia cetti).
Each of these species includes some populations that are mi-
gratory, and others that are mostly sedentary. The true long-
distance migrants are typically Palearctic species that escape
the northern winter by travelling to sub-Saharan Africa or
Southern Asia. These long-distance migrants undertake their
movements at night.

Many Asian species are altitudinal migrants, moving be-
tween elevations, including the Tesias, several Phylloscopus and
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Seicercus species, and many Cettia species. Many African
species undertake local and semi-local movements to moister
areas during the dry season. Cisticola juncidis and other species
of southern affinity tend to erupt northward after mild win-
ters. Philopatry (tendency to remain near the home area) pre-
dominates in the great reed warbler, Acrocephalus arundinaceus,
and is predicted by genetic diversity.

Territorial and social interactions

Almost all Old World warblers are territorial. Typically,
the male defends a territory with song, display, and some-
times chasing and fighting. The majority of antagonistic be-
havior in migratory species occurs in the early spring during
initial territory settlement and mate acquisition. In several
monogamous species the female shares in territorial defense,
sometimes by antagonistic behavior, and occasionally by song
or duetting with her mate. Among polygynous species, fe-
males sometimes defend feeding and nesting areas within a
male’s territory against intrusion from neighboring females.
Many African species defend territories year-round. Winter-
ing and breeding ground site fidelity is often high in migra-
tory and resident species. Family groups are common in many
genera after the breeding season has ended.

Many species are interspecifically territorial. Hippolais icte-
rina aggressively defends its territory and nest from many
other species. Others, such as Cisticola anonymus, are only ag-
gressive toward other species near nest. Some sylviids, such
as the barred warbler Sylvia nisoria, preferentially associate
with certain species of shrikes (Lanius) whose vigilance and
anti-predator aggression result in higher reproductive success
for the barred warbler.

Feeding ecology and diet

The diets of all members of the family consist primarily of
insects, other arthropods, and especially spiders. Other prey
items include crustaceans, snails, and harvestmen (Opiliones).
Sap (golden-crowned kinglet) and nectar (several African and
Asian species, especially Prinia) are occasionally consumed.
Prinia hodgsonii and Orthotomus sutorius are known to carry
pollen attached to the feathers of the throat and forehead; it
and other nectar-feeding species may be important pollinators
in the tropics. Some of the larger reed-warblers (including
Acrocephalus arundinaceus, A. rufesecens, and A. stentoreus) occa-
sionally take small frogs and fish. Young sylviids are fed almost
exclusively arthropods, usually soft-bodied larvae and small in-
sects, but in some cases receive berries as well. Variation in
prey size and type is found among sympatric foraging guilds.
During the pre-migratory period of Palearctic Sylvia warblers,
individuals shift their diet from largely insects to largely berries
and fruits in order to accumulate fat for migration.

Foraging strategies among the Old World warblers are di-
verse. Some species forage singly or in pairs, while others for-
age in groups of several family members or other conspecifics.
Still others readily join mixed-species foraging parties, espe-
cially in the nonbreeding season. Cisticola nigriloris forages in
groups of 5-8 birds, apparently keeping in contact by group-
singing. Many African and nontropical species, join foraging
parties in the nonbreeding season.

Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia

Family: Old World warblers

Garden warbler (Sylvia borin) chicks are fed in their nest. (Photo by
Jany Sauvanet. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

The typical foraging mode is perched gleaning (also
known as standpicking) from the ground or from vegetation.
Sallying and hawking of aerial insects is also used by many
species, including the flycatcher warblers (genus Seicercus).
Bradypterus sylvaticus forages on the ground by scratching up
litter and humus with its feet, or by disturbing the humus
with its wings and tail, in a motion reminiscent of dust-
bathing. Tesias, Macrosphenus kretschmeri, and other terres-
trial warblers feed in a similar manner. Even some Phylloscopus
warblers, members of a genus composed mostly of arboreal
species, have adapted to ground-feeding. Kemp’s longhbill
Macrosphenus kempi climbs about on undergrowth, probing
its bill into dead wood.

Reproductive biology

Most Old World warblers are either socially monogamous
or polygynous. Monogamous warbler species may have a pair
bond that lasts for either a single nesting, a single season, or
more frequently the pair may remain monogamous for several
years. Polygyny occurs when a single male maintains pair bonds
with two or more females, each with her own nest and young.
Classical polyandry (sex-role reversal) does not occur in this
family. Serial monogamy is fairly common among the sylviids,
with pair bonds lasting for only a single nesting. This is the
case in Cisticola juncidis, a species in which most males mate se-
quentially with three or four females (as many as eleven) per
season. Despite the implications of the term, many socially
monogamous species engage in extra-pair copulations in order
to enhance their reproductive success. Polygyny has been in-
tensively studied in Acrocephalus reed warblers. Other genera
with polygynous species include Cettia, Cisticoln, and Phyllosco-
pus. The duration of the pair bond is in part determined by the
movements of a species.
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A black-browed reed-warbler (Acrocephalus bistrigiceps) builds its nest.
(Photo by A.J. Knystautas/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

Courtship

Some species have elaborate courtship displays that may
or may not be accompanied by vocal activity. During the
courtship dance of Camaroptera brachyura, the male repeat-
edly jumps 12-16 in (30-40 cm) into the air from his perch,
while whirring his wings and giving a precisely timed call each
second, corresponding with the jumps. Some Cisticola species
use similar courtship dances, while others attract females and
defend their territories with remarkable aerial song-displays.
Many species, including the wood warbler (Phylloscopus sibila-
trix) and the melodious warbler (Hippolais polyglotta), use a spe-
cial flight style, often called flutter-flight or butterfly flight
when pursuing a female. A characteristic of Sylvia courtship
is the building of several cock nests (partial nests decorated
with spider silk, flower petals, etc.) by the male. The female
apparently uses these partial nests to assess male quality.
Courtship displays are diverse, and utilize full song, subsong,
calls, posture and flight displays, nest building, and presenta-
tion of objects.

Nests

The Old World warblers build some of the most interest-
ing nests in the avian world. They range from simple, open
cups to intricately woven domed and rounded structures, to
highly camouflaged balls of moss and lichens. Nests may be
located on the ground, in low vegetation, or in shrubs and
trees as high as 80 ft (26 m) or more. Support may be pro-
vided by grass and sedge clumps, tree branches, or other veg-
etation. Alternatively, the nest may be hanging or nearly
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pendulous, attached to living leaves, woven into surrounding
grasses, or built as a lining inside an abandoned nest of an-
other species. Nests of the Orthotomus tailorbirds are famous
for their sewing abilities. The female pierces green leaves with
her bill, then draws them together with ‘threads’ of plant fiber,
making several stitches, and sometimes knotting the ends of
the fibers. The resulting sac is lined with spider silk and plant
fibers. Similar nests are made by Artisornis, Calamonastes, Ca-
maroptera, and Schistolais. The nests of most sylviids are built
by both sexes, but in some species, especially polygynous ones,
the female builds alone.

Care of young

Sylviids generally lay between one and 12 eggs per clutch.
The young are usually incubated and brooded by the female,
but in some species including Abroscopus, Seicercus, and Sylvia,
the male shares in the task. Feeding of the young is usually
done by both parents in socially monogamous species, but
there is much interspecific and intraspecific variation in the
degree of paternal involvement. In socially polygynous
species, males tend to take a smaller role in feeding the
young. Aquatic warbler (Acrocephalus paludicoln) males take no
role in incubation and rearing of their young. The altricial
young, which are usually naked but may be downy, remain
in the nest for 10-21 days. In many species, the fledglings
are dependent on their parents for an additional 1-4 weeks
after leaving the nest. Broods of fledglings often roost in
groups to conserve warmth and receive food from the par-
ents. Most northern species are usually single-brooded, but
occasionally raise a second brood if conditions permit. Many
tropical and sub-tropical species, on the other hand, are

double-brooded.

Some sylviid taxa engage in cooperative breeding. Helpers
have been reported in Acrocephalus vaughani, Prinia bairdii, Cis-
ticola anonymous, C. nigriloris, and most of the Eremomelas. It
is not clear, however, whether the helpers in these species are
related to the breeding pair, nor is it known whether mating
of helpers with breeders occurs. The only known case of true
cooperative breeding (a monogamous pair helped by non-
breeding kin) among the Sylviidae is the Seychelles warbler
(Acrocephalus sechellensis). Most of the helpers are females, since
males tend to disperse and attempt to set up their own terri-
tories. In high quality territories, the presence 1-2 helpers in-
creases the reproductive success of the resident pair, while the
presence of 3 or more helpers creates too much competition
and decreases reproductive success. Breeding pairs have been
shown to facultatively manipulate the sex ratio of their eggs
to maximize their future reproductive success.

Conservation status

Several species of Sylviid face serious threats. Many of
these species are greatly range-restricted, with small popula-
tions inhabiting a single island or tiny patch of isolated habi-
tat. Nearly one third of these threatened species are found in
tropical Africa. About as many are endemic to small oceanic
islands. The genera with the largest number of threatened or
Near Threatened species are: Acrocephalus (15), Apalis (7),
Bradypterus (6), and Cisticola (5).
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The reed-warblers (Acrocephalus), are among the most
widespread of the Sylviid genera, but their colonization of is-
land habitats makes them vulnerable to anthropogenic and
climatic threats. Acrocephaline species that have large ranges
are presumably able to survive loss of habitat. However, is-
land populations, and those species with small or already frag-
mented ranges are susceptible to habitat destruction and
introduction of nonindigenous species. The aquatic warbler
has probably suffered dramatic population declines due to de-
struction of its riverine marshland habitat in Eastern Europe
and Western Siberia. [UCN lists it as Vulnerable.

The Seychelles warbler is an island species whose popula-
tion had drooped precipitously to a mere 26 birds occupying
the small Cousin Island in the Seychelles. Intensive manage-
ment of the island resulted in a dramatic increase over the
past thirty years, with the island reaching apparent carrying
capacity in the early 1980s. Recent translocation efforts have
expanded the range of the Seychelles Warbler to include two
more islands.

The millerbird (Acrocephalus familiaris) is the only Sylviid
to colonize the Hawaiian Archipelago. Historically, two pop-
ulations, which were usually regarded as separate species or
subspecies, inhabited the islands, one on Laysan and one on
Nihoa. The Laysan form became extinct in the early twenti-
eth century, after much of the native vegetation was destroyed
by rabbits. The Nihoan form persists on the steep, rocky
slopes of this tiny volcanic island. The Nihoan millerbird is
listed as a Federally Endangered species in the United States.
A 1996 USFWS population estimate was 155 individuals.

Many of the Endangered African species are found in
threatened East African forests. A bird that may once have in-
habited natural forest clearings, Artisornis moreaui, is limited
in its dispersal ability by very weak flight. Forest clearing in
its very small range may lead to the extinction of this highly
local and poorly known species. Six species of Apalis, most
found only in the highland forests of one or a few mountain
groups of East Africa from Kenya to Mozambique, face seri-
ous conservation risks, as do rare species of Bathmocercus,
Chloropeta, Cisticola and Eremomela.

Several threatened species in the genera Acrocephalus,
Bradypterus, Cettin, Megalurulus, Megalurus, Locustella, Phyllo-
scopus, and Orthotomus occur on islands in Southeast Asia and
Australasia.

Among the kinglets, there has been only a single subspecies
faced with serious conservation threats. Regulus calendula ob-
scura was endemic to a highly restricted area of cypress groves
on the island of Guadalupe. The species was last seen in the
1970s and is considered Extinct.

Among the Polioptilinae, only one species, the creamy-
bellied gnatcatcher, Polioptila lactea, is is Near Threatened.
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An arctic warbler (Phylloscopus borealis) sings while perched on a
branch. (Photo by Doug Wechsler/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

This species inhabits lowland coastal forests (to 500m) of
Brazil, Argentina, and Paraguay, primarily in the Parand basin.
Its habitat has been severely reduced and deforestation con-
tinues to pose a threat to its remaining small habitat.

Significance to humans

Their small size, inconspicuous coloration, and preference
for inhabiting vegetation make the Old World warblers un-
likely candidates for human attention. However, the songs of
many species are complex and well-developed. Since many
species inhabit Europe and the Mediterranean, these songs have
been familiar to Western civilization for thousands of years.

Sylviids are largely insectivorous, and are thus invaluable
agents of pest control, not only in agricultural and suburban
areas, but in evergreen and hardwood forests. These small
songbirds are part of a natural balance that man repeatedly
threatens with pesticide use, introduction of alien species, and
planting and maintenance of monocultures in farming and
timber production. Along with spiders and other natural en-
emies, sylviid warblers are part of an already extant system of
insect control awaiting utilization by man. In many tropical
areas, warblers are major consumers of mosquitos, helping to
limit the number of vectors for insect-borne disease.
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1. Golden-spectacled warbler (Seicercus burkii); 2. Whitethroat (Sylvia communis); 3. Golden-crowned kinglet (Regulus satrapa); 4. Tawny-flanked
prinia (Prinia subflava); 5. Long-billed crombec (Sylvietta rufescens); 6. Blackcap (Sylvia atricapilla); 7. Slaty-bellied tesia (Tesia olivea); 8. Arctic
warbler (Phylloscopus borealis); 9. Long-billed gnatwren (Ramphocaenus melanurus); 10. Blue-gray gnatcatcher (Polioptila caerulea); 11. Chiffchaff
(Phylloscopus collybita). (lllustration by Barbara Duperron)
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1. Zitting cisticola (Cisticola juncidis); 2. Cetti’s warbler (Cettia cetti); 3. Common tailorbird (Orthotomus sutorius); 4. Yellow-breasted apalis (Apalis
flavida); 5. Yellow-bellied eremomela (Eremomela icteropygialis); 6. Icterine warbler (Hippolais icterina); 7. Marsh warbler (Acrocephalus palus-
tris); 8. Little grassbird (Megalurus gramineus); 9. Great reed warbler (Acrocephalus arundinaceus); 10. Little rush-warbler (Bradypterus baboe-
cala); 11. Golden-headed cisticola (Cisticola exilis); 12. Grasshopper warbler (Locustella naevia). (lllustration by Barbara Duperron)
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Species

Long-billed gnatwren

Ramphocaenus melanurus

SUBFAMILY
Polioptilinae

TAXONOMY
Ramphocaenus melanurus Vieillot, 1819.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Microbate a long bec; German: Schwarzschwanz-
Degenschnibler; Spanish: Chirito Picon.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.75 in (12 cm); .3—.4 oz (8.5-10 g). A small, distinctive bird
with a long, cocked tail and long, pale slender bill. Tawny
brown above, whitish below, with buffy wash on face, sides of
breast and flanks. Tail dusky black, with white-tipped outer
feathers.

DISTRIBUTION

Neotropical. Lowlands (to 4,900 ft [1500 m]) from Yucatan
south through Central America and northern South America to
central Brazil, also east coast of Brazil, west of Andes to coastal
Ecuador.

HABITAT
Undergrowth and thickets in deciduous forest and forest edges,
and humid forest interior; vine tangle.

Ramphocaenus melanurus

Resident

Vol. 11: Birds IV

accounts

BEHAVIOR

Very active. Solitary or in pairs. Song is a clear musical trill.
Male tail fanning and lateral tail movements probably function
as territorial or mate-attraction displays.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages for insects in low undergrowth, sometimes joins mixed

foraging flocks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is loose, deep cup of leaves, grasses and other plant materi-
als located near the ground. Both parents incubate the two eggs
(17 days), and feed the young. Fledging occurs after 12-15 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Blue-gray gnatcatcher

Polioptila caerulea
SUBFAMILY
Polioptilinae

TAXONOMY
Polioptila caerulea Linnaeus, 1766. Seven to nine subspecies rec-
ognized.

Polioptila caerulea

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Cat-bird; French: Gobe-moucherons Gris-bleu; Ger-
man: Blaumiikenfinger; Spanish: Perlita Grisilla.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4-4.5 in (10-11.5 cm); 0.18-0.25 oz (5-7 g). Tiny grayish bird
with a distinct white eye ring, and a long tail, often cocked.
Upperparts blue-gray, underparts whitish, outer tail feathers
white, inner tail feathers black. Breeding male has black ‘“fore-
head’ stripe extending from base of bill to just above and be-
hind the eye.

DISTRIBUTION

Nearctic. Breeds throughout much of United States and Mex-
ico south to Belize. Winters from extreme southern United
States to Baja, Honduras, and Cuba.

HABITAT

Swampy deciduous or pine woods and riparian lowlands in
eastern United States. Arid scrub, pinyon-juniper, and open
woodland in western United States. Scrub, wood edges, thorn
forest, and clearings on wintering grounds.

BEHAVIOR

Usually solitary or in pairs. Call is a thin buzzy whine, the
male song, a rather soft series of such notes, interspersed with
chips and whistles. In migratory populations, males arrives first
and sing to defend their territories. Some populations in Mex-
ico and Bahamas are permanent residents, but most are migra-
tory between April and September.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Will take a wide variety of insects, spiders. Usually gleans
while perched, but also hover-gleans and hawks for insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. During courtship, the male leads the female to
potential nest sites. The nest, built by both sexes, is a neat cup
of plant fibers often camouflaged and placed high on a branch
or fork of a tree or shrub. Four or five eggs are incubated by
both parents for 11-15 days. Female broods the nestlings, but
later both sexes feed young. Fledging occurs after 1015 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Golden-crowned kinglet
Regulus satrapa

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Regulus satrapa Lichtenstein, MHK, 1823.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Roitelet a couronne dorée; German: Satrap; Spanish:
Reyezuelo Corona Dorada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3-4in (8-11 cm); 0.1-0.3 oz (4-7.5 g). Among smallest of all
songbirds; olive-green with two whitish wing bars, and a white
eye line surmounted by black lateral crown stripes and a yellow
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Regulus satrapa

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

crown. Male has orange central crown feathers that are usually
concealed.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from Nearctic boreal zone south through New England
and Appalachians in eastern United States, Rockies, Cascades,
Sierra Nevada, Chiricahuas in West. Resident populations in
mountains of Mexico, Guatemala. Winters south to Northeast-
ern Mexico.

HABITAT
Dense conifers above 6,560 ft (2,000 m) in Mexico. Sometimes
in deciduous forest in winter.

BEHAVIOR

Very active, often hangs upside down. Voice includes a high
thin call note and song, given by both sexes, consisting of a se-
ries of ascending notes, sometimes followed by a descending
warble. Male defends territory with song, and song-displays
(crown raised, tail and wing flicking). Often joins mixed-species
flocks in fall and winter.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mostly small insects, spiders, and arthropod eggs; occasionally
sap, rarely fruit. Occasionally hover-gleans.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Serially monogamous. Pair bond is maintained through breed-
ing season. Nest, built by both sexes, is a deep hanging cup of
moss, lichens, bark, spider webs and other plant material, at-
tached to hanging twigs near trunk, placed high in conifer.
Eight to nine (sometimes 5-11) eggs. Incubation by female
only (14-15 days). Nestlings are fed by both parents, and leave
the nest after 14-19 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.
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SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Zitting cisticola
Cisticola juncidis

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Sylvia juncidis Rafinesque, 1810.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Fantailed warbler, streaked cisticola; French: Cisticole
des joncs; German: Cistensinger; Spanish: Buitrén Comiin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.9-4.7 in (10-12 cm); 0.3-0.4 oz (8-12 g). Small warbler with
warm brown upperparts strongly streaked with black, rufous
rump and flanks, short, rounded wings, and short, graduated tail,
spotted black and white underneath. Bill short, thin, and slightly
decurved.

DISTRIBUTION

Widespread. Southern Europe (Iberian Peninsula, Mediter-
ranean rim), sub-Saharan Africa, Indian subcontinent, South-
east Asia, Australasia.

HABITAT
Open tall-grass habitat and grassy wetlands, agricultural lands,
primarily in lowlands.

BEHAVIOR

Mostly sedentary, but marked post-breeding dispersal of both
adults and juveniles in many populations. Also migratory in
Western Mediterranean. Male song is a quick, sharp single
note given consistently every 0.5 to 1 seconds. Males are ag-
gressively territorial, especially in vicinity of nest.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages mostly on the ground. Takes insects and insect larvae,
particularly Lepidoptera, grasshoppers, spiders, and beetles.
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Serially monogamous with most males mating with 1-11 fe-
males over the course of a season. Occasionally simultaneously
polygynous. Pair bond lasts for a single nesting. During
courtship, male builds several partially complete nests near the
ground, and attracts female with song-flight. Nest is pear-
shaped bag made by sewing and weaving grasses together with
spider web. Two to six eggs incubated by female for 13 days;
young leave nest in 11-15 days. Female feeds young 10-20
days after fledging.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Golden-headed cisticola
Cisticola exilis

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Cisticola exilis Vigors and Horsfield, 1827.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Bright-headed cisticola, yellow-headed cisticola, tailor-
bird, corn bird; French: Cisticole a couronne dorée; German:
Goldkopg-Cistensinger; Spanish: Buitrén de Capa Dorada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.9-4.3 in (10-11 cm). Small warbler, warm brown back, ru-
fous nape, crown, breast and flanks, whitish throat and belly.
Strong black streaking on back. Wings and tail short. Bill
short, thin, and slightly decurved.

Cisticola juncidis

Resident Breeding

Cisticola exilis

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

The only cisticola absent from Africa. Southern Asia, from In-
dia and China south through Phillipines, Malay Archipelago,
and New Guinea, to Australia.

HABITAT
Tall, coarse, open grassland. Often in wet areas.

BEHAVIOR

Usually solitary or in pairs. Scurries through dense grasses in a
mouse-like manner. May form loose flocks in nonbreeding sea-
son. Male song, given during flight-display, is a nasal wheeze,
followed by an explosive, liquid plook note.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Insectivorous. Forages on or near ground.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Polygynous. Males with shorter tails have increased reproduc-
tive success. Male flight-display consists of characteristic circu-
lar flight, singing and a high-speed vertical plummet. Nest is a
small, rounded bag of grasses, plant down, and spider silk, at-
tached to grasses or other vegetation. The female builds the
nest, sometimes with help from the male, but incubates the
3—4 eggs herself.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Tawny-flanked prinia

Prinia subflava

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Motacilla subflava Gmelin, 1789. Subspecies inornata Sykes,
1832.

Prinia subflava

Resident
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Plain prinia; French: Prinia modeste; German:
Braunkopfprinie; Spanish: Prinia de Dorsos Castafios.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.1-5.5 in (13-14 cm); 0.3-0.4 oz (7-11.5 g). Mmedium to
large warbler with short rounded wings and a fairly long, grad-
uated tail. Upperparts uniformly rufous-brown to gray-brown,
underparts whitish. Short whitish eye line. Legs long, bill rela-
tively short, slightly decurved.

DISTRIBUTION
Sub-Saharan Africa, southern Asia, from Indian subcontinent
to China, Taiwan, most of mainland Southeast Asia.

HABITAT
Lowlands; grassland and savanna, wetlands, mangroves, scrub,
forest clearings and edges.

BEHAVIOR

Active, vocal and conspicuous. Often in pairs or family groups.
Males territorial, defending year-round by singing. Apparently
sedentary, but movement may occur in parts of range during
dry season. Duetting occasionally occurs.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages in vegetation, gleaning insects and sometimes taking
nectar.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is an oval of woven grasses with a side-top entrance. Two
to five eggs are incubated for 13-14 days. Young, fed by both
parents, fledge after 1317 days, but remain with parents 2-3
weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow-breasted apalis
Apalis flavida

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Apalis flavida Strickland, 1852.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Brown-tailed apalis; French: Apalis a gorge jaune;
German: Gelbbrust-Feinsinger; Spanish: Apalis de Pecho
Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.7-5.1 in (12-13 cm); 0.3 oz (7-9.5 g). Small warbler, olive-
green above, whitish throat and belly separated by broad yel-
low breast band, with a central black marking in some
populations. Tail long and graduated, wings short and
rounded. Gray on crown and sides of face.

DISTRIBUTION
Endemic to sub-Saharan Africa.

HABITAT
Savanna, forest edge, riparian forest and thickets.
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Apalis flavida

Resident

BEHAVIOR
Often in pairs or family groups. Male song individually distinc-
tive. Pairs sing duets. Maintain year-round feeding territories.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages in foliage of trees and thickets. Takes a variety of in-
sects, insect larvae, spiders, and also fruit and nectar. Some-
times joins mixed-species foraging parties.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is a hanging, domed bag with side-top entrance, con-
structed largely of lichen bound with spider silk, 3-6 ft (1-2 m)
above ground. Two to three eggs incubated 12-14 days by the
female; the young, fed by both sexes, fledge after 15-16 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Slaty-bellied tesia

Tesia olivea

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Tesia olivea McClelland, 1840.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Slaty-bellied ground warbler; French: Té a ventre ar-
doise; German: Goldscheiteltesia; Spanish: Trinador de Vien-
tre Pizarro.
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Tesia olivea

Resident

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.5-4 in (9-10 cm); 0.2-0.3 oz (6-9 g). Characterized by an ex-
ceptionally short tail with 10 rectrices, a large head, rounded
wings, long legs, and a more or less upright posture.

DISTRIBUTION
From south Central Asia through lower Himalayas and Nepal
to south China, south to northwest Thailand, north Laos, and
North Vietnam.

HABITAT

Damp areas and stream courses in evergreen forests; usually
3,280-8,860 ft (1,000-2,700 m).

BEHAVIOR

Keeps to dense cover near the ground. It is skulking, but read-
ily approaches to investigate and scold an intruder. Apparently
non-migratory, but descends to lower elevations in winter.
Voice a ventriloquial tchirik-tchirik.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages in litter on the forest floor for insects and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Little known. Pairs frequently observed.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Cetti’s warbler
Cettia cetti

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Cettia cetti Temminck, 1820.
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Cettia cetti

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Bouscarle de Cetti; German: Seidensinger; Spanish:
Ruisenior Bastardo de Cetti.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.3-5.7 in (13.5-14.5 cm); 0.4-0.6 oz (10-18g) (males), 0.3-0.6
oz (8-16g) (females). Medium-sized, plump warbler with long,
graduated, rounded tail with 10 rectrices; short, rounded
wings; and a delicate, dark bill. Strongly sexually dimorphic, as
measured by wing length and mass. Upperparts dull chestnut
to rufous, throat white, breast grayish, and belly and flanks
buffy. Characteristic thin, whitish supercilium and eye ring.

DISTRIBUTION

Distribution across Eurasia. In summer, north into Caucasus
region of Russia and Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakstan. Win-
ters along the Indus River in Pakistan. Eastern race (albiventris)
migrates to south to Pakistan and Afghanistan.

HABITAT
Lowlands, usually near water, in dense thickets and reedbeds.

BEHAVIOR

Skulking. Male territorial song is an explosive series of clear
tones. A softer variant is used during courtship. Male song pat-
tern is unique allowing individual recognition. Males aggres-
sively territorial, defending with song, wing-waving display and
fighting. In sedentary populations, territories defended all year.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages on or near the ground for insects (especially aquatic
invertebrates), spiders, harvestmen, snails, earthworms, and
some seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Often serially polygynous. Male may mate with the same 1-4 fe-
males for several successive years. Nest is loose cup of stems and
leaves, placed low among tangled vegetation. The nest of each
female is placed in her ‘range’ within the male territory. The
4-5 eggs are incubated by the female. Fledging occurs at 14-16
days, young remain dependent for additional 15 or more days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.
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SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Little rush warbler
Bradypterus baboecala

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Bradypterus baboecala Vieillot, 1817.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: African bush-warbler, African sedge warbler; French:
Bouscarle des marais; German: Sumpfbuschsinger; Spanish:
Ruisefior Africano.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.9-7.5 in (15-19 cm); 0.4-0.6 oz (11-17 g). Medium-sized
warbler with dark brown upperparts, buffy flanks and breast,
whitish underparts, whitish throat streaked or spotted with
dark brown, and pale eye line. Tail wide and rounded.

DISTRIBUTION
Sub-Saharan Africa. Widespread, but local in the northern
tropics; common throughout much of the south.

HABITAT
Reedbeds and grasses, near marshes, lagoons, sewage ponds,
watercourses.

BEHAVIOR

Found singly or in pairs. Reluctant to fly. Song an accelerating
series of chips, with the tempo of a “bouncing ball.” Males de-
fend territory with song and song-flight. Generally sedentary.

Bradypterus baboecala

Resident
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages for insects. Also known to take ant eggs.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Nest is a tight, bulky cup of grasses and reeds,
situated in a tussock and supported by sedge or rush leaves
over water. The 2-3 eggs are incubated 12-14 days. Fledging
period is 12-13 days, both sexes feed young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Grasshopper warbler
Locustella naevia

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Locustella naevia Boddaert, 1783.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Locustelle tachetée; German: Feldschwirl; Spanish:
Buscarla Pintoja.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.7-5.1 in (12-13 cm); 0.3-0.6 oz (9.5-18 g). Small grass war-
bler with olive-brown upperparts, streaked with black, under-
parts creamy white, flanks and breast buffy, streaked brown.
Short, rounded wings and short graduated tail.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from southern Scandinavia, British Isles and France
west throughout central Europe and Siberia to Mongolia,
Northern China. Winters in Africa and Indian subcontinent.

HABITAT
Grasslands, low scrub, bogs, fens and marshes, with some
shrubs and trees.
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BEHAVIOR

Very secretive; keeps to dense cover. Gait is a run; flight short
and low. Song a high, far-carrying trill, common at night. Fe-
male sings during courtship.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages in low vegetation and on ground for insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Female builds cup nest of grass and plant material on or near
ground in thick vegetation. The 5-6 eggs are incubated 12-15
days by both parents. Young leave nest after 10-15 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Marsh warbler

Acrocephalus palustris

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Acrocephalus palustris Bechstein, 1798.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Rousserolle verderolle; German: Sumpfrohrsinger;
Spanish: Carricero Poliglota.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.1 in (13 cm); 0.4-0.7 oz (10-20 g). Heavy, medium-sized
warbler with uniform olive-brown upperparts, creamy under-
parts, buffy wash on sides of breast and flanks, white throat,
and light line from eye to base of bill.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds throughout Central and Western Europe, excluding
Iberia and British Isles to southern Scandinavia and western
Russia. Winters in Southeast Africa.

Locustella naevia

Breeding Nonbreeding

Acrocephalus palustris

Breeding Nonbreeding
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HABITAT
Breeds in tall herbaceous vegetation and woody cover, often in
moist areas, but also on dry slopes, and in parks and open forest.

BEHAVIOR

Solitary and territorial in breeding season, some males polyter-
ritorial. Posture somewhat upright. Song a complex, sweet
warble learned by mimicry of other birds. Female sings during
courtship.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans insects and spiders from low vegetation. Also takes
snails, and rarely berries.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Mostly monogamous, but serial monogamy and opportunistic
polygyny occur. Courtship may include aerial dance involving
both sexes. Nest is built by female; cylindrical cup of leaves
and plant material 3.3-6.6 ft (1-2 m) from ground in tall vege-
tation, with rim woven around supporting vegetation. Three to
six eggs incubated and young, cared for by both parents, leave
nest after 11-12 days, remain dependent 15-19 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Great reed warbler
Acrocephalus arundinaceus

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY

Acrocephalus arundinaceus Linnaeus, 1758. Subspecies griseldis
Hartlaub, 1891.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Rousserolle turdoide; German: Drosselrohrsinger;
Spanish: Carricero Tordal.

Acrocephalus arundinaceus

Breeding Nonbreeding
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

7.5-7.9 in (19-20 cm); 0.7-1.8 oz (21-51 g). Large, heavy war-
bler with strong bill and legs, longish pointed wings. Uniform
brown above, whitish below, with buffy wash on flanks, rufous
rump, light eyeline.

DISTRIBUTION
Breeds from Iberia and northwest Africa to western Siberia and
west China. Winters across sub-Saharan Africa.

HABITAT
Reedbeds and other emergent vegetation, sometimes in thickets
bordering water. Swamps, stream courses and savanna in winter.

BEHAVIOR
Movements slow and clumsy. Song deep and slow, full of low
croaks and rattles. Male defends large territory.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Insects, spiders, snails, small vertebrates (fish and frogs), some
fruits in non-breeding season. Forages in emergent vegetation,
trees and shrubs, and water surface.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Many polygynous, but significant portion monogamous. Pair
bond lasts only until nestling stage. Nest is built by female;
deep cylinder of reeds and leaves, suspended above water.
Three to six eggs incubated 14 days by female; young fed by
both parents; fledglings dependent additional two weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Icterine warbler
Hippolais icterina

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Hippolais icterina Viellot, 1817.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Hypolais ictérine; German: Gelbspétter; Spanish:
Zarcero Icterino.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.9-5.3 in (12.5-13.5 cm); 0.3-0.8 oz (8-23 g). Small warbler
with olive to gray-olive upperparts, yellowish underparts, pale
eye line, and long, thin bill.

DISTRIBUTION
France, Balkans, and Scandinavia east to southwest Siberia.
Winters in Southern Africa.

HABITAT
Open forests, orchards gardens and edges; often in lowlands
and river valleys.

BEHAVIOR

Active and vocal, but usually remains in foliage. Territorial on
breeding and wintering grounds. Song rapid, varied, including
musical phrases and mimicry.
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Hippolais icterina

Breeding Nonbreeding

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Insects, fruit in late summer. Forages in foliage, gleaning in-
sects and sallying to catch aerial prey.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Nest is neat cup of plant material, decorated on
outside with bark, paper, wool, etc., built by female in fork of
shrub or tree. Four to five eggs incubated by female for 13-15
days; young, cared for by both parents, leave nest after 12-16
days, independent after 1-2 weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Common tailorbird
Orthotomus sutorius

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Orthotomus sutoria Pennant, 1769.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Long-tailed tailorbird; French: Couteriére a longe
queue; German: Rotstirn-Schneidervogel.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
5.1'in (13 cm); 0.2-0.4 oz (6-10 g). Small bird with long, thin,
decurved bill. Back olive-green, underparts creamy, nape gray,

crown rufous, whitish eyeline. Short, spiky tail often held erect.

DISTRIBUTION
Resident throughout India and Southeast Asia to Java and In-
donesia.

HABITAT
Deciduous forest, scrubby clearings, gardens, scrubland, and
mangroves.
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Orthotomus sutorius

Resident

BEHAVIOR

Solitary or in pairs. Skulking but restless and active. Flicks tail
side to side often. Song a loud, two-syllable phrase repeated in
series of three to four calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Insects and insect larvae, flower nectar. Forages on ground, in
low vegetation and in trees.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is lined with spider silk, soft plant fibers, etc.; sewn by fe-
male from the leaves of a broad-leaved plant, usually well hid-
den. Incubation of 3-5 eggs for 12 days and feeding nestlings
done by both parents.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow-bellied eremomela
Eremomela icteropygialis

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Eremomela icteropygialis Lafresnaye, 1822.

OTHER COMMON NAMES j

English: Salvadori’s eremomela; French: Erémomele a crou-
pion jaune; German: Gelbbauch-Eremomela; Spanish: Eremo-
mela de Vientre Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.9-4.3 in (10-11 cm); 0.26-0.33 oz (7.5-9.3 g). Small bird
with gray head, nape, back, and breast, yellow belly and under-
tail. Dark eyeline surmounted by a lighter one; dark gray wing
and tail.
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Family: Old World warblers

Eremomela icteropygialis

Resident

Sylvietta rufescens

Resident

DISTRIBUTION
Widespread throughout non-forested sub-Saharan Africa.

HABITAT
Woodland, forest edge, scrub, gardens, and riparian areas.

BEHAVIOR

Inconspicuous. Usually in pairs or groups of up to eight birds.
Territorial. Song is loud, twittery series of 7-8 notes. Mimicry
sometimes included.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Foraging mostly in canopy and mid-level for small insects.
Sometimes joins mixed-species foraging parties.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Breeds primarily during monsoon season. Nest is

deep cup of plant down and spider silk, lined with grass, and sus-
pended from fork of a shrub or tree. One to three eggs are incu-
bated 13-14 days by female; nestlings, fed by both parents, leave
after 15-16 days, fed by parents additional two or more weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Long-billed crombec

Sylvietta rufescens

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Sylvietta rufescens Vieillot, 1817.
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Cape crombec; French: Crombec a long bec; German:
Langschnabelsylvietta; Spanish: Sylvieta de Pico Largo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.9-4.7 in (10-12 cm); 0.3-0.8 oz (8-23 g). Small, nearly tail-
less bird with brownish gray upperparts, breast and flanks
buffy, throat and belly white. Black eyeline surmounted by a
light eyeline.

DISTRIBUTION
Endemic resident in Southern Africa.

HABITAT
Thick brush, Acacia scrub, open and secondary woodland, often
in drier areas.

BEHAVIOR
Solitary or in pairs or family groups. Song a high, variable se-
ries of trilled notes. Territorial. Flight bouncy.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Insects, ticks and grass seeds. Forages methodically from bot-
tom to top of bushes and trees. Often joins mixed-species for-
aging parties.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Nest is large, hanging bag of grasses, spider
webs, and plant fibers, close to ground and attached to the
lower limbs of a tree, often an acacia. One to three eggs incu-
bated for two weeks; nestlings fed by both parents for two
weeks before leaving.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Chiffchaff
Phylloscopus collybita

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Phylloscopus collybita Vieillot, 1817.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Common, Eurasian chiffchaff; French: Pouillot véloce;
German: Zilpzalp; Spanish: Mosquitero Comtin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.9-4.3 in (10-11 cm); 0.2-0.4 oz (6-12 g). Small warbler with
short, fine bill, olive-green upperparts, white underparts,
brownish flanks, a dark line through the eye, surmounted by a
light line.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from Iberia, British Isles and Scandinavia to Caspian
Sea, northern Mongolia, eastern Siberia. Winters in Western
Europe, Mediterranean, northwest Africa, Middle East, India
and sub-Saharan Africa.

HABITAT
Open woodland with tall undergrowth, parks, and scrub, typi-
cally in lowlands.

BEHAVIOR

Solitary or in pairs during breeding season. In small groups or
mixed flocks in migration and winter. Territorial. Song highly
variable; in nominate group it is series of two-note alternating
phrases.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages from ground to canopy for insects, gleaning from fo-

liage.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous, sometimes facultatively polygynous. Nest is
built by the female; dome of dry gr-ss and other plant materi-
als with a side entrance, on or near the ground in thick vegeta-
tion. Four to seven eggs, incubated 13-15 days by female;
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nestlings cared by female; fledge after 14-16 days. Brood inde-
pendent after 10-19 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Arctic warbler
Phylloscopus borealis

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Phyllopneuste borealis Blasius, 1858.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Pouillot boréal; German: Wanderlaubsinger; Spanish:
Mosquitero Boreal.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.1-5.1 in (10.5-13 cm); 0.3-0.5 oz (8-15 g). Medium-sized
warbler, olive-green above, yellowish-white below, with a yel-
low wash in some plumages. Thin, clean whitish eye line; long
wings with two whitish wing bars.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds in boreal and subalpine zones from Scandinavia
throughout Asia to Japan and Western Alaska. Winters in
Southeast Asia, Wallacea.

HABITAT

Coniferous, deciduous, and mixed forest in taiga zone. Winters
in open woodlands, rainforest, forest edge, gardens, and man-
groves.

BEHAVIOR

Arboreal and active, with quick flight and habit of wing- and
tail-flicking. Usually solitary or in pairs or small family groups.
Territorial; male often defends with song and wing-rattling
displays.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages in foliage for insects and larvae, usually high, but occa-
sionally close to the ground.

)

Phylloscopus collybita

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

Phylloscopus borealis

Breeding Nonbreeding
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous, occasionally polygynous. Courtship involves
song, wing-rattling and wing-flapping displays. Nest is built by
the female; dome of dry grass and other plant materials with a
side entrance on the ground in thick vegetation. Incubation of
5-7 eggs for 11-13 days by female; fledging takes 1314 days,
young fed by both parents, brooded by female; young indepen-
dent after two weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Golden-spectacled warbler
Seicercus burkii

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Seicercus burkii Burton, 1836.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Yellow-eyed flycatcher warbler; French: Pouillot de
Burke; German: Goldbrillen-Laubsinger] Spanish: Curruca de
Burke.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.9-4.7 in (10-12 cm); 0.2-0.3 oz (6-9 g). Small, plump war-
bler, with bright green upperparts, bright yellow underparts, a
short, broad tail with white undertail feathers. Crown streaked
black and gray, eyering yellow; yellow wingbar.

DISTRIBUTION
Southern Asia, from India to south-central China to Thailand,
Cambodia and Vietnam.

Seicercus burkii

Breeding Nonbreeding

Family: Old World warblers

HABITAT
Mid-level undergrowth of evergreen or mixed forest in high-
lands. Winters at lower elevations.

BEHAVIOR
Usually solitary or in pairs. Rarely found in canopy. Song of
burkii is a loud, clear trill.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Insects. Often joins mixed-species flocks in non-breeding season.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Little known. Nest is ball of mosses, grass, and other plant
fibers, lined with moss and lichen, and concealed along a bank
or slope, often in tree roots. Four eggs are incubated by both
parents.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Little grassbird

Megalurus gramineus

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Megalurus gramineus Gould, 1865.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Little marshbird; striated grassbird; little reedbird;
marsh warbler; French: Mégalure menue; German: Zwergschil-
fsinger.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
5.1-5.9 in (13-15 cm). Medium-sized warbler with brownish
upperparts, streaked dark; pale grayish underparts finely

Megalurus gramineus

Resident
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streaked with dark brown. Flight feathers graduated, edged
with white.

DISTRIBUTION
Southern and eastern Australia.

HABITAT
Dense vegetation of marshes, reedbeds, swamps, occasionally
mangroves.

BEHAVIOR
Solitary. Skulking. Song is three note, plaintive whistle. Flight
is weak. Some movement and nomadism occurs.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Insects, insect larvae, spiders and other arthropods; also takes
aquatic mollusks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Courtship involves chasing and wing-fluttering displays. Nest is
suspended above water, a deep cup of grass and plant material,
lined with large feathers, and rimmed tops. Three to five eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Blackcap

Sylvia atricapilla

SUBFAMILY

Sylviinae

TAXONOMY

Sylvia atricapilla Linnaeus, 1758.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Fauvette a téte noire; German: Monchsgrasmiicke;
Spanish: Curraca Capirotada.

Sylvia atricapilla

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

22

Vol. 11: Birds IV

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm); 0.5-0.7 oz (15-21 g). Medium-sized, with
plumage ranging from slate gray in adult males to olive or
brown in females and juveniles. Crown is distinctive (black in
adult males, rufous in females and juveniles). Wings are long
and pointed, with long primary projection. Bill is black, rela-
tively long, and pointed. Legs long.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from British Isles and southern Scandinavia throughout
Western and Central Europe to coastal northwest Africa,
Mediterranean, Near East, and west to central Russia and
northern Iran.

HABITAT
Forest with tall undergrowth, from riparian areas, parks and
gardens to boreal forest and alpine forest to treeline.

BEHAVIOR

Arboreal and very active. Males territorial, defending with
song, displays, and agonistic behavior. Mimicry of other birds
is occasionally incorporated into song. Mixed partial migrant:
individuals in northern range migrate south, while individuals
in southern range (the Mediterranean area) are residents or
partial migrants.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feeds in trees and shrubs, gleaning insects and other arthro-
pods from leaves and branches. During migration and on win-
tering grounds, fruits constitute a large part of the diet.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Pairs solitary and territorial, generally monogamous. Site-fi-
delity is high in migratory populations. Courtship involves
construction, by the male, of several loose ‘cock nests’. The fe-
male completes the final nest, a fine cup typically located in
dense vegetation of a tree or shrub above ground. Both parents
incubate 2-6 eggs (typically 5) for 10-16 days. Feeding young
in the nest (8-14 days) and after fledging (for about two weeks)
is also shared.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

A familiar songbird easily recognized by appearance and voice.
It is a model system for the study of the physiology and evolu-
tion of bird migration, and for the study of avian diet and en-
ergetics, especially as related to movement and seasonal food
availability. &

Whitethroat

Sylvia communis

SUBFAMILY
Sylviinae

TAXONOMY
Sylvia communis Latham, 1787.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Common whitethroat, greater whitethroat; French:
Fauvette grisette; German: Dorngrasmiicke; Spanish: Curruca
Zarcera.
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Sylvia communis

Breeding Nonbreeding

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm); 0.4-0.9 oz (10-24 g). Medium-sized warbler
with gray-brown upperparts, whitish underparts, buffy flanks,
gray (male) or brownish (female) cap and side of face, and a
bright white throat. Folded wing shows significant rufous edg-
ing of coverts, secondaries and tertials. Long tail with white
outer tail feathers.

Family: Old World warblers

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds in Western and Central Europe, southern and coastal
Scandinavia, Turkey, North Africa, and Western and Central
Siberia. Winters in sub-Saharan Africa.

HABITAT
Open scrubland, farmland and forest edges, with mix of herba-
ceous and low woody vegetation.

BEHAVIOR

Typically solitary or in pairs. Skulking, but inquisitive. Male
song a short, scratchy warble. Territorial. Engages in song-
flight display, rising vertically from shrub, then swooping
back down.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages in low and mid-height vegetation, gleaning arthro-
pods.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Male builds ‘cock nests’. Nest a loose, deep cup
of grasses in dense, low, tangled vegetation. Three to six eggs
incubated 11-13 days, mostly by female; young brooded and
fed by both parents, leave nest after 10-12 days, remain with
parents 2-3 weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &
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Old World flycatchers

(Muscicapidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Muscicapidae

Thumbnail description

A large, highly variable group consisting of about
135 species of songbirds. They are small-to
medium-sized perching birds, sometimes quite
colorful; most feed by making aerial sallies from
an exposed perch to catch their prey of flying
insects

Size
Body length 3-9 in (7.6-23 cm)

Number of genera, species

16 genera, 135 species, including 9 genera
(109 species) of Muscicapinae (typical Old
World flycatchers) and 7 genera (26 species) of
Platysteirinae (African flycatchers)

Habitat

Species occur in a wide range of habitats,
including forest, woodland, savanna, grassland,
edges of waterbodies and wetlands, pasture
and other agricultural areas, and well-vegetated
gardens and residential areas

Distribution

Conservation status

The World Conservation Union (IUCN) lists 18
species of the Muscicapidae as being at risk,
plus another 19 species as being Near
Threatened

Evolution and systematics

As treated here, the Old World flycatchers (family Musc-
icapidae) include 16 genera and about 135 species, including
9 genera and 109 species of the subfamily Muscicapinae (the
typical Old World flycatchers) and 7 genera and 26 species
of Platysteirinae (the African flycatchers). However, avian
systematists are actively studying the composition of this di-
verse group of birds and related ones. There is ongoing con-
troversy about the relationship of the Muscicapidae to other
designated families of passerine birds, and whether to com-
bine some of these with the Old World flycatchers. One
classification joins the Muscicapidae with several related fam-
ilies, including the whistlers (Pachycephalidae), the fantails
(Rhipiduridae), and the monarchs (Monarchidae). That group
would include about 49 genera and 398 species. Some other
systematic treatments would include even more families than
this, including the Old World warblers (Silviidae) and
thrushes (Turdidae). The tyrant flycatchers (Tyrannidae) are
generally similar in appearance and behavior to the Musci-
capidae, but this is because of convergent evolution as the
families are not actually closely related.
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Widespread in Eurasia and Africa with the greatest richness of species occurring in
tropical and subtropical Africa, India, and Southeast Asia

Physical characteristics

The Old World flycatchers are a large and variable group
consisting of about 135 species of songbirds. The subfamily
Muscicapinae includes small- to medium-sized birds, with a
body length generally ranging from 3-9 in (7.6-23 cm). The
bill is relatively small, short, vertically (dorso-ventrally) flat-
tened, and pointed. There are stout, well-developed bristles
(known as rictal bristles) at the gape of the beak, which help
increase the effectiveness at catching flying insects. The legs
are relatively short and the feet small but well suited to perch-
ing. Coloration is highly variable among species, ranging from
dull gray or brown to bright blue or vermilion and sometimes
occurring in stark patterns. The sexes are colored alike in
many species, but are dimorphic in others. Young birds are
usually relatively subdued in coloration and spotted on the
back and/or breast.

The subfamily Platysteirinae is also a varied group of
small- to medium-sized songbirds. The bill is small, short,
vertically flattened, and slightly hooked at the tip. There are
well-developed rictal bristles at the gape of the beak. The tail
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The colorful plumage of the blue-and-white flycatcher (Ficedula cyanome-
lana). (Photo by T. Shimba/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

is short and the legs and feet are variable in length and stout-
ness. An area of bare skin around the eye is variable in color
among species. The sexes are colored differently, with the
females being generally more subdued in pattern and hue.
The plumage coloration of the male is mostly glossy black
and white, while the female is usually more brown and some-
times light rufous on the belly. In both the Muscicapinae and
Platysteirinae, relatively widespread species have been di-
vided into various gepgraphically distinct subspecies and
races that are distinct in elements of their size, plumage, be-
havior, and song.

Distribution

Species of typical Old World flycatchers are found widely
through Eurasia and Africa. However, the greatest richness
of species occurs in tropical Asia and Africa. Species of the
Platysteirinae occur only in Africa.

Habitat

Species of Old World flycatchers occur in a wide range of
habitats, including moist and dry forest, woodland, savanna,
grassland, edges of waterbodies and wetlands, pasture and
other agricultural areas, and well-vegetated gardens and res-
idential areas.

Behavior
The northern species of Old World flycatchers are sea-
sonal migrants, breeding in higher-latitude temperate and
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subarctic regions and wintering in subtropical and tropical ar-
eas. During their migration they travel at night and feed dur-
ing the day. Species that breed in subtropical and tropical
regions are resident there, although some of them may un-
dertake seasonal movements between low- and high-altitude
habitats. Most species are non-gregarious, occurring only
singly, as pairs, or in small family groups consisting of par-
ents and their immature progeny. The Old World flycatch-
ers are strong and highly maneuverable fliers. Most species
feed by sitting on a conspicuous perch until a flying insect is
spotted, which is then pursued and caught in an aerial sally.
Some species also glean prey from foliage, bark surfaces, or
the ground. Some species have a well-developed song used to
proclaim and defend their breeding territory, but in others it
is relatively monotonous and weak. All species have calls used
to communicate with individuals of their species, or to alert
all nearby birds of the presence of a potential predator.

Feeding ecology and diet

Old World flycatchers use a variety of feeding tactics to
prey on insects and other arthropods. Most species use an ex-
posed vantage point, such as a high perch in a tree, to spot
flying insects, which are then caught in an aerial pursuit. Some
species also feed by gleaning prey from bark, branches, fo-
liage, or spider webs, or by swooping down to feed on arthro-
pods spotted on the ground. Some species repeatedly return

A cape puffback (Batis capensis) on its nest. (Photo by W. Tar-
boton/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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to use a favorite perch for hunting, while others move about
and frequently change their vantage point.

Reproductive biology

Old World flycatchers are highly territorial during their
breeding season, defending a nesting area from others of their
species. They do this by proclaiming their territory by fre-
quent renditions of a song, and if this is not sufficient they
will fight with intruders. They build a cup-shaped nest of
grass, bark, and other plant fibers. The nest is generally placed
in the fork of a branch, on a ledge of a bank, or in a cavity in
a tree, stump, or cliff. They lay two to seven spotted or mot-
tled eggs. In some species both parents participate in build-
ing the nest and incubating the eggs, while in others only the
female does this. The incubation period ranges from about
12-22 days. Both parents care for the nestlings and fledglings.
In some species, particularly of African flycatchers, immature
birds of previous nestings will help their parents raise a new
clutch of siblings.

Conservation status
The World Conservation Union IUCN lists 18 species of
birds in the Muscicapidae as being at risk, plus another 19
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species as being Near Threatened. However, the conserva-
tion status of many rare species in this group has not yet been
studied. Further research will undoubtedly add additional
species to the listings. Examples of listed species at-risk in-
clude the Nimba flycatcher (Melaenornis annamarulae) of the
Ivory Coast and Guinea (Vulnerable), the streaky-breasted
jungle-flycatcher (Rhinomyias addita) of China (Near Threat-
ened), the white-browed jungle-flycatcher (Rbinomyias insig-
nis) of the Philippines (Vulnerable), the Grand Comoro
flycatcher (Humblotia flavirostris) of the Comoro Islands (En-
dangered), the Lampobattang flycatcher (Ficedula bonthaina)
of Indonesia (Endangered), the red-tailed newtonia (Newto-
nia fanovanae) of Madagascar (Vulnerable), and the banded
wattle-eye (Platysteira laticincta) of Cameroon (Endangered).
All of these species are at-risk because of historical and on-
going habitat loss and fragmentation.

Significance to humans

Old World flycatchers are not of direct importance to hu-
mans, other than the indirect economic benefits of ecotourism
and bird-watching focused on seeing birds in natural habitats.
Moreover, it is crucial that research be undertaken to better
understand the biology and habitat needs of the rare and en-
dangered species of Old World flycatchers. In addition, their
critical habitats must be identified and rigorously protected
to prevent the extinction of these birds.
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1. Silverbird (Empidornis semipartitus); 2. Black-and-white flycatcher (Bias musicus); 3. Abyssinian slaty flycatcher (Melaenornis chocolatinus); 4.
Orange-breasted blue flycatcher (Cyomis tickelliae); 5. Fraser’s forest-flycatcher (Fraseria ocreata); 6. Female shrike-flycatcher (Megabyas flam-
mulatus); 7. Black-throated wattle-eye (Platysteira peltata); 8. Cape batis (Batis capensis); 9. Female chestnut wattle-eye (Dyaphorophyia cas-
tanea) 10. Large-billed blue-flycatcher (Cyornis caerulatus); 11. Red-tailed newtonia (Newtonia fanovanae). (lllustration by Barbara Duperron)
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1. Male collared flycatcher (Ficedula albicollis), spring plumage; 2. Dull-blue flycatcher (Eumyias sordida); 3. Male European pied flycatcher (Ficedula
hypoleuca), spring plumage; 4. Fulvous-chested jungle-flycatcher (Rhinomyias olivacea); 5. Female little slaty flycatcher (Ficedula basilanica) 6.
Brown-chested jungle-flycatcher (Rhinomyias brunneata); 7. Spotted flycatcher (Muscicapa striata); 8. Large niltava (Niltava grandis); 9. Ashy fly-
catcher (Muscicapa caerulescens); 10. Cassin’s flycatcher (Muscicapa cassini). (lllustration by Barbara Duperron)
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Species

Spotted flycatcher

Muscicapa striata

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Muscicapa striata Pallas, 1764.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Gobemouche gris; German: Grauschnipper; Spanish:
Papamoscas Gris.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 5 in (13-14 cm). Both sexes are col-
ored alike, having a brownish gray back, head, and tail and a
white belly and throat streaked with gray. The juvenile is more
spotted. Various subspecies have been described based on
plumage and song characters.

DISTRIBUTION
Breeds widely in northern and central Europe and European
and central Russia, and winters in southern Africa.

HABITAT
Breeds in temperate forest edges, woods, parks, orchards, and
gardens.

BEHAVIOR

A migratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a territory.
Winters as single birds. Often flicks its wings and tail when
perched. The song is delivered from a prominent perch, and is
a series of about six squeaky notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Spots flying insects from a prominent perch and then pursues
the prey by an aerial sally. Usually returns persistently to the
same perch.
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accounts

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a cup-shaped nest in a tree crotch, shallow tree-cavity,
or behind loose bark, and also uses nest-boxes. Lays four to six
greenish eggs with rust-colored spots.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and locally abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-watch-
ing. ¢

Ashy flycatcher

Muscicapa caerulescens

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Mouscicapa caerulescens Hartlaub, 1865.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Ashy alseonax, blue-gray flycatcher, cinereus fly-
catcher; French: Gobemouche 2 lunettes; German: Schiefer-
schnipper; Spanish: Papamoscas Ahumado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
The body length is 5.5-6 in (14-16 cm). The sexes are colored
similarly, with a light blue-gray back, gray-white underparts, a

Muscicapa striata

Breeding Nonbreeding

Muscicapa caerulescens

Resident
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white eye-ring, and a black line bordered by a white one ex-
tending through the eye. Several subspecies have been identi-
fied, which differ somewhat in coloration.

DISTRIBUTION
A resident species of much of southern Africa.

HABITAT

Occurs in a wide range of tropical forest-edges and moist open
woodlands and savannas, and also cleared and agricultural ar-
eas. Does not occur in the interior of closed forest. Occurs as
high as 5,900 ft (1,800 m).

BEHAVIOR
A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. The song consists of three to five high-pitched notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Hunts from a perch for flying insects in the upper canopy.
Usually returns to its original perch after an aerial sally.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a bulky cup-shaped nest of moss, grass, and rootlets
lined with finer material. Nest is placed in a shallow tree-
cavity, a bark crevice, or at a narrow branch-fork. Lays two or
three creamy colored, finely speckled eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and locally abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-watch-
ing. &

Cassin’s flycatcher
Muscicapa cassini

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Muscicapa cassini Heine, 1859.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Cassin’s alseonax, Cassin’s gray flycatcher; French:
Gobemouche de Cassin; German: Cassinschnipper; Spanish:
Papamoscas de Cassin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 5.5 in (14 cm). The sexes are colored
similarly, with a bluish gray back, black wings and tail, and
white underparts with gray flanks and chest.

DISTRIBUTION
A resident species of much of western tropical Africa.

HABITAT

Occurs in the vicinity of rivers, streams, and other surface wa-
ters within humid, lowland, tropical forest. Occurs as high as
about 5,900 ft (1,800 m).

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a linear
territory along a watercourse, or a wider one in flooded forest.
The song consists of a medley of whistles, buzzes, and chirps
sung in bouts of several minutes.
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Muscicapa cassini

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

An active hunter that searches for flying insects from an ex-
posed perch, such as a stump or dead tree in the water or from
an overhanging branch. Usually returns to its original perch af-
ter each sally. Sometimes swoops to take prey from a spider
web or the ground.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a cup-shaped nest of grass and other fibers. The nest is
placed close to the ground in a shallow cavity in a stump, in
other kinds of tree-crevices, or at a narrow branch-fork. Lays
two light-green, finely speckled eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and locally abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &

Pied flycatcher
Ficedula hypoleuca

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Ficedula hypoleuca Pallas, 1764.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: European pied flycatcher; French: Gobemouche noir;
German: Trauerschnipper; Spanish: Papamoscas Cerrojillo.
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Ficedula hypoleuca

Breeding Nonbreeding

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is 5 in (13-14 c¢m). The male is colored strik-
ingly black-and-white, with a black back and head, a white
belly and throat, and white wing-flashes. The female and juve-
nile are gray above, with a white belly and throat, and white
wing-flashes. The winter male is colored more grayish.

DISTRIBUTION
Breeds widely in northern and central Europe and European
Russia, and winters in western equatorial Africa.

HABITAT
Breeds in temperate forest, woods, parks, orchards, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

A migratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a territory.
Winters as single birds. Often raises its fanned tail while
perched. The song is delivered from a prominent perch, and is
a varied series of loud trills.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Catches flying insects by an aerial sally from a prominent
perch. Usually returns persistently to the same perch.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests in a tree-cavity, and also uses nest-boxes. Lays five to
seven blue eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and locally abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Collared flycatcher
Ficedula albicollis

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Ficedula albicollis Temminck, 1795.
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Ficedula albicollis

Breeding Nonbreeding

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Half-collared flycatcher; semicollared flycatcher;
French: Gobemouche a collier; German: Halsbandschnipper;
Spanish: Papamoscas Collarino.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 4.5 in (11.5 c¢m), with the male col-
ored black-and-white, with a black back and head, an interven-
ing white collar at the nape, a white belly and throat, and
white wing-flashes. The female and juvenile are gray with a
white belly and throat and white wing-flashes. The winter male
is colored more grayish. Various subspecies have been de-
scribed based on plumage and song characters.

DISTRIBUTION
Breeds widely in Europe, and winters in eastern equatorial
Africa.

HABITAT
Breeds in temperate forest, woods, parks, orchards, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

A migratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a territory.
Winters as single birds. Often raises its fanned tail while
perched. The song is delivered from a prominent perch, and is
a varied series of soft trills.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Catches flying insects by an aerial sally from a prominent
perch. Usually returns persistently to the same perch.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests in a tree-cavity or holes in rock walls, and also uses nest-
boxes. Lays five to seven blue eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and locally abundant species.
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SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &

Little slaty flycatcher

Ficedula basilanica

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Ficedula basilanica Sharpe, 1877.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Gobemouche de Basilan; German: Schiefergrund-
schnipper; Spanish: Papamoscas Pizarro Chico.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 5 in (12 ¢cm). The male is colored
slate-gray on the back, head, and tail and has a white belly.
The female is more brownish.

DISTRIBUTION

Vulnerable. A rare, endemic, nonmigratory species that only
occurs on the islands of Samar, Leyte, Dinagat, Mindanao, and
Basilan in the Philippine archipelago.

HABITAT

Occurs in lowland, humid, evergreen, primary and mature sec-
ondary tropical forest, including selectively logged areas. It se-
lects microhabitat within the dense forest understorey. It

occurs over the altitudinal range of sea level to 3,900 ft
(0-1,200 m).

Family: Old World flycatchers

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. A quiet, skulking species of the forest understory. The
song is a series of warbling phrases.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Searches from a low perch for flying insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Vulnerable. A rare and declining species. Much of its original
natural habitat has been lost to the development of subsistence
agriculture, commercial plantations, logging, mining, and in
one place, a golf course. Some of its breeding habitat occurs in
protected areas, but is not necessarily safe from disturbance
there. Areas of its critical breeding habitat must be protected.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Brown-chested jungle-flycatcher
Rbinomyias brunneata

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Rhbinomyias brunneata Slater, 1897.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Brown-chested flycatcher, Chinese olive flycatcher;
French: Gobemouche a poitrine brune; German: Weisskehl-
Dschungelschnipper; Spanish: Papamoscas Selvitico de Gar-
gantilla Blanca.

Ficedula basilanica

Resident

Rhinomyias brunneata

Breeding Nonbreeding
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 6 in (15 cm). The sexes are colored
similarly, with a brown back, wings, and tail, a brown-buff
breast, white throat, and tan eye-ring.

DISTRIBUTION

A migratory species that breeds in southeastern China and
winters on the Malay Peninsula. It migrates through Thailand
and perhaps the Nicobar Islands, and winters in parts of
Malaysia and Singapore, and possibly parts of the islands of
Borneo and Sumatra.

HABITAT

Breeds and winters in dense stands of bamboo and shrubs
within subtropical, broadleaf, evergreen forest, and mature
second-growth forest. Occurs within an altitudinal range of
2,000-3,900 ft (600-1,200 m).

BEHAVIOR
A migratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a territory.
The song consists of a series of piping calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Searches from a perch for flying insects in the forest canopy.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest in a shallow tree-cavity or at a narrow

branch-fork.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Vulnerable. A rare and declining species because of widespread
loss and fragmentation of its critical habitat. Its critical breed-
ing, migratory, and wintering habitats must be identified and
protected.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Fulvous-chested jungle-flycatcher
Rhbinomyias olivacea

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Rhbinomyias olivacea Hume, 1877.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Olive-backed jungle-flycatcher; French: Gobemouche
a dos olive; German: Olivriicken-Dschungelschnapper; Span-
ish: Papamoscas Selvitico de Lomo Olivo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 6 in (15 cm). The sexes are colored
similarly, with a brownish gray back, white throat and belly,
tawny chest, and rufus tail.

DISTRIBUTION

A widespread species of the Malay Peninsula, parts of the is-
land of Borneo, and the Greater Sunda Islands of Indonesia,
including Sumatra, Java, and Bali.

HABITAT
Ocecurs at forest edges, in secondary forest, and in plantations.
Generally occurs below 3,950 ft (1,200 m).
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Rhinomyias olivacea

Resident

BEHAVIOR
A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. The song is a series of seven to nine simple notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages for insects on or near the ground, generally in the
lower canopy. Hunts from a perch.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest in a shallow cavity or tree-hole.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and locally abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &

Grand Comoro flycatcher
Humblotia flavirostris

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Humblotia flavirostris Milne-Edwards and Oustalet, 1885.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Humblot’s flycatcher; French: Gobemouche des Co-
mores; German: Humblotschnipper; Spanish: Papamoscas de
Humblot.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is 5.5 in (14 cm). The sexes are colored simi-
larly, with a brown back, wings, and tail, a white breast heavily
streaked with brown, and a lighter streaked throat.
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Family: Old World flycatchers

Humblotia flavirostris

Resident

DISTRIBUTION
A rare, endemic, nonmigratory species that occurs only in the
Comoro Islands, in the Indian Ocean just north of Madagascar.

HABITAT

Only occurs in natural tropical forest on the slopes of Mount
Karthala, a periodically erupting volcano on Grand Comoro Is-
land. Occurs within an altitudinal range of 2,600-6,600 ft
(800-2,000 m).

BEHAVIOR
A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. The song is a sharp trill.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Searches from a perch for flying insects in low parts of the for-
est canopy.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest in a relatively tall tree.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Endangered. An extremely local and rare species that

only breeds on the slopes of a single, active volcano. Its
population is declining because some of its habitat is

being lost to the development of subsistence agriculture,
commercial plantations, logging, and invasion of disturbed
areas by non-native shrubs. Its critical breeding habitat must
be protected.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. ¢
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Dull-blue flycatcher

Eumyias sordida

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Eumyias sordida Walden, 1870.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Dusky-blue flycatcher; French: Gobemouche de Ceylan;
German: Ceylonschnipper; Spanish: Papamoscas de Sri Lanka.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 6 in (15 cm). The sexes are colored
alike, having an ashy-blue back, head, chest, and tail and a
whiter belly. The forehead is a brighter blue color, and a black
line runs forward from the eyes. The juvenile is more spotted.

DISTRIBUTION
A resident species occurring only in Sri Lanka.

HABITAT

Occurs at the edges of forest and woods and in shady gardens.
Occurs at various altitudes, but most abundant at 3,950-6,000
ft (1,200-1,830 m).

BEHAVIOR
A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. The song is a series of six to eight clear notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Catches flying insects by an aerial sally from a low perch. Of-
ten returns to the same perch.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests in forest or woods, where a cup-shaped nest made of
mosses and other fibers is placed close to the ground on a
ledge, in a rocky crevice, or in a shallow tree-cavity.

Eumyias sordida

Resident
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CONSERVATION STATUS

An endemic species of Sri Lanka, but locally abundant and not
threatened according to IUCN criteria. However, its forest
habitat is rapidly being lost.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Large niltava
Niltava grandis

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Niltava grandis Blyth, 1842.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Great Niltava; French: Grand gobemouche; German:
Kobaltniltava; Spanish: Niltava grande.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 8 in (20 cm). The sexes are colored
differently. The male has a dark-blue back and a brilliant-blue
top of the head, a black mask through the eyes, a black throat,
and a shining orange-rufous belly. The female is rather uni-
formly olive-brown with a lighter belly, and the juvenile is
light-brown with whitish spots.

DISTRIBUTION

A species of the Himalayan region of Nepal, Bhutan, and west-
ern India, and extending through the mountains of Myanmar,
Thailand, Cambodia, and southwest China and Southeast Asia,
including the Malay Peninsula and Sumatra.

Niltava grandis

Resident
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HABITAT

Occurs in humid, dense, broad-leafed forest, often near a
stream. Mostly breeds at altitudes of 5,000-9,350 ft
(1,525-2,850 m).

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species, but undertakes seasonal movements
between high- and low-elevation habitats. Pairs of breeding
birds defend a territory. Not highly active, and often sits on
perch for rather long periods without feeding. The song is a
series of three or four simple, rising whistles.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Catches flying insects in the middle part of the canopy by an
aerial sally from a perch. Often returns to the same perch. Also
eats small fruits.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests in forest. Builds a cup-shaped nest of mosses and other
fibers in a mossy area among rocks on the ground, against a
tree-trunk, or in a shallow cavity in a rotten stump.

CONSERVATION STATUS

A rare, endemic species of the western Himalayas. However, it
may be locally abundant and is not threatened according to
TUCN criteria. Nevertheless, its forest habitat is rapidly being
lost and the species should be closely monitored.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &

Orange-breasted blue flycatcher
Cyornis tickelliae

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Cyornis tickelliae Blyth, 1843.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Tickell’s blue flycatcher; French: Gobemouche de
Tickell; German: Braunbrust-Blauschnipper; Spanish: Niltava
de Tickell.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 5.5 in (14 cm). The sexes are dimor-
phic. The male has a blue back and top of the head, a black
mask around the eyes, a rufus chest, and a white belly. The fe-
male is colored a more subdued blue above, with a white
throat and belly and rufus-washed chest. The juvenile is brown
with whitish spots and bluish wings and tail. However, some of
these colors and patterns differ among geographic races.

DISTRIBUTION
A widespread species of the Indian subcontinent, occurring in
India, southern Nepal, and Sri Lanka.

HABITAT
Occurs in open, dry forest and woodland, and also in well-
vegetated gardens.

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. Flits actively in the canopy. The song is a metallic trill of
six to 10 notes.
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Family: Old World flycatchers

Cyornis tickelliae

Resident

Cyornis caerulatus

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Catches flying insects within the forest canopy, by an aerial
sally from a perch.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a cup-shaped nest of mosses on a rocky ledge, in a tree-
hole, or among tangles of tree-roots. Nests within about 6 ft
(2 m) of the forest floor.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and locally abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Large-billed blue-flycatcher

Cyornis caerulatus

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Cyornis caerulatus Bonaparte, 1857.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Bobemouche a grand bec; German: Breitschnabel-
Blauschnipper; Spanish: Niltava Picuda.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 5.5 in (14 cm). The sexes are colored
differently. The male has a dark-blue back, tail, and head, and
an orange belly and throat. The female is brown above with a
blue tail and rump.

DISTRIBUTION
A rare, endemic, nonmigratory species that only occurs on the
Indonesian islands of Borneo and Sumatra.
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HABITAT

Inhabits humid lowland and mid-slope, evergreen, tropical for-
est. It occurs in densely vegetated habitats within primary, ma-
ture secondary, and selectively logged forest.

BEHAVIOR
A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-

tory.
FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Searches from a perch for flying insects in middle and upper
parts of the canopy.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest in a relatively tall tree.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Vulnerable. An increasingly rare and declining species
because much of its habitat has been lost to the development
of subsistence agriculture, commercial plantations, and
logging. Some of its breeding habitat occurs in various pro-
tected areas, but these places are still being subjected to com-
mercial logging. Much of its habitat has been degraded by
extensive, illegal fires started to clear the natural forest for
agricultural use. Areas of its critical breeding habitat must be
protected.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &

Fraser’s forest-flycatcher
Fraseria ocreata

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Fraseria ocreata Strickland, 1844.
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Fraseria ocreata

Resident

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: African forest-flycatcher; French: Gobemouche forestier;
German: Waldschnipper; Spanish: Papamoscas del Bosque.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 6 in (15 cm). The sexes are colored
similarly, with upperparts dark-gray, the tail feathers black, and
the underparts white with dark, dense, scalloped markings. The
juvenile is more brown with some spotting.

DISTRIBUTION
A widespread species of tropical western and central Africa.

HABITAT

Occurs in primary and mature secondary, moist, tropical forest
from the lowlands to as high as 5,250 ft (1,600 m). Inhabits
stands with a high, thick canopy and often occurs in the vicin-
ity of a forest watercourse.

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species. A relatively social species, which may
occur in groups of as many as 30 individuals. It may breed in a
semi-colonial manner. It also breeds as isolated, monogamous
pairs, but groups may be polygamous. Breeding pairs are often
accompanied by their young of previous years, which may help
the parents with raising their brood. The family and social
groups also react collectively to danger. The song is a melodi-
ous series of two to seven notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages actively for insects, which are gleaned from foliage.
Also fly-catches for aerial prey. A noisy, active, gregarious bird
that frequently flits its tail and partially spreads its wings while
hunting.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a bulky nest with an internal cup. The nest is built by
various members of the family group. Lays two or three eggs,
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which are incubated by the female. The young are raised by
the parents plus related helpers.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and locally abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Abyssinian slaty flycatcher

Melaenornis chocolatinus

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Melaenornis chocolatina Riippell, 1840.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Chocolate flycatcher; slaty flycatcher; French: Gobe-
mouche chocolat; German: Habeschdrongoschnipper; Spanish:
Papamoscas Etiope.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 5.5 in (15 cm). The sexes are colored
similarly, with a dark-brown back, grayer belly, light under the
rump, and buff on breast.

DISTRIBUTION
An endemic (or local) species of the highlands of Ethiopia and
Eritrea.

HABITAT
Occurs in a range of types of humid, highland forest and
woods and coffee plantations as high as 8,200 ft (2,500 m).

Melaenornis chocolatinus

Resident
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BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. Sometimes wags its tail while perched. The song is a sim-
ple, high-pitched phrase of three or four notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Hunts from a perch in the forest canopy for flying insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest at a narrow fork of a horizontal tree
branch. Lays three blue-gray, blotched eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A rare endemic species but locally abundant.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Silverbird

Empidornis semipartitus

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Empidornis semipartita Riippell, 1840.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Gobemouche argenté; German: Silberschnipper;
Spanish: Papamoscas Plateado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
The body length is about 7.5 in (18 cm). The sexes are colored
similarly, with a light silvery grayish blue back, bright rufus

Empidornis semipartitus

Resident
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Family: Old World flycatchers

underparts, wings gray above and orange beneath, and silvery
markings on the head and tail.

DISTRIBUTION

An endemic (or local) species of the highlands of east-central
Africa, including parts of Ethiopia, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda,
and Kenya.

HABITAT

Occurs in dry and semi-arid forest and woods with scattered
large trees, especially acacias, in areas as high as 9,050 ft
2,300 m).

BEHAVIOR
A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. The song is a soft, rich, and warbling.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Hunts from a perch in the canopy for flying insects. Also
swoops down to take insects from the ground. Usually returns
to its original perch.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a dome-shaped nest of grass and thorny twigs lined with
finer fibers, or may used an old nest of a weaver-finch. Lays
two or three olive-green eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. An endemic species that is locally abundant in
its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &

Red-tailed newtonia
Newtonia fanovanae

SUBFAMILY
Muscicapinae

TAXONOMY
Newtonia fanovanae Gyldenstolpe, 1933.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Fanovana newtonia, fanovana warbler; French: New-
tonie a queue rouge; German: Fanovana-Newtonie; Spanish:
Papamoscas de Newton.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
The body length is about 5 in (12 cm). The back and head are
olive-brown, the tail rufous, and the belly white.

DISTRIBUTION
A rare, endemic, nonmigratory species that only occurs on the
island of Madagascar.

HABITAT
Occurs in lowland, humid, evergreen tropical forest. It occurs

only in large tracts of intact forest, over the altitudinal range of
330-2,950 ft (100-900 m).

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species. Pairs of breeding birds defend a terri-
tory. The song is a descending series of notes.
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Newtonia fanovanae

Resident

Megabyas flammulatus

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Searches from a perch for flying insects in the middle and up-
per parts of the forest canopy. Often associates with mixed-
species foraging flocks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest in a relatively tall tree.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Vulnerable. A rare and declining species because much of its
habitat has been lost to the development of subsistence agricul-
ture, and to logging in some areas. Some of its breeding habi-
tat occurs in various protected areas, but it is still at risk of
disturbance there. Areas of its critical breeding habitat must be
well protected.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Shrike-flycatcher
Megabyas flammulatus

SUBFAMILY
Platysteirinae

TAXONOMY
Megabyas flammulata Verreaux, 1855.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: African shrike-flycatcher; French: Gobemouche
écorcheur; German: Schnipperwiirger; Spanish: Atrapamoscas
Africano.
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 6 in (15 cm). The iris is bright or-
ange. The male is colored glossy black on the head, back,
wings, and tail, and white on the rump, underparts, and under-
wings. The female and immature are brownish, and their
breast is brown-streaked on white.

DISTRIBUTION
A widespread, nonmigratory species of central tropical Africa.

HABITAT
Occurs in lowland, humid, primary and mature secondary trop-

ical forest, as well as the forested edges of clearings. It occurs
as high as about 7,000 ft (2,150 m)

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species that occurs in pairs or small groups.
Breeding birds defend a territory. Sits quietly on a perch, often
swinging its tail slowly sideways. The song is a sustained series
of repetitive phrases.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Searches actively or from a perch for flying insects in the lower
part of the forest canopy. Insects are also gleaned from foliage.
Sometimes joins mixed-species foraging flocks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a small cup-shaped nest in a narrow fork of a branch.
Lays two or three, greenish-gray, mottled eggs that are incu-
bated for at least 16 days. Pairs are monogamous but are prob-
ably helped with their breeding by their immature progeny.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. An endemic species that is locally abundant in
parts of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &
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Black-and-white flycatcher

Bias musicus

SUBFAMILY
Platysteirinae

TAXONOMY
Bias musicus Vieillot, 1818.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Black-and-white shrike-flycatcher; French: Gobe-
mouche chanteur; German: Vangaschnipper; Spanish: Atra-
pamoscas Blanco y negro.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 6 in (15 cm). The iris is bright yel-
low. Both sexes have a feathered crest on the top of the head.
The male is colored glossy black on the head, back, wings, tail,
and chest, and white on the rump and lower underparts. The
female and immature are mostly brown, with a white throat
and tan-colored chest and belly.

DISTRIBUTION
A widespread, nonmigratory species of central tropical Africa.

HABITAT

Occurs in large openings in lowland, humid, primary and sec-

ondary tropical and montane forest, including agricultural and

village clearings with some tall trees. It occurs as high as about

5,600 ft (1,700 m)

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species that occurs in pairs or as small family
groups. Breeding birds defend a territory. Performs slow-flying,
noisy, aerial displays. The song is a series of two to four varied
notes.

Family: Old World flycatchers

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Searches actively or from a perch for insects in the upper part
of the tree canopy. Insects are gleaned from foliage, and are
also caught in flight.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a small cup-shaped nest in a narrow fork of a branch.
Lays two or three, pale blue-green, blotched eggs that are in-
cubated for 18-19 days. Pairs are monogamous but their im-
mature progeny help them with their breeding effort.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. An endemic species but locally abundant in
parts of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Chestnut wattle-eye
Dyaphorophyia castanea

SUBFAMILY
Platysteirinae

TAXONOMY
Dyaphorophyia castanea Fraser, 1843.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Gobemouche caronculé chatain; German: Weissbiirzel-
Lappenschnipper; Spanish: Ojicarunculado Castafio.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
The body length is about 4 in (10-11 c¢m). The head is rela-
tively large, the tail extremely short, and the wings short and

Bias musicus

Resident

Dyaphorophyia castanea

Resident
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rounded. The iris is dark brown, and there is a gray patch of
bare skin (an eye-wattle) around the eye. The male is colored
glossy black above, with a white rump and undersides except
for a black band across the breast. The female is a duller
brown-black with a gray head, white chin and belly, and sides
of head and chest chestnut.

DISTRIBUTION
A widespread, nonmigratory species of tropical, central, west-
ern Africa.

HABITAT

Occurs in lowland, humid, primary and mature secondary trop-
ical and montane forest, including flooded forest. It occurs in
relatively shrubby and liana-dense habitats. It occurs as high as
about 5,900 ft (1,800 m)

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species that occurs in pairs or as small family
groups. Breeding birds defend a territory. The song is a series
of simple notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Searches actively or from a perch for insects in the lower
canopy. Insects are gleaned from foliage and also caught in

flight.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a small cup-shaped nest in a fork of a branch. Lays one
or two, glossy blue-green eggs that are incubated by the female
for 17 days. Pairs are monogamous but their immature prog-
eny help them with their breeding effort.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. An endemic species that is locally abundant in
parts of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching.

Black-throated wattle-eye
Platysteira peltata

SUBFAMILY
Platysteirinae

TAXONOMY
Platysteira peltata Sundevall, 1850.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Wattle-eyed flycatcher; French: Gobemouche caron-
culé a gorge noire; German: Schwarzkehl-Lappenschnipper;
Spanish: Ojicarunculado de Garganta Negra.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 5.5 in (14 cm). The head is relatively
large, the tail short, and the wings rounded. There is a red
patch of bare skin (an eye-wattle) over the eye. The male is
colored glossy green-black on the head, with a dark gray back,
and white belly. The female is a duller color and has a dark
ring across the breast.

DISTRIBUTION

A widespread, nonmigratory species of southern subtropical
Africa.
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Platysteira peltata

Resident

HABITAT
Occurs in primary and mature secondary lowland and montane
forest, often in the vicinity of surface water. It occurs at

5,600-9,900 ft (1,700-3,000 m)

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species that occurs in pairs or as small family
groups. Breeding birds defend a territory. The song is a rasp-
ing series of notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Searches actively or from a perch for insects in the lower
canopy and sometimes higher. Insects are gleaned from foliage
and also caught in flight.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a small cup-shaped nest in a narrow fork of a branch.
Lays one or two, glossy gray-green eggs that are incubated by
the female for 16-18 days. Pairs are monogamous but their im-
mature progeny help them with their breeding effort.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. An endemic species but locally abundant in
parts of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &

Cape batis

Batis capensis

SUBFAMILY
Platysteirinae

TAXONOMY
Batis capensis Linnaeus, 1766.
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Batis capensis

Resident

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Cape puftback; French: Batis du Cap; German: Kap-
schnipper; Spanish: Batis de el Cabo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The body length is about 6 in (15 cm). The head is relatively
large, the tail short, and the wings rounded. The iris is orange.
The male is colored dark blue-gray on the back and tail, with a

Family: Old World flycatchers

black top of head, white throat, black breast-band, white belly,
and rufus flanks. The female is a duller color, with no breast-
band, and has a brown wash to the breast.

DISTRIBUTION
A local (or endemic) species of coastal southern Africa.

HABITAT

Occurs in primary and mature secondary woodland, montane
forest, shrubby scrub, plantations, and gardens with trees. It
occurs between sea level and about 7,050 ft (2,150 m).

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species that occurs in pairs or as small family
groups. Some populations undertake seasonal altitudinal move-
ments. Breeding birds defend a territory. Sometimes aggregates
into a larger, excitable flock of 10-30 birds known as a “batis
parliament,” and may also join mixed-species foraging flocks.
The song is a simple whistle or series of notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Searches actively or from a perch for insects at all levels of the
canopy. Insects are mostly caught in flight, often after they are
scared from a hiding place.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a small cup-shaped nest in a narrow fork of a branch.
Lays one to three eggs that are incubated by the female for
17-21 days. Pairs are monogamous but their immature prog-
eny help them with their breeding effort.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. An endemic species that is locally abundant in
parts of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except for the economic benefits of bird-
watching. &

Resources

Books

BirdLife International. Threatened Birds of the World. Barcelona
and Cambridge: Lynx Edicions and BirdLife International,
2000.

Cramp, S., and C. M. Perrins, eds. Handbook of the Birds of
Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa: The Birds of the
Western Palaearctic: Old World Flycatchers to Shrikes. New
York: Oxford Press, 1993.

Urban, E. K., C. H. Fry, and S. Keith. The Birds of Africa. Vol.
5. London: Academic Press.
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Organizations

BirdLife International. Wellbrook Court, Girton Road,
Cambridge, Cambridgeshire CB3 ONA United Kingdom.
Phone: +44 1 223 277 318. Fax: +44-1-223-277-200. E-mail:
birdlife@birdlife.org.uk Web site: <http://www.birdlife.net>

TUCN-The World Conservation Union. Rue Mauverney 28,
Gland, 1196 Switzerland. Phone: +41-22-999-0001. Fax:
+41-22-999-0025. E-mail: mail@hq.iucn.org Web site:
<http://www.iucn.org>

Bill Freedman, PhD
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Australian fairy-wrens
(Maluridae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Maluridae

Thumbnail description

Small insectivores with long cocked tails;
females and young are cryptically colored but
breeding-plumage males have gaudy plumage

Size
5.5-8.6in (14-22cm); 0.27-1.20z (7.6-34.18)

Number of genera, species
6 genera; 30 species

Habitat

Shrubbery and undergrowth in arid woodlands
and forests, though some inhabit rainforests
and many species thrive in suburbs, parks, and
gardens

Conservation status

No species are currently Endangered but many
have localized distributions threatened by
habitat loss

Distribution

Found throughout Australia and New Guinea, and associated islands

Evolution and systematics

Fairy-wrens are a distinct and divergent group of passer-
ines, characterized by long, sometimes filamentous, tails, usu-
ally with 10 retrices. They are often subdivided into two
subfamilies: grasswrens (Amytornithinae) and fairy-wrens
(Malurinae), although recent DNA studies are incomplete and
details of relationships among species and species groups are
still problematic.

Physical characteristics

Grasswrens are cryptically colored shades of tan and brown
with black-and-white markings, while fairy-wrens have
breeding-plumaged males with bright blues, violets, purples,
and russets; some species feature cheek patches of brilliant
turquoise that can be extended to form a face fan during ag-
onistic or nuptial displays. Long, cocked tails are displayed
while moving and are characteristic of this family. Emu-wrens
have long, filamentous tails, and like the other fairy-wrens are
dimorphic in plumage. Grasswrens are nearly monomorphic
in plumage, with subtle shades distinguishing the sexes: fe-
males are usually more russet below.

Distribution
Fairy-wrens are found throughout Australia and New
Guinea. Some species have very restricted ranges, while oth-
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ers are distributed continent-wide. Emu-wrens and grass-
wrens are confined to Australia, while fairy-wrens are found
in New Guinea as well. The monotypic genera Sipodotus and
Clytomyias are confined to New Guinea and outlying islands.

Habitat

Grasswrens tend to be birds of spinifex and porcupine grass
of the arid interior, and have very limited geographic distri-
bution, reflecting perhaps relic populations isolated by in-
creasingly arid conditions, eventually evolving to become
separate species. The emu-wrens occupy a variety of habitats,
with the southern emu-wren found in swampy heath and
plains thickets of southern Australian coastal belts, while the
other two species occupy the arid interior. The fairy-wrens
occupy a range of habitats, including tropical grasslands, wet
forests and woodlands, and the semi-arid interior. Several
species have adapted well to humans and grace the parks and
gardens of suburbia.

Behavior

Most malurids are found in family groups and tend to be
territorial and sedentary, communicating among group mem-
bers with a broad spectrum of melodious calls. They are busy
foragers, climbing through dense undergrowth and hopping
with cocked tails across open patches of ground.

45



Family: Australian fairy-wrens

Feeding ecology and diet

Most malurids are ground foragers, gleaning and pecking
a wide variety of invertebrates from bare ground, litter, grass,
and logs. They glean foliage, twigs, and bark, and occasion-
ally hawk flying insects from the air. Some species are more
specialized foragers; for example, the purple-crowned fairy-
wren (Malurus coronatus), forages largely in pandanus along
the edges of tropical streams, rivers, and ponds.

Reproductive biology

Most species are cooperative breeders with surviving prog-
eny from previous years acting as helpers at the nest, or at
least having delayed dispersal. Studies indicate high adult sur-
vival rates and abundant extra-pair copulations, with resident
males often fathering a minority of the offspring produced in
their territory. Nests are usually domed balls of woven grass
with side entrances, with clutches of two to four red-spotted,
white eggs. Incubation, usually by the female, lasts 10-14 days;
young are fed for four to six weeks.

Conservation status

No species are currently threatened, but overgrazing and
habitat alteration for agriculture and timber production are
potential threats.

Significance to humans
None known, though many consider them among the most
beautiful and endearing species of birds.
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Mating behavior of splendid (black-backed) fairy-wrens (Malurus splen-
dens melanotus) in dry gidgee (Acacia cambagei) woodland, southwest
Queensland, Australia. (Photo by Wayne Lawler. Photo Researchers,
Inc. Reproduced by permission.)
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1. Variegated fairy-wren (Malurus lamberti); 2. Southern emu-wren (Stipiturus malachurus); 3. Female Wallace’s wren (Sipodotus wallacii); 4. Red-
backed fairy-wren (Malurus melanocephalus); 5. Purple-crowned fairy-wren (Malurus coronatus); 6. Orange-crowned wren (Clytomyias insignis); 7.
Splendid fairy-wren (Malurus splendens); 8. Superb fairy-wren (Malurus cyaneus); 9. Black grasswren (Amytornis housei); 10. Female striated
grasswren (Amytornis striatus). (lllustration by Joseph E. Trumpey)
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Species accounts

Southern emu-wren
Stipiturus malachurus

TAXONOMY
Stipiturus malachurus Shaw, 1798, Sydney and Botany Bay,
New South Wales, Australia. Eight subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Queue-de-gaze du Sud; German: Rotstirn-
Bortenschwanz; Spanish: Ratona Emu Surefia.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.2-7 in (15.7-17.8 cm); female 0.26-0.29 oz (7.4-8.3 g), male
0.19-0.32 oz (5.5-9 g). Males in breeding plumage have blue
throat and breast that females, nonbreeding males, and imma-
tures lack.

DISTRIBUTION

Disjunct populations along coast from western Australia to
southern Queensland. S. 7. malachurus: from Queensland to
Victoria; S. 7. littleri: confined to Tasmania and islands; S. 7.
polionotum: from Victoria and south Australia; S. 7. intermedius,
S. m. balmatwrnius, S. m. parimedia: local distribution in south
Australia; S. 7. westernensis: in southwestern Western Australia;
and S. 7. hartogi: found on Dirk Hartog Island, Shark Bay,
Western Australia.

HABITAT
Occurs in swamps, dunes, and coastal and high-altitude heath-
lands. Prefers low, dense vegetation.

BEHAVIOR
Usually found in small groups; secretive; weak flier and diffi-
cult to flush. Social organization poorly known.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feeding ecology poorly known, but thought to be largely in-
sectivorous, gleaning invertebrates from dense vegetation and
ground. Will split open stems to get at insects; occasionally
hawks flying insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous pairs hold breeding territory; female builds nest
but fed by male. Clutch is 2-4 red-spotted eggs. Nest para-
sitized by several cuckoo species. Incubation mostly by female
for 13-14 days; fledging in 11-15 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened as a species but adversely affected by drainage
of swamps and clearing for agriculture. Altered fire regimes
also a threat.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Purple-crowned fairy-wren
Malurus coronatus

TAXONOMY
Malurus coronatus Gould, 1858, Victoria River, Northern
Territory, Australia. Two subspecies..

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Lilac-crowned wren; French: Mérion couronné Ger-
man: Purpurkopf-Staffelschwanz; Spanish: Ratona Australiana
de Corona Morada.

Stipiturus malachurus

Resident

Malurus coronatus

Resident
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.9 in (15 cm); female 0.31-0.44 oz (8.7-12.6 g), male
0.32-0.46 oz (9.2-13 g). Male in breeding plumage distinctive
with purple crown bordered in black; female mostly buffy with
chestnut face patch; nonbreeding males resemble females but
have a dark face patch.

DISTRIBUTION
Restricted tropical range. M. c. coronatus found in northeastern
Australia; M. ¢. macgillivrayi found in northwestern Australia.

HABITAT
Always close to rivers, streams, or permanent pools in thick
vegetation, particularly pandanus leaves and litter.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial and monogamous; pairs advertise territory and rein-
force pair-bond with dueting. Voice a high-pitched sequence of
notes, as well as alarm and contact calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Glean mainly insects from dense vegetation along rivers or
pond margins, and forage in leaf litter for worms and other in-
vertebrates.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous and probably promiscuous. Maintain territory
throughout year. Nest is domed and bulky. Clutch is two or
three spotted, white eggs. Female incubates for about 14 days;
fledging in about 10 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened but adversely affected by frequent fires and
habitat loss.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Red-backed fairy-wren

Malurus melanocephalus

TAXONOMY
Malurus melanocephalus Latham, 1801, central coast of New
South Wales, Australia. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Red-backed wren; French: Mérion a dos rouge; Ger-
man: Rotriicken-Staffelschwanz; Spanish: Ratona Australiana
de Lomo Rojo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.7 in (14.5 cm); female 0.18-0.35 oz (5.0-10.0 g), male
0.21-0.35 oz (6.0-10.0 g). Breeding males are black with a
bright red back. Nonbreeding males, females, and young drab
brownish above, buff below.

DISTRIBUTION
Mostly tropical and along coastal belt. M. 2. cruentatus across
northern Australia; M. 7. melanocephalus in northeastern Australia.

HABITAT
Tropical swamps, samphire flats, and woodlands with extensive
grassy cover on coastal plains and adjacent mountains.

BEHAVIOR

Locally nomadic in nonbreeding season as preferred habitat of
seasonal grass is subject to frequent fires; grazing and fires may
inhibit formation of permanent territories.
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Family: Australian fairy-wrens

Malurus melanocephalus

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forage mainly by gleaning a broad spectrum of invertebrates
from grass, leaves and twigs, but do take some fruit and seeds.
Hop-search on open ground and hawk flying insect prey.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Territorial, cooperative breeders, but social system not well-
understood. Female builds oval domed grass nest. Incubation is
by the female for 13-14 days; fledging in 10-11 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Human habitat alteration may have actually
increased available grassy habitat for this species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Splendid fairy-wren

Malurus splendens

TAXONOMY
Malurus splendens Quoy and Gaimard, 1830, King George
Sound, Western Australia. Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Splendid wren; French: Mérion splendide; German:
Tirkisstaffelschwanz; Spanish: Ratona Australiana Franjeada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm); female 0.27-0.36 oz (7.6-10.2 g), male
0.28-0.39 oz (7.9-11.1 g). Male in breeding plumage is bril-
liant blue with turquoise cheek patches and crown, black
breast, face, and back markings. Nonbreeding males, females,
and immatures drab olive above with blue tails and wings.

DISTRIBUTION

Populations scattered across Australia: M. s. splendens in the
west, M. s. musgravi in the interior, M. s. emmottorum in
Queensland, and M. 5. melanotus in the east.
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Malurus splendens

Resident

Malurus cyaneus

Resident

HABITAT
Mostly drier acacia woodlands and scrublands, including
mulga, mallee, and saltbrush.

BEHAVIOR

Stronger fliers than most fairy-wrens, and more versatile for-
agers, often foraging in the canopy. A territorial, cooperative
breeder, usually found in small groups that defend their terri-
tory. Voice a loud series of trills.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Insectivorous, mostly gleaning ants, grasshoppers, spiders, and
insect larvae from the ground, litter, and foliage up to canopy
height; also hop-search and pounce on prey, and may hawk fly-
ing insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Socially monogamous, but promiscuous, with males wandering
into adjacent territories and often fathering less than half of
the offspring from their own territory. Clutch is two to four
red-spotted, white eggs. Female incubates for about two weeks,
and fledging occurs in 10-13 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened but adversely affected by habitat destruction
for agriculture and overgrazing.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Superb fairy-wren

Malurus cyaneus

TAXONOMY
Malurus cyaneus Ellis, 1782, Adventure Bay, Tasmania. Six sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Superb blue wren; French: Mérion superbe; German:
Prachtstaffelschwanz; Spanish: Ratona Australiana Azul.
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.3 in (16 cm); female 0.28-0.35 oz (8-10 g), male 0.30-0.37
oz (8.5-10.5 g). Male in breeding plumage has brilliant
turquoise crown, cheeks, and mantle, deep blue breast; other
ages and sexes drab olive above, light gray below.

DISTRIBUTION

Restricted to southeastern Australia, usually to within 125 mi
(200 km) of coast. The six subspecies recognized are M. c. cya-
neus, M. c. samueli, M. c. elizabethae, M. c. cyanochlamys, M. c.
leggei, M. c. ashbyi; many restricted to single islands.

HABITAT

Moist sclerophyll woodlands and forest with dense understory;
also rainforest, swamps, coastal areas, river courses, and subur-
ban gardens and parks.

BEHAVIOR

A cooperative breeding species, usually found in family groups
of three to five birds, climbing through undergrowth and hop-
ping across open ground, tail cocked. They are weak fliers.
They maintain territories throughout the year. Calls consist of
musical trills by both sexes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly insectivorous, eating ants, flies, weevils, grasshoppers,
and insect larvae. Glean primarily ground, litter, and low foliage.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Socially monogamous and sexually promiscuous, with males
wandering into adjacent territories, often carrying yellow
flower petals to attract females; males may father less than half
of the offspring produced in their territory. Clutch is three to
four red-spotted, white eggs. Female incubates for two weeks;

fledging in 10-14 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened but much native habitat has been converted to
agriculture.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &
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Variegated fairy-wren
Malurus lamberti

TAXONOMY
Malurus lamberti Vigors and Horsefield, 1827, Sydney, New
South Wales, Australia. Five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Variegated wren; French: Mérion de Lambert; Ger-

man: Weissbauch-Staffelschwanz; Spanish: Ratona Australiana
Variada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm); female 0.21-0.35 oz (5.9-10 g), male 0.21-0.41
0z (6.0-11.5 g). Breeding male with black throat and breast,
russet back, and turquoise mantle, cap, and cheeks; white-
tipped blue tail. Nonbreeding males, females, and immatures
with blue heads and backs, white below.

DISTRIBUTION

Widely distributed across Australia. M. /. assimilis found
throughout Australia except for southwest, southeast, and far
north; M. /. rogersi in Kimberley Division, M. L dulcis in Arn-
hem Land, M. I lamberti in coastal southern Queensland and
New South Wales, and M. L. bernieri is restricted to islands off
Shark Bay in Western Australia.

HABITAT

A broad spectrum of habitats: in shrubby vegetation from
coastal thickets through arid and semi-arid acacia woodlands
and scrub; also, rocky escarpments and mallee.

BEHAVIOR

A weak flier that forages from ground to canopy by hopping.
Group territorial defense throughout the year. Voice a fast,
metallic trill.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages by gleaning on low shrubbery. Takes a broad spec-
trum of invertebrates including flies, caterpillars, grasshoppers,
and spiders. May forage in canopy or on open ground.

Family: Australian fairy-wrens

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous cooperative breeder, but probably promiscuous.
Clutch is three or four red/brown-spotted, white eggs. Female
incubates for 14-16 days; fledging in 10-12 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Widespread and not threatened, although adversely affected by
clearing of habitat for agriculture, and by overgrazing.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Black grasswren
Amytornis housei

TAXONOMY
Amytornis bousei Milligan, 1902, central Kimberleys, Western
Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Amytis noir; German: Schwarzkehl-Grasschliipfer;
Spanish: Ratona de la Hierba Negra.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8.3 in (21 cm); female 0.83-0.98 oz (23.5-27.9 g), male 1.0-1.1
0z (29.0-31 g). A large, dark grasswren, with rusty back and
long, broad tail.

DISTRIBUTION
Rare and local in the Kimberley Division of northwestern
Western Australia.

HABITAT
Found among tumbled sandstone outcrops and gorges, in
spinifex and scrub.

BEHAVIOR
Poor fliers, and move about in groups by hopping among tus-
socks. Song is low-pitched and includes buzzing notes and trills.

Malurus lamberti

Resident

Amytornis housei

Resident
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Family: Australian fairy-wrens

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage mostly on ground for invertebrates and seeds of various
grasses.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Breeding biology is poorly known.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Although not threatened by IUCN criteria, it is rare and local
in distribution. May be threatened by frequent fires.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Striated grasswren
Amytornis striatus

TAXONOMY
Amytornis striatus Gould, 1840, Liverpool Plains, New South
Wales, Australia. Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Amytis strié; German: Streifengrasschliipfer; Spanish:
Ratona de la Hierba Rayada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
5.7-6.9 in (14.5-17.5 cm); male 0.56-0.78 oz (16-22 g). Sexes
similar but female has chestnut flanks.

DISTRIBUTION

Widely scattered populations across Australia. 4. 5. rowleyi is
confined to a small area of central Queensland, A. s. whitei is
found in Western Australia. 4. s. striatus has at least four dis-
junct populations from New South Wales to Western Aus-
tralia.

HABITAT
Found on spinifex-covered sandplains and rocky hills, some-
times with shrubby vegetation, of the arid interior.

Vol. 11: Birds IV

BEHAVIOR

Poor fliers; hop about with tail cocked over open ground, or
with tail horizontal when moving through dense vegetation.
They are found singly or in small family groups. Melodious
song of trills and whistles.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forage mostly on the ground, taking insects, particularly ants
and beetles, and seeds. They have been reported eating cactus
flowers, and foraging by moonlight.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeding biology is virtually unknown for wild birds. Clutch is
two or three red-spotted, white eggs. No helpers at the nest
have been reported.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Adversely affected by clearing for agriculture,
introduced herbivores, and overgrazing, as well as predation by
introduced cats and foxes, and by extensive fires.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Orange-crowned wren
Clytomyias insignis

TAXONOMY
Clytomyias insignis Sharp, 1879, Arfak Mountains, New Guinea.
Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Orange-crowned fairy wren; French: Mérion a téte
rousse; German: Rotkopf-Staffelschwanz; Spanish: Ratona Aus-
traliana Rufa.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Female 0.42-0.49 oz (12-14 g), male 0.35-0.49 oz (10-14 g).
Cock-tailed fairy-wren with orange crown, buffy orange below
and orange/olive above.

Amytornis striatus

Resident

Clytomyias insignis

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

Found at 6,560-9,840 ft (2,000-3,000 m) along both flanks of
the central cordillera of New Guinea. C. i. insignis occurs as an
isolated population in far northwestern Irian Jaya.

HABITAT
Mountain rainforest, usually in thickets of vine and climbing
bamboo, along tracks and in small clearings made by tree fall.

BEHAVIOR

Rarely flies, and moves in groups through dense foliage with
tail half-cocked and partly spread. Does not join mixed-species
foraging flocks. Groups remain in same area throughout year.
Voice a high-pitched twitter.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans underside of leaves for invertebrates.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Breeding biology is virtually unknown.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened but deforestation a potential threat.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Wallace’s wren
Sipodotus wallacii

TAXONOMY
Sipodotus wallacii G. R. Gray, 1862, Misool Island. Two sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Wallace’s fairy-wren; French: Mérion de Wallace;
German: Rostnacken-Staffelschwanz; Spanish: Ratona Aus-
traliana de Wallace.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Female 0.23-0.28 oz (6.5-8 g), male 0.25-0.30 oz (7.0-8.5 g).
Sexes similar in plumage. Long-billed, short-tailed fairy-wren,
white below with white-streaked black cap and russet back.

DISTRIBUTION

Resident, lowland rainforests of New Guinea, sometimes to
more than 3,280 ft (1,000 m) elevation. S. w. wallacii in north,
W. 5. coronatus in center and south.

Family: Australian fairy-wrens

Sipodotus wallacii

Resident

HABITAT

Uses trees more than undergrowth in rainforest; in canopy to
130 ft (40 m); frequents tangles of vines and climbing bamboo
at forest edge.

BEHAVIOR

Strong, undulating flight between trees. Found in family
groups and in mixed species foraging flocks. Social organiza-
tion poorly known. Does not cock its tail. Song is a series of
high-pitched twittering notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages for insects by gleaning, probing, and hang-gleaning,
mostly in foliage. Also hawks flying insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Domed nest suspended from vines 16.5-33 ft (5-10 m) from
the ground. May have helpers, but little is known of reproduc-
tive biology.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened but deforestation a potential threat.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Australian warblers
(Acanthizidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Acanthizidae

Thumbnail description
Tiny to medium-sized, generally dull brown birds
with fine bills, inhabiting canopy down to ground

Size
3.5-10 in (9-27 cm); 0.25-2.5 oz (7-70 §g)

Number of genera, species
14-16 genera; 63-68 species

Habitat
Rainforests, eucalypt forests and woodlands,
heathland and semi-arid woodland and scrub

Conservation status
Extinct: 1 species; Endangered: 2 species;
Vulnerable: 6 species

Distribution

New Zealand, Australia, New Guinea, Southeast Asia to Philippines, Vietnam, and

Thailand

Evolution and systematics

The Australian warblers resemble in appearance and ecol-
ogy the Old World warblers (Sylviidae). However, molecular
studies show that they are more closely related to honeyeaters
(Meliphagidae) and fairy-wrens (Maluridae) and are conse-
quently part of the large Australian adaptive radiation of passer-
ines. The pardalotes (Pardalotus) are closely related to the
Acanthizidae and may be included in this family. The
bristlebirds are sometimes placed in a separate subfamily (Dasy-
ornithinae), but the pilotbird (Pycroptilus floccosus) is intermedi-
ate between them and the other genera. The Mohuinae are a
New Zealand group of uncertain affinities that are usually
placed in the Acanthizidae. The most successful genera are the
thornbills (Acanthiza) with about 12 species, and the gerygones
(Gerygone) with about 20 species, though species limits are un-
clear due to many distinctive isolated forms. Sericornis also has
many species, and at times has been expanded to include mem-
bers of up to five other genera. Information from molecular
biology and osteology, however, suggest the retention of a large
number of genera with only one or two species.

Physical characteristics

Most species of acanthizids are tiny olive-green birds of
the canopy or small brown birds of the understory. However,
most have distinctive markings on the head or face, includ-
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ing light eyebrows and streaks or spots, and some species have
contrasting yellow or reddish rumps. Some of the thornbills
and gerygones have yellow underparts while the pilotbird and
rockwarbler (Origma solitaria) are reddish brown below. Most
have slender bills, typical of small insectivores, while the wee-
bill (Smicrornis brevirostris) has a short deep bill for prying off
lerps (scales of psyllid insects). Whitefaces (Aphelocephala) also
have deep bills, and the large-billed scrub-wren (Sericornis
magnirostris) has a long pointed bill. All, except for the long-
tailed bristlebirds (Dasyornis), have shortish tails. Bristlebirds
have prominent rictal bristles.

Distribution

Australia has 43-45 species, with more than one species
occurring at any point and five or more in many coastal re-
gions. Thornbills tend to predominate in temperate regions
and gerygones in the tropics, whereas scrubwrens occupy wet-
ter areas. T'wenty species are found in New Guinea, most of
which are scrubwrens or gerygones. The gerygones alone
have reached New Zealand, including the Chatham Islands,
as well as Indonesia and South East Asia.

Habitat

Acanthizids occur in all habitats in Australia, including
mangroves (the key habitat for three gerygones), rainforests
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A large-billed scrubwren (Sericornis magnirostris) at its nest in Lam-
ington National Park, Australia. (Photo by R. Brown/Animals Animals.
Reproduced by permission.)

(where most of the scrubwrens are found), eucalypt forests
and woodlands (weebill, several of the thornbills). The
bristlebirds are found in dense coastal and upland heaths,
whereas the rockwarbler, heathwrens (Hylacoln), and field-
wrens (Calamanthbus) also occur in habitats with heathy shrubs.
The whitefaces and the redthroat (Pyrrholaemus brunneus) may
be found in arid shrublands and deserts.

Behavior

The Australian warblers are almost always active, typically
hopping on the ground or among the foliage of trees or
bushes. Some species, especially the bristlebirds, can be quite
cryptic. Breeding pairs are territorial in the breeding season,
with many species joining flocks outside the breeding season.
Thornbills, scrubwrens and gerygones are often nuclear
species of mixed species feeding flocks in a wide range of
habitats. Almost all species are sedentary or at most show very
local movements, whereas the white-throated gerygone (Gery-
gone olivacea) migrates into southeastern Australia in spring.
All species, except the gerygones, are rather weak fliers. A few
species cock their tails. Many species have twittering calls and
songs, though the wavering, downward warbles of the gery-
gones have earned them the name of bush canaries. The
heathwrens and fieldwrens are also noted songsters and sev-
eral species include mimicry in their calls.

Feeding ecology and diet

Most of the acanthizids are gleaners, taking small inver-
tebrates from the foliage, from twigs, branches and trunks,
or from the ground. Weebills and the gerygones include
more active modes, such as snatching and hovering. Occa-
sionally, insects are held under the feet. Within a habitat,
different species often use different microhabitats. For in-
stance, striated thornbills (Acanthiza lineata) glean from fo-
liage in the canopy and subcanopy, while brown thornbills
(A. pusilla) forage among shrubs and buff-rumped thornbills
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(A. reguloides) feed from the ground or bark. Although the
food of most species is predominantly invertebrates, seeds
and fruits are occasionally eaten. Whitefaces consume large
quantities of seeds.

Reproductive biology

Cooperative breeding is common in the family, and has
been studied in several thornbills and scrubwrens. Mostly,
though, acanthizids breed as pairs with some being assisted
by a third or fourth bird. The breeding season is typically late
winter to early summer and several attempts are made each
season. Nests are domed, often with a clear hood above the
entrance, and those of gerygones are pendant, attached to fo-
liage. Although usually placed in trees or shrubs, crannies and
hollows are also used and some species nest on the ground.
The most common clutch is two eggs, though up to five eggs
have been recorded. Egg color ranges from white in the rock-
warbler, and white with sparse spotting in Acanthiza and Gery-
gone, to cream or buff with heavier spotting in many genera
to plain chocolate in redthroat and speckled warblers (Chthon-
icola sagittatus). Eggs are laid at 48-hour intervals and are in-
cubated by the female alone. Incubation periods and
dependency of the fledglings are long. Both parents, and
sometimes helpers, feed the young. Many nests are lost to
predators, especially larger birds, and others are parasitized

A mountain thornbill (Acanthiza katherina) at its nest. (Photo by Hans
and Judy Beste/Animals Animals. Reproduced by permission.)
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by bronze-cuckoos (Chrysococcyx). Annual adult survival is 80%
or more for some species; high for such small birds.

Conservation status

The species of gerygone on Lord Howe Island (G. insu-
laris) is Extinct, that on Biak (G. hypoxantha) is Endangered,
and the one on Norfolk Island (G. modesta) is Vulnerable.
These island forms have suffered from major habitat loss as
well as from introduced mammalian predators. The yel-
lowhead (Mobua ochrocephala) of New Zealand is also Vul-
nerable. The 2000 Action Plan for Australian Birds lists a
large number of acanthizids as threatened or nearly so. The
bristlebirds have suffered from habitat loss, increased fire
frequency, grazing by introduced mammals, and predation
by mammalian carnivores. The western subspecies of
rufous bristlebird (Dasyornis broadbenti) is Extinct, both sub-
species of eastern bristlebird (D. brachypterus) are Endan-
gered, one critically, whereas the western bristlebird (D.
longirostris) is regarded as Vulnerable. Only the Coorong
subspecies of rufous bristlebird is currently secure. Several
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isolated subspecies are threatened—with brown thornbills
and scrubtits (Acanthornis magnus) on King Island being
Critically Endangered. The chestnut-breasted whiteface
(Aphelocephala pectoralis) and speckled warbler were consid-
ered Near Threatened throughout their range. Loss and
degradation of habitat by agriculture and grazing are the
main causes.

Significance to humans

As small, dull-colored and sometimes cryptic birds, acan-
thizids are generally not noticed much by people. Many are
loosely called tits by country people, due to their superficial
resemblance to members of the Paridae. The songs of bush
canaries are well known, though the gerygones that produce
the songs are less familiar to most people. Thornbills, scrub-
wrens and gerygones can provide a challenge to bird watch-
ers, especially where there are local, indistinct species (e.g.
Tasmanian thornbill [Acanthiza ewingi], Atherton scrubwren
[Sericornis keri]), and the vocal but well-hidden bristlebirds
can prove frustrating.
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1. Bicolored mouse-warbler (Crateroscelis nigrorufa); 2. Yellow-rumped thornbill (Acanthiza chrysorrhoa); 3. Southern whiteface (Aphelocephala
leucopsis); 4. Mangrove gerygone (Gerygone levigaster); 5. Rockwarbler (Origma solitaria); 6. White-browed scrubwren (Sericornis frontalis); 7.
Eastern bristlebird (Dasyornis brachypterus); 8. Yellowhead (Mohua ochrocephala). (lllustration by Amanda Humphrey)
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Family: Australian warblers

Species accounts

Eastern bristlebird
Dasyornis brachypterus

SUBFAMILY
Acanthizinae

TAXONOMY
Turdus brachypterus Latham, 1801, Sydney, New South Wales,
Australia. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Bristle bird; French: Dasyorne brun; German:
Braunkopf-Lackvogel; Spanish: Pdjaro Cerdoso Comun.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
8.5 in (22 cm); 1.5 oz (c. 42 g). A gray-brown bird with small
wing and sturdy legs and feet.

DISTRIBUTION
Eastern coastal Australia, with two isolated subspecies.

HABITAT

Dense, coastal and montane scrub, especially with grass tussocks.

BEHAVIOR

Solitary, shy and cryptic, mostly hidden in dense vegetation.
May cock or fan tail. Sedentary, weak flier. Song is loud “it-
wood-weet-sip” and harsh, abrupt call “zeip”.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans on ground, especially among leaf litter, taking insects
and other arthropods, as well as seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Breeds August to December. Domed nest is made of grass and
plant tendrils and placed in a clump of grass. Two eggs, white

to pale brown with gray and brown spots. Rarely more than
one young raised.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Northern subspecies is Critically Endangered, with only a few
dozen individuals. Southern subspecies is Endangered, with a
populations of about 1,500 adults. Although most populations
occur in national parks, frequent fires may kill the bird and
render its habitat unsuitable for many years. Conversely, habi-
tat that has not been burnt for a long time becomes unsuitable.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

White-browed scrubwren
Sericornis frontalis

SUBFAMILY
Acanthizinae

TAXONOMY
Saxicola longirostris Quoy and Gaimard, 1830, Western Port,
Victoria, Australia. Up to 12 subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Buff-breasted scrubwren, cartwheel bird; French: Séri-
corne 2 sourcils blancs; German: Weissbrauen-Sericornis;
Spanish: Sericornis de Cejas Blancas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5 in (120 cm); 0.4-0.5 oz (11-15 g). A relatively small bird
with a distinctive white brow above the eyes, white chest, and
brown back.

Dasyornis brachypterus

Resident

Sericornis frontalis

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

Coastal southwestern, southern, and southeastern Australia, in-
cluding Kangaroo Island. Birds north and west of Adelaide
have been regarded as a separate species (S. maculatus—spotted
scrubwren). There is also physical variation on the east coast
with northern birds being brighter and as many as 12 sub-
species have been recognized.

HABITAT

Coastal heathlands and swamps, eucalypt forest with dense un-
derstory, rainforests. Occasionally in parks, gardens, and exotic
pine plantations.

BEHAVIOR

An active ground and shrub dweller, which can sometimes be
hidden but at other times quite visible and confiding. Typically
in family groups, often with other scrubwrens and small birds.
Quite sweet and complex, but rather erratic song. Harsh,

scolding calls. Sedentary.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Mostly gleans from ground, including amongst leaf litter, and
from shrubs. May forage in association with scrub-turkeys
(Alectura lathami) who rake leaf litter into their mounds. Takes
insects and other invertebrates, and some seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Long breeding season from July to February. Rather large
domed nest placed in low shrub or on the ground, and made of
grass, bark, roots, and feather lining. Typically three, occasion-
ally one, two or four eggs, which are pale blue, with brown
freckles. May lay up to six clutches in a season. Some pairs
have helpers. Incubation period is 17-22 days, fledging period
is 12-18 days. Young are dependent on parents for a further
six to seven weeks. Adults may live up to 17 years.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Mangrove gerygone
Gerygone levigaster

SUBFAMILY
Acanthizinae

TAXONOMY
Gerygone levigaster Gould, 1843, Port Essington, Northern
Territory, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Mangrove warbler, buff-breasted warbler; French:
Gérygone des mangroves; German: Mangrove-Gerygone;
Spanish: Ratona Hada de los Mangles.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4 in (10-11 cm); 0.25 oz (7 g). A tiny bird with a brown back,
white underparts, and a white brow.

DISTRIBUTION
Coasts of northern and eastern Australia south to Newcastle.
Also small area in southeastern New Guinea.

HABITAT
Mangroves and neighboring vegetation, sometimes rainforests
and gardens.
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Gerygone levigaster

Resident

BEHAVIOR
Active and fairly tame. May be migratory at southern part of
range. Attractive, whistling song and soft chattering notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans, snatches, and hovers at outer foliage of mangroves and
other trees for insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Breeds from September to April. Oval nest is suspended from
foliage of mangroves and has a hooded side entrance. Two or
three pinkish, speckled eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow-rumped thornbill

Acanthiza chrysorrboa

SUBFAMILY
Acanthizinae

TAXONOMY
Acanthiza chrysorrboa Quoy and Gaimard, 1830, New South
Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Yellow-tailed thornbill, tom-tit; French: Acanthize a
croupion jaune; German: Gelbbiirzel-Dornschnabel; Spanish:
Acanzisa de Cola Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4 in (10 cm); 0.32 oz (9 g). Characterized by a bright yellow
rump, black crown spotted white, and white brow.

DISTRIBUTION
Southern and central Australia, including Tasmania.
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Family: Australian warblers

Acanthiza chrysorrhoa

Resident

Origma solitaria

Resident

HABITAT
Open woodland and edges, farmland and grassland with scat-
tered trees or bushes, parks and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Typically in family groups or small flocks, often with other
thornbills. Active and noisy, with twittering songs and calls.
Yellow rump very conspicuous in flight so that bird almost dis-
appears when it lands. Sedentary or local movements only.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Primarily ground feeding, taking insects, other arthropods and
sometimes seeds. Occasionally forages on shrubs and low trees.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds from July to December, occasionally later. Domed nest
is placed in a bush or sapling. Typically made of grass, lichen,
and other plant fibers. The true entrance is at the side, and
concealed by a hood, but there is a false cup-shaped nest
placed on the top, possibly to confuse predators or cuckoos.
Two to four pink eggs, lightly speckled. Both parents build
nest, but only female incubates. Incubation period of 18-20
days, fledging period of 17-19 days. Parents are often assisted
by helpers. Many nests fail due to predation or are parasitized
by bronze-cuckoos.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
A well-known bird to many country dwellers. ¢

Rockwarbler

Origma solitaria

SUBFAMILY
Acanthizinae

TAXONOMY
Sylvia solitaria Lewin, 1808, Parramatta, New South Wales,
Australia.
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Origma, rock robin, cave-bird; French: Origma

des rochers; German: Steinhuscher; Spanish: Origma
Piedra.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
5.5 in (14 cm); c. 0.4 oz (12 g). Brown back with reddish
brown underparts.

DISTRIBUTION
Very restricted range in sandstone and limestone country
around Sydney, New South Wales.

HABITAT

Scrubby forest and heathland, especially near bare rock faces
and cliffs.

BEHAVIOR

Solitary, but easily seen. Song is described as repeated
“good-bye,” also penetrating, rasping and twittering calls.
Sedentary.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Typically feeds on rock surfaces or bare ground, including
parking areas, etc. Gleans insects, and other arthropods, and
occasionally seeds. Sometimes takes insects from bark or cap-
tures them in flight.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds August to December. Nest is placed in a cave, or cleft
in the rock, but also in man-made structures such as mine-
shafts. It is made of rootlets, bark, grass and moss and is spher-
ical with a side entrance. Three or four white eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
The only bird endemic to the state of New South Wales. ¢
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Southern whiteface
Apbhelocephala leucopsis

SUBFAMILY
Acanthizinae

TAXONOMY
Xerophila leucopsis Gould, 1841, Adelaide, South Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Chestnut-bellied whiteface, white-faced titmouse,
eastern whiteface, tomtit; French: Gérygone blanchitre; Ger-
man: Fahlriicken-Weisstirnchen; Spanish: Ratona Blanca.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5 in (11 cm); 0.4 oz (11 g). Gray-brown upperparts and
whitish underneath. Forehead is white with black edge extend-
ing to eye. Dark tail tipped white. Stubby, finch-like bill.

DISTRIBUTION
Southern and central Australia, though generally avoiding
coastal areas.

HABITAT
Open eucalypt and acacia woodland, grassland and farmland
with scattered trees.

BEHAVIOR

Typically in small to sometimes large groups, often with
finches or small insectivores. Actively hops on ground, reminis-
cent of a sparrow. Song consists of musical, bell-like notes and
twittering calls. Sedentary.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mostly forages on the ground for small invertebrates and
seeds, but also takes insects from shrubs and bark of trees.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds from June to November. Nests are typically in shrubs
or small trees but may be placed in hollows or even build-
ings. Two to five dull white eggs, with sparse brown or red
speckles.
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CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Fairly familiar to many people in drier farming areas.

Bicolored mouse-warbler
Crateroscelis nigrorufa

SUBFAMILY
Acanthizinae

TAXONOMY
Sericornis nigro-rufa Salvadori, 1894, Moroka, New Guinea.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Black-backed mouse-warbler, mid-mountain mouse-
babbler; French: Séricorne noir et roux; German:
Schwarzriicken-Waldhuscher; Spanish: Ratona Semi Montaiies.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5in (12-13 cm); c. 0.35 oz (10 g). Rufous underparts from
chin to lower breast. Abdomen rufous or black, depending on
subspecies. Upperparts are black, flanks brown.

DISTRIBUTION
Scattered through central mountains of New Guinea.

HABITAT
Rainforest at mid-altitudes.

BEHAVIOR

Solitary, in pairs or small groups. Active, rapidly moving through
an area, on the ground or in shrubs. When disturbed, bounces to
and fro. Three-note whistling calls, and scolding alarms.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages on the ground, and in low shrubs.

Aphelocephala leucopsis

Resident

Crateroscelis nigrorufa

Resident
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Not well-known. Domed nest is placed in a bush, and is made
of rootlets, moss, grass and feathers. Two white, lightly
marked eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellowhead
Mobua ochrocephala

SUBFAMILY
Mohuinae

TAXONOMY
Mobua ochrocephala Gmelin, 1798, Queen Charlotte Sound,
New Zealand.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Mohua, bush canary; French: Mohoua a téte jaune;
German: Weisskopfchen; Spanish: Cabeza Amarilla.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
6 in (15 cm); c. 0.7 oz (20 g). Brownish olive upperparts with
bright yellow head and yellow breast.

DISTRIBUTION
South Island of New Zealand, including Marlborough, Nelson,
Westland, western Otago, Southland and near Dunedin.

HABITAT
Forest, especially dominated by beech (Nothofagus).

BEHAVIOR

Pairs and trios occupy large home ranges in breeding season.
Several families form larger flocks in nonbreeding season,
which are joined by other bird species. Varied, mechanical call
of six to eight notes rapidly repeated.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Spend most of the day foraging, in shaded canopy or upper
subcanopy. Glean from foliage, branches and trunks and some-

Family: Australian warblers

Mohua ochrocephala

Resident

times rip into dead wood. Mostly insectivorous, especially tak-
ing larvae, but occasionally eat fruit, flowers and fungi.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Facultatively cooperative or possibly polygamous. Breeds Octo-
ber to February. Cup-shaped nests placed in holes. Three to
four pinkish eggs, blotched with reddish brown. Incubated by
female for 18-21 days, young fledge at 21 days and are fed by
two or three adults up to 55 more days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Declared Vulnerable, due to extensive decline as a result of
forest loss. Also avoids edges, stunted and regrowth forests.
Less vulnerable to nest predators than many New Zealand
birds, due to hole nesting, but recently fledged young may be
at risk.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Australian chats
(Epthianuridae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Epthianuridae

Thumbnail description

Small, rotund, active birds with short tails,
slender bills, and upright stance, sexually

dimorphic with males often brightly colored

Size
4.3-5.5 in (11-14 cm); 0.3-0.6 oz (9-18 g)

Number of genera, species
2 genera; 5 species

Habitat
Desert, semi-arid, and coastal shrublands

Conservation status

Endangered: 1 subspecies; Critically
Endangered: 1 subspecies of same species;
Lower Risk (Least Concern): 1 subspecies

Distribution

Australia, except for northern and eastern coasts, and including Tasmania

Evolution and systematics

Australian chats resemble the muscicapid chats of Eurasia
and Africa in appearance and behavior. Australian chats are
related to the honeyeaters on the basis of their brush tongues.
This relationship was confirmed in the 1980s and 1990s, and
indeed they are now usually classified within the Meliphagi-
dae. Honeyeaters and chats are related to a range of other
largely Australian families such as the Petroicidae (Australian
robins) and Maluridae (fairy-wrens).

Four species of chats are monotypic, probably because they
are highly mobile around often-extensive ranges. The yellow
chat (Epthianura crocea), in contrast, shows a series of well-
differentiated and localized populations. It inhabits local wet-
lands, some of which are transient, in arid and semi-arid regions.

Physical characteristics

Australian chats are small birds with longish delicate legs.
Bills are fine and, in some species, slightly decurved. Like the
honeyeaters, they have brush tips to their tongues. The gib-
berbird (Ashbyia lovensis) is larger and more robust than the
other species.

Males are brightly or conspicuously colored in the breed-
ing season, with yellow, orange, or red underparts. The male
white-fronted chat (Epthianura albifrons) is black, white, and
gray. Juveniles, immatures, females, and, in some species, non-
breeding males show more subdued plumages.

Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia

Distribution

Chats occur throughout Australia, with the exception of
the forested north and east coasts, and southwestern Tasma-
nia. Orange (Epthianura aurifrons) and crimson (E. tricolor)
chats are found throughout the center from the west coast to
the western slopes of the Great Dividing Range and from the
south coast to the tropics. However, in the moister parts of
this range, they are irregular visitors. The white-fronted chat
is found across southern Australia and is the only chat in Tas-
mania. The stony deserts of central Australia are where gib-
berbirds are found.

Yellow chats display one of the most scattered distributions
of any bird species. One subspecies (zacgregori) is restricted to
a tiny range near the Fitzroy River on the central Queensland
coast. A second subspecies (funneyi) is found only in western
Arnhem Land, Northern Territory. The dominate subspecies
occurs in isolated populations scattered across the Kimberley
region of western Australia, across Northern Territory, and
into western Queensland. Reports in northeastern South Aus-
tralia may refer to small local populations or vagrants.

Habitat

Chats are most strongly associated with chenopod shrubland,
especially saltbush (Amiplex), bluebush (Maireana), and samphire
(Halosarcia). They also occur in neighboring semi-arid wood-
land or shrubland, which is often dominated by acacias. Gibber
plains, the home of the gibberbird, are stony deserts with a
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A white-fronted chat (Epthianura albifrons) with its insect prey. (Photo
by R. Brown/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

sparse cover of grass and saltbush. Yellow chats typically inhabit
low vegetation close to swamps, floodplains, and bore drains.

Behavior

Chats typically occur in small, loose flocks, but pair up dur-
ing the breeding season. They may defend breeding territo-
ries, though a detailed study of the white-fronted chat
suggested that males defend the nest and their mate rather
than a territory. They display in flight and from perches,
where they dip their tails and raise the colorful feathers on
their heads or back ends. Calls are mostly simple and metal-
lic, with pretty twittering or piping songs, and, when threat-
ened, harsh churring calls. Crimson and orange chats are
highly mobile, displaying a north-south seasonal migration,
as well as nomadic movements in response to local rainfall.
Chats seem unable to drink saline water. During dry times,
they may reach the coast. The other species may be more
sedentary, but they also show poorly understood movements
in response to local conditions.

Feeding ecology and diet

Insects and spiders are the principal food of the Australian
chats, and are usually captured on the ground or from low
shrubs. White-fronted chats also occasionally eat gastropods,
crustaceans, and seeds. This species gleans its prey from the
ground, dry and wet, or from shallow water, and may run af-
ter aerial prey. They rarely capture flying insects. The other
chats show similar foraging methods, while seeds are a more
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important component of the diet of gibberbirds. Crimson
chats also take nectar.

Reproductive biology

Although there are detailed studies of the breeding biology
of the white-fronted and the crimson chats, the breeding bi-
ology of the other species is less well known. This account is
based mainly on the white-fronted chat. Chats have long breed-
ing seasons, peaking in late winter and spring (August-No-
vember), and breeding again after the rainy season in late
summer and fall (March—April). Up to five attempts may be
made in a season. There is no evidence of polygamy or coop-
erative breeding among the chats. Nests are usually placed 1-4
ft (0.3-1.2 m) from the ground in small bushes, often saltbush
or bluebush, and occasionally on the ground. Nests are cup-
shaped, and made from grass, rushes, twigs, and plant fiber,
and sometimes with mammal hair or fur and feathers. Eggs are
fleshy or pinkish white with small reddish spots at the larger
end. Clutches are of two to four eggs, maximum five (mean of
3.1 for white-fronted chats and 2.7 for crimson chats). Both
males and females incubate the eggs, which hatch at 13-14
days. Both parents brood and feed the young, with a rate of
seven visits per parent per hour. Young fledge at about 14 days
in white-fronted chats, and a few days earlier in crimson and
orange chats. Approximately 30% of nests succeed. Most fail-
ures are due to predation, and known predators include cats,
foxes, snakes, and ravens. A small proportion of nests are par-
asitised by the Horsefield’s bronze cuckoo (Chrysococcyx basalis).

Conservation status

Two subspecies of yellow chats are Endangered (one Crit-
ically Endangered) due to loss and degradation of their habi-
tats. The third subspecies is secure as are all other species.
Overgrazing and increased salinity in inland Australia may
have benefited several species.

Significance to humans

Chats may have little significance to humans, although or-
ange and crimson chats are conspicuous and colorful birds
observed by many desert travelers.

Male crimson chat (Epthianura tricolor) with chicks in Western Aus-
tralia. (Photo by Peter Slater. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by
permission.)
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Family: Australian chats

Species accounts

Crimson chat
Epthianura tricolor

TAXONOMY
Epthianura tricolor Gould, 1841, Liverpool Plains, New South
Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Tricolored chat, crimson tang, red canary; French:
Epthianure tricolore; German: Scharlachtrugschmitzer; Span-
ish: Curruca Carmesi.

PHYSICAL
CHARACTERISTICS
4.7 in (12 cm); 0.4
oz (11 g). Brownish
upperparts with
white throat and
crimson crown and
underparts.

DISTRIBUTION
Inland, western, and
southern coasts of

Australia, may break
out into southeast-
ern and eastern Aus-
tralia.

Epthianura tricolor

HABITAT
Arid and semi-arid shrubland with saltbush, acacia, or other
shrubs; occasionally, grassland or farmland.

BEHAVIOR
Small but highly mobile flocks in nonbreeding season. Metal-
lic, whistling, and twittering calls.

Epthianura tricolor

Resident
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Takes insects and other invertebrates from the ground and low
shrubs, occasionally from the air. Eats seeds and probes flowers
for nectar.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds as loosely associated pairs. Builds cup nest in low
shrubs up to 3 ft (0.9 m). Clutches are of two to five eggs; in-
cubation by both sexes for 10-14 days; fledges at 10 days. Both
parents brood and feed young, and show distraction displays.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common and widespread, but numbers vary
greatly at any locality.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
An attractive bird often observed by desert visitors. ¢

Gibberbird
Ashbyia lovensis

TAXONOMY
Epthianura lovensis Ashby, 1911, Leigh Creek, South Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Gibber chat, desert chat, desert bird; French: Epthia-
nure d’Ashby; German: Wiistentrugschmitzer; Spanish: Cur-
ruca Desértica.

PHYSICAL
CHARACTERISTICS
5in (13 cm); 0.65 oz
(18 g). Yellow cheek,
throat, and under-
parts; crown and up-
perparts are sandy
brown and used as
camouflage on stony
terrain.

DISTRIBUTION
Borders of Queens-
land, New South
Wales, South Aus-
tralia, and Northern
Territory in central
Australia.

HABITAT Ashbyia lovensis

Gibber plains, which
are sparsely vege-
tated, stony deserts, and occasionally claypans.

BEHAVIOR
Singly, in pairs, and small flocks. Run along ground and bob
tail. Piping and twittering calls, attractive song.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans invertebrates from ground and sometimes from the air.
Eats seeds.
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Ashbyia lovensis

Resident

Vol. 11: Birds IV

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds mostly in spring, but may at other times as well. Cup-
shaped nests made in depressions in ground. Clutches are of
two to four eggs; most aspects of breeding poorly known.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Has possibly benefited from grazing by live-
stock.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Logrunners and chowchillas
(Orthonychidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Orthonychidae

Thumbnail description
Small, stocky ground birds with powerful legs
and shafts of tail feathers extending as spines

Size
7.3-11.8 in (18.5-30 cm); 0.10-0.47 Ib
(47-213 g)

Number of genera, species
1 genus; 3 species

Habitat
Rainforest and contiguous thick, low secondary
growth

Conservation status
Not threatened

Distribution

Eastern Australia and central ranges of New Guinea

Evolution and systematics

The taxonomic placement of these unusual birds was long
problematic. Traditionally they were included with other
ground-frequenting passerines of the Australian and New
Guinean region, such as quail-thrushes and whipbirds. The
DNA-DNA hybridization studies by Charles Sibley and Jon
Ahlquist in 1980-90s demonstrated that logrunners were
quite distinct from these and other passerine families. Since
then they have been separated at family level, an action sup-
ported by subsequent research, within the Australo-Papuan
corvine radiation. They comprise one of the older groups,
with fossil species known from Miocene and Quaternary de-
posits in Australia.

The distribution of the species has attracted much atten-
tion. The southern species, the southern logrunner (Orthonyx
terminckii) occurs through central eastern Australia, then ap-
parently leapfrogs the larger, darker chowchilla (O. spaldingii)
of northeastern Australia, to reappear in the central ranges of
New Guinea. This unusual pattern was illuminated in 2001
by Leo Joseph and his colleagues, who showed that the New
Guinea populations were specifically distinct from those in
southeastern Australia; they thus take the name New Guinea
logrunner (O. novaeguineae). It is not certain, however, to
which of the Australian species it is most closely related.
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Earlier names for the Australian species were the southern
and northern logrunners for O. temminckii and O. spaldingii,
respectively. When the New Guinea populations were con-
sidered to be conspecific with O. temminckii, the common
name of the latter was deemed inappropriate and shortened
to logrunner; the name for O. spaldingii was changed to chow-
chilla, a rendering of its distinctive call. Now, with the lo-
grunners split into two species, it seems appropriate to qualify
the name of the Australian birds by reintroducing the tradi-
tional name, southern logrunner. The name logrunner is used
collectively for the birds of this family.

The morphology of the hind limb and pelvis reflects the
characteristic ground feeding method used by these birds.
The femur has a distinctive hour-glass shape bestowed by the
expansion of the distal end as a brace and the proximal end
for muscle attachments. The pelvis is broad, with deep exca-
vations for the powerful muscles that drive the legs.

Physical characteristics

Logrunners are stocky birds, with the chowechilla, the
largest species, reaching a length of 12 in (30 cm); the other
species are noticeably smaller (7.3-8.3 in; 18.5-21 cm). All
have powerful legs and claws. The unspecialized bill is of
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A female southern logrunner (Orthonyx temminckii) feeds in Laming-
ton National Park, Australia. (Photo by R. Brown/Animals Animals. Re-
produced by permission.)

moderate strength. Perhaps the most curious physical feature
of these birds is the stiffened shafts of the 10 tail feathers, the
tips of which protrude beyond the ends of the feathers as pli-
able spines. This led to the earlier name of “spine-tailed lo-
grunner.” While the chowchilla is simply colored with broad
patches of unmarked black and white, and in one sex, orange,
the other two species have much more complex patterns of
brown, rufous, black, gray, and white. All three species have
similar patterns of sexual dimorphism: males have white
breasts, females orange ones.

Distribution

This family is found only in Australia and New Guinea.
The southern logrunner is distributed along coastal areas and
adjacent ranges in appropriate habitat from central eastern
New South Wales north to southeastern Queensland. The
chowchilla is restricted to the Atherton Tableland region in
northeastern Australia, particularly above 1,475 ft (450 m).
New Guinea birds occur along the central highlands in a zone
6,500-9,300 ft (1,980-2,840 m), in places above and below
this. There are breaks in the distribution, some of which are
real and others that may merely reflect our poor knowledge
of this rare species.

Habitat

Logrunners are birds of the rainforest, although they will
venture into contiguous habitats if the vegetation is suffi-
ciently low and thick; this can include invasive, introduced
plants.

Behavior

Logrunners live in permanent territories in pairs or small
family parties. In 1999 Amy Jensen reported that these groups
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of 2-5 birds occupied home ranges (the areas in which they
foraged) of 1.7-9.8 acres (0.7—4.0 ha), substantially larger than
the space actually defended. Territorial defense is strong,
birds announcing themselves to neighboring families with
loud calls. For the first hour after dawn they call constantly
before settling down to feed. They also break into short bouts
of calling throughout the day, particularly during encounters
with neighbors along a border, and have a concluding burst
at dusk. Mike McGuire investigated the vocalizations of sev-
eral parties of chowchillas. His 1999 study recorded vocabu-
laries of often complex calls with differing local dialects
between adjoining groups.

These birds can be quite shy, quickly fleeing into cover,
often with a loud shriek, when startled. At other times, they
can be remarkably tame, ignoring quiet observers while they
search for food—even walking across a person’s feet while the
bird is foraging.

Feeding ecology and diet

The purpose of the spine-tipped tail and oddly shaped fe-
mur become apparent when logrunners feed. A feeding bird
spreads its tail and rests the spine-like quills against the
ground. To expose the soil, the bird rakes a foot through the
leaf litter and fallen sticks, throwing the leg to the side, per-
pendicular to the body. Once the ground is sufficiently cleared
to feed, the legs are used alternately to scratch the soil front
to back in search of insects, larvae and other invertebrates that
form the diet, balancing on one leg while at the same time
using the tail as a supporting prop. Pivoting around the tail,
logrunners produce distinctive small cleared patches about 8
in (20 cm) in diameter on the forest floor. A foraging bird
spends a brief period scratching at the one spot before mov-
ing on to another a short distance away. Smaller ground-
feeding birds, such as the yellow-throated scrubwren
(Sericornis citreogularis) and eastern whipbird (Psophodes oli-
vaceus), may attend foraging logrunners, picking up small in-
vertebrates that are unearthed by the scratching.

Reproductive biology

Unlike many Australian passerines, southern logrunners
concentrate much of their breeding in the winter. Starting in
about April or June their nesting season continues through to
August or September, sometimes as late as October. The fe-
male is responsible for building the nest and incubating the
eggs, and she provides most of the care for the young.

The nest is a globular dome, usually placed on the ground
but on occasion may be situated in low vines or on a fallen
log or a stump. The female builds a platform up to 2 in (5
cm) of short, thick sticks. She adds curving sides until these
meet and join at the top, finally capping this with dry leaves
and green moss. This roof hangs over the side entrance, par-
tially concealing it and keeping the interior of the nest dry,
even in heavy downpours. The clutch characteristically com-
prises two eggs, which are large and white. Usually these hatch
after a 21-25 day incubation period. The female has most of
the responsibility for feeding the nestlings, but she is assisted
by the male; he passes food to her, which she in turn gives to
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the young birds. The young remain in nest for 16-18 days.
After fledging they are fed by both parents. Juveniles have a
mottled breast, which on the subsequent moult acquires the
color appropriate to the bird’s sex.

The breeding biology of the chowchilla, which was long
unknown, was revealed in 1997 by Cliff Frith and his associ-
ates. Most aspects are similar to those of the southern lo-
grunner, with some important differences. Nesting can occur
in any month of the year, peaking in July through December.
The nest is the same shape but considerably larger. Only a
single egg is laid. Both incubation and nestling periods are
longer: 25 days, with 75% of eggs hatching, and 22-27 days,
with 67% of young successfully leaving the nest. More than
one male may bring food to the female, but males do not
themselves feed the chick.

What is known of the breeding in New Guinea logrun-
ners is similar, with records from March and November of
nests with single eggs.

Conservation status

The clearance of rainforest has eliminated southern lo-
grunners from parts of the range; however, this species ap-
pears capable of persisting in small, isolated patches of
rainforest. A population persists to the south of the metrop-
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olis of Sydney, New South Wales, well separated from the
northern section of its range, and a pair of birds was found
in 5 acres (2 ha) of rainforest that had been long-isolated
within a surrounding countryside of dairy land. The possi-
bility that proliferating exotic plants, such as lantana and
blackberry, in and around the rainforest might force this
species from its habitat did not eventuate. The southern lo-
grunner seems to have adapted well to thick stands of these
plants, using their cover to colonize along watercourses and
even moving away from rainforests into areas where these vig-
orously invading plants have made inroads into cleared land.

While clearing has undoubtedly reduced the habitat avail-
able to chowchillas, this species remains common in north-
eastern Australia. The New Guinea logrunner appears to be
uncommon to rare, but this may be due in part to its shy na-
ture and the remoteness of much of its range. Only in 1987
was it discovered at Tari Gap, central New Guinea, where it
had long been thought to be absent.

Significance to humans

The restricted habitat and cryptic behavior of these inter-
esting birds make them unfamiliar to most people. The name
“chowchilla” is the name used by the Dyirbal Aboriginal peo-
ple, itself derived from this bird’s call.
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Species accounts

Southern logrunner
Orthonyx temminckii

TAXONOMY
Orthonyx temminckii Ranzani, 1822, Hat Hill, New South
Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Spine-tailed logrunner; French: Orthonyx de Tem-
minck; German: Stachelschwanzfloter; Spanish: Corretroncos
Cola de Espinas.

PHYSICAL
CHARACTERISTICS
7.3-8.3 in (18.5-21
cm); female 0.1-0.13
Ib (46-58 g), male
0.13-0.15 1b (58-70
2). Gray and tan pat- .
terned plumage with
black side-stripe.
Males have white
throats; orange
throats in females.

DISTRIBUTION Orthonyx temminckii

Central eastern Aus-
tralia.

HABITAT
Rainforest, edges of contiguous wet sclerophyll forest, and
dense fringing vegetation, including introduced species.

Orthonyx temminckii

Resident
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BEHAVIOR

Sedentary. Territorial throughout year, usually living in pairs or
small family parties. Often shy, but generally ignores human ob-
servers when foraging. Generally unobtrusive except when giv-
ing loud, penetrating calls; most characteristic a lengthy rapid
series of “weet” notes; also a piercing “kweek” when alarmed.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Eats insects and other small soil invertebrates uncovered by
vigorous scratching; leaves characteristic shallow depressions in
soil.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds May to August, sometimes April to October; produces
one or two broods per season. Female alone builds nest, incu-
bates, and provides most of care for young. Nest is a dome of
sticks and other vegetation with a side entrance overhung by
moss; placed on or near ground against trunk or clump of veg-
etation. T'wo white eggs are laid. Incubation, 21-25 days;
fledging period 16-18 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in northern part of range, decreas-
ing southwards until rare at southern limits.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

New Guinea logrunner
Orthonyx novaeguineae

TAXONOMY
Orthonyx novae guineae Meyer, 1874, Arfak Mountains, New
Guinea. Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Orthonyx de Nouvelle Guinée; German:
Neuguineafloter; Spanish: Corretroncos de Nueva Guinea.

PHYSICAL
CHARACTERISTICS
7.3 in (18.5 cm); fe-
male 0.10-0.13 1b
(47-58 g), male
0.12-0.17 1b (53-75
). Similar to south-
ern longrenner.

DISTRIBUTION
Scattered localities e
in mountains of
New Guinea be-
tween 6,500-9,300 ft
(1,980-2,840 m),
probably up to 11,300 ft (3,450 m); occurs locally as low as
3,900 ft (1,200 m) in Irian Jaya. O. n. novaeguineae: northwest-
ern New Guinea; O. n. dorsalis: western central New Guinea;
O. n. victoriana: eastern New Guinea.

Orthonyx novaeguineae
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Orthonyx novaeguineae

Resident

HABITAT
Mainly upper montane forest.

BEHAVIOR

Terrestrial. Quiet, cryptic, and easily overlooked. Usually seen
in pairs or small parties of three or four birds. Song is series of
four to six descending notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Scratches in ground litter for insects and other invertebrates.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

The nest is a small dome of moss, root fibers, and plant stems,
about 5 in (12.5 cm) wide placed on the ground. Nests with a
single white egg found in March and November.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Generally scarce to rare, although not considered a threatened
species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Chowchilla
Orthonyx spaldingii

TAXONOMY
Orthonix spaldingii Ramsay, 1868, Rockingham Bay, Queens-
land, Australia. Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Northern logrunner; French: Orthonyx de Spalding;

German: Schwarzkopffloter; Spanish: Corretroncos de Spalding.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
11-11.8 in (28-30 cm); female 0.25-0.32 Ib (113-144 g), male
0.33-0.47 1b (150-213 g). Dark brown upperparts; breast is
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white in males and
orange-brown in fe-
males. Thin white
eye ring.

DISTRIBUTION

O. s. spaldingii:
northeastern Aus-
tralia; O. s. melas-
menus: northeastern
Australia, north of i ms
O. s. spaldingii. Gen-
erally above 1,470 ft
(450 m), locally in
lowlands with high-
est rainfall.

Orthonyx spaldingii

HABITAT
Rainforest.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial at all seasons, often living in family parties. Highly
terrestrial. Often shy, but may be confiding when feeding.
Generally unobtrusive except when calling. Loud, ringing
“chow chowchilla chowry chook

chook” or “chow chilla chow chow chilla”; also other growls,
chucks.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages by vigorous scratching, excavating shallow depressions
in ground. Eats insects and other terrestrial invertebrates; oc-
casionally seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds almost year round, mainly April to August; one or two
broods reared per season. Female lays a single white egg and is
responsible for construction of nest, incubation of eggs, and

Orthonyx spaldingii

Resident
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care of nestlings. Male provisions female during activities. Nest
is a dome of sticks, twigs, and moss, side entrance hooded by
moss, platform of sticks leading to entrance; on or near ground
in clump of vegetation. Incubation, 25 days; fledging 22-27
days.

Vol. 11: Birds IV

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Although some reduction of range has oc-
curred through habitat loss, this species is still common.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Resources

Books
Coates, Brian J. The Birds of Papua New Guinea. Vol. 2,
Pusserines. Alderley: Dove Publications, 1993.

Higgins, P. J., and J. M. Peter, eds. Handbook of Australian,
New Zealand and Antarctic Birds. Vol. 6, Pardalotes to Fighird.
Melbourne: Oxford University Press, forthcoming.

Schodde, R., and 1. J. Mason. The Directory of Australian Birds.
Pusserines. Collingwood: CSIRO Publishing, 1999.

Periodicals

Frith, C. B., D. W. Frith, and A. Jensen. “The Nesting
Biology of the Chowchilla Orthonyx spaldingii
(Orthonychidae).” Emu 97 (1997): 18-30.

Hindwood, K. A. “The Spine-tailed Log-runner (Orthonyx
temminckii).” Emu 33 (1934): 257-67.

74

Jensen, A. “Home Ranges and Group-territoriality in
Chowchillas Orthonyx spaldingii.” Emu 99 (1999): 280-90.

Joseph, L., B. Slikas, D. Alpers, and R. Schodde. “Molecular
Systematics and Phylogeography of New Guinean
Logrunners (Orthonychidae).” Emau 101 (2001): 273-80.

McGuire, M. “Dialects of the Chowchilla Orthonyx spaldingii in
Upland Rain Forest of North-eastern Australia.” Emu 96
(1996): 174-80.

Organizations

Birds Australia. 415 Riversdale Road, Hawthorn East, Victoria
3123 Australia. Phone: +61 3 9882 2622. Fax: +61 3 9882
2677. E-mail: mail@birdsaustralia.com.au Web site: <http://
www.birdsaustralia.com.au>

Walter E. Boles, PhD

Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia



A
Quail thrushes and whipbirds
(Eupetidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Eupetidae

Thumbnail description
Medium small ground birds, either plump or
slender, some with crests, all with powerful legs

Size
6.7-12.2 in (17-31 cm); 0.07-0.45 Ib (30-205
g)

Number of genera, species
7 genera; 16-19 species

Habitat
Rainforest, forest, woodland, savanna, shrub
steppe, heath, sandhills

Conservation status
Near Threatened: 2 species

Distribution

Australia, New Guinea, east and west Indonesia, Malaysia, south Thailand

Evolution and systematics

The birds in this heterogeneous family spend most of their
time on the ground, but apart from their shared adaptations
to this mode of life, they have few other obvious links. Once
included with the Old World babblers (Timaliidae), they have
been recognized as components of the autochthonous Aus-
tralo-Papuan songbird assemblage; whether they constitute a
natural group, however, is debatable. The affinities of the var-
ious genera within this family are puzzling, and it may be that
this group is largely a convenient “catch-all” category. The
logrunners were formerly included in this family, with the
name Orthonychidae being applicable. With the segregation
of the logrunners in their own family, the available name be-
comes Eupetidae, which has priority over the more commonly
used Cinclosomatidae.

There are 16-19 species, divided among seven genera.
There are five species of quail-thrushes (Cinclosorma); with sev-
eral of the distinct populations sometimes treated as separate
species. The three to four jewel-babblers (Ptilorrhoa) resem-
ble quail-thrushes except for the color. Although they were
once placed in the same genus as the rail-babbler (Euperes
macrocerus), the latter species is a distinctive bird of uncer-
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tain affinities. The genus Psophodes comprises four to five
species of Australian whipbirds and wedgebills. The two
species of wedgebill are so similar in appearance and behav-
ior that their distinctness, exhibited most notably in their
songs, remained unappreciated for many years. The Papuan
whipbird (Androphobus viridis) has not been studied but its re-
lationships may lie with the Australian whipbirds. There are
two species in the genus Melampitta; the lesser melampitta
(M. lugubris) has been arguably placed with the birds of par-
adise (Paradisaeidae) by some authorities. The blue-capped
ifrit (Ifrita kowaldi) looks and acts different from other mem-
bers of the family. Some aspects of its skull morphology re-
semble those of the whistlers (Pachycephalidae).

Physical characteristics

Most species have long tarsi and powerful legs; plumage is
thick and fluffy, the tail usually long and broad, and the bill
relatively short. Quail-thrushes have bold patterns of black,
white, brown, and orange, which are generally restricted to
the underparts; the colors of the upper surface resemble the
ground cover. Jewel-babblers somewhat resemble quail-
thrushes, but have extensive areas of blue in the plumage. The
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rail-babbler is a long-necked, long-tailed bird with chestnut
plumage, and a blue streak along the side of the neck. Whip-
birds and wedgebills of Australia are slender, drab-colored,
long-tailed birds with short but prominent pointed crests. The
Papuan whipbird superficially resembles a small version of
these birds, but lacks a crest. Melampittas are pitta-like birds
with long legs, markedly short tails, and black plumage. The
ifrit is small bird with a moderately short tail and rusty brown
plumage, contrasting with its bright blue cap.

Distribution

Except for the rail-babbler, the family is restricted to Aus-
tralia and New Guinea. Australia has eight to nine species
(four quail-thrushes and four to five whipbirds). The genera
have both mesic and arid representatives. Quail-thrushes oc-
cur across mainland Australia and Tasmania, with species gen-
erally replacing each other with minimal overlap. Whipbirds
are distributed along the eastern and southern coasts, while
wedgebills are birds of the interior. Among New Guinea’s 8-9
species, the Papuan whipbird, melampittas, and ifrit are mon-
tane birds; the ifrit has been found at 12,145 ft (3,680 m). The
painted quail-thrush (C. gjax) is a lowland species. The 3-4
jewel-babblers have representatives at all elevations, with
species largely replacing each other at different altitudes. The
rail-babbler inhabits lowland areas of peninsular Thailand and
Malaysia, Sumatra, and Borneo.

Habitat

The rail-babbler and New Guinea species are birds of the
rainforest, occupying a variety of closed forest types. The
greater melampitta is restricted to forest on rugged karst en-
vironments. In Australia, only the eastern whipbird (P. o/i-
vaceus) is found in rainforest; it also occurs in wetter eucalypt
forests and other low dense vegetation. The western whip-
bird (P. nigrogularis) occurs in dense heath and other thick,
drier vegetation. Wedgebills are birds of dry woodlands,
steppes, and heathlands. Other than the spotted quail-thrush
(C. punctatum), which prefers dry sclerophyll forest with open
understorey, the other Australian quail-thrushes live in a
range of arid habitats, including dry woodlands, shrub steppe,
stony plains, and sandhills.

Behavior

The ifrit is not particularly shy, but the other members of
the family are usually secretive. Rainforest species often se-
cret themselves in dense vegetation. When disturbed, quail-
thrushes stand stationary or burst quail-like into flight. Upon
alighting they either freeze or run swiftly on foot. Whipbirds
and melampittas are curious and will often slowly approach a
quiet observer for a better look.

These birds are much more often heard than seen. They
have distinctive voices, which are often the first indication of
their presence. The vocalizations vary from thin whistles to
loud explosive notes. The male and female eastern whipbirds
participate in antiphonal duets that give this species its name.
The male makes a loud whistle like a whip passing through
the air, to which the female immediately adds two loud cracks.
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Feeding ecology and diet

Most of these birds feed on ground, walking slowly, shuf-
fling or tossing ground litter aside, and picking at prey with
bill; the legs are rarely, if ever, used to clear leaves. Insects
and other invertebrates, and occasionally small vertebrates,
are eaten; seeds may also be taken. The exception is the ifrit.
It forages at any elevation in the forest, clambering about the
trunks and branches, probing in the bark and moss for prey.

Reproductive biology

Most members of this family construct cup-shaped nests.
These vary from that of quail-thrushes, which is made of dry
vegetation placed in a small depression on the ground, to the
bulky, thick-walled nest of the ifrit, situated about 10 ft (3 m)
from the ground. In contrast, the lesser melampitta builds a
domed nest with the entrance on the side and places it up the
side of a tree fern trunk. Quail-thrushes, jewel-babblers, and
the rail-babbler lay two eggs, the other species one. These are
covered with dark spots and blotches against a pale back-
ground. The Australian whipbirds and wedgebills have light
blue eggs strongly marked with black scribbles. The roles of
the sexes and the lengths of incubation and nestling periods
are poorly known for many members of this family.

Conservation status

In 2000, the TUCN listed the rail-babbler and western
whipbird as Near Threatened through loss of habitat. The
population of the western whipbird in the southwest Australia
is endangered. Inappropriate fire regimes are blamed for the
small distribution and small numbers. From a low of 17 pairs
or less in the 1960s, this species has been slowly recovered
through dedicated conservation efforts. Restriction of burn-
ing, captive breeding, and transfer of individuals have brought
the population to over 500 individuals. The subspecies of the
spotted quail-thrush from the Mount Lofty Ranges, South
Australia, may have been extirpated through loss of habitat.

The other species in this family appear secure for the mo-
ment, but several populations are vulnerable, restricted to rel-
atively small areas at higher elevations, or are sparsely
distributed. The greater melampitta occurs throughout mon-
tane New Guinea, but is known from less than ten specimens.
The Papuan whipbird is too poorly known to make a realis-
tic assessment of its status.

Significance to humans

Most of these species are sufficiently cryptic or remote that
they remain unknown to most people. The exception is the
eastern whipbird, whose call is a well known and character-
istic sound of the Australian bush. Even then, far more peo-
ple have heard this bird than seen it.

The ifrit was shown in 2000 by Jack Dumbacher and col-
leagues to carry several types of toxins in its tissues, particu-
larly the feathers. The purpose of this poison is unclear, but its
acquisition appears to be related to the bird’s diet. This is the
second genus of New Guinea bird known to have such toxins,
the other being the pitohuis Pirobui of the Pachycephalidae.
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1. Blue-capped ifrit (Ifrita kowaldi); 2. Eastern whipbird (Psophodes olivaceus); 3. Blue jewel-babbler (Ptilorrhoa caerulescens); 4. Spotted quail-
thrush (Cinclosoma punctatum); 5. Rail-babbler (Eupetes macrocerus). (lllustration by John Megahan)
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Species accounts

Spotted quail-thrush

Cinclosoma punctatum

TAXONOMY
Turdus punctatus Shaw, 1794, New South Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Spotted ground-bird; French: Cinclosome pointillé;
German: Fleckenfloter; Spanish: Tordo Cordoniz Manchada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

10.2-11 in (26-28 cm); 2.4-3.1 oz (67-87 g). Mottled plumage
of white, buff, rufous, brown, and black. Light brown head
with white brow stripe. Throat black with white patch; pinkish
breast.

DISTRIBUTION
C. p. punctatum: S. E. Australia; C. p. dovei: Tasmania; C. p.
anachoreta: Mount Lofty Ranges, south central Australia.

HABITAT

Eucalypt forest with littered open floor, particularly on rocky
hillsides.

BEHAVIOR

Terrestrial, sedentary, and rather shy. When startled, takes off
from ground like a quail; upon landing it runs away or freezes,
relying on its coloration to conceal it. Vocalizations include a
repeated, double-note song and a high thin contact call, in-
audible to many people.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Eats insects and other invertebrates, and occasionally small ver-
tebrates and seeds. It searches for prey on the ground while
walking in a slow, meandering path.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Late July—August to December. The female builds the nest, a
cup of dry vegetation, which is placed in a depression in the
ground near the base of a tree, shrub, rock, or clump of grass.
She incubates the two spotted eggs. The male assists her in
feeding the chicks during and after the 19-day fledging period.
One to three broods may be raised in a season.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Generally sparse but locally common. The population in the
Mt. Lofty Ranges, South Australia, is Critically Endangered, if
not already extinct. This has been attributed to habitat clear-
ance and fragmentation.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Blue jewel-babbler

Ptilorrboa caerulescens

TAXONOMY
Eupetes caerulescens Temminck, 1835, Lobo, Irian Jaya,
Indonesia.

Cinclosoma punctatum

Resident

Ptilorrhoa caerulescens

Resident
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Lowland eupetes; French: Ptilorrhoa bleu; German:
Blaufl6ter; Spanish: Hablantin del Valle.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8.7 in (22 cm); 1.7-2.2 oz (49-61 g). A smaller bird with
mostly blue plumage. Black eye stripe from bill to breast, black
primaries, and white throat and upper breast.

DISTRIBUTION

P. ¢. caerulescens: west New Guinea; P. ¢. neumanni: north New
Guinea; P. c. nigricrissa: south New Guinea; P. geislerorum:
northeast New Guinea (sometimes regarded as separate
species). Lowlands and foothills up to about 990 ft (300 m).

HABITAT
Inhabits wetter forests, such as rainforest, monsoon forest, ad-
joining tall secondary growth, and gallery forest.

BEHAVIOR

Sedentary and territorial. Usually found in pairs or small
groups. Terrestrial, walks daintily along the ground, with a
bobbing head. Elusive, occupying areas of low vegetation
cover. This species’ song is among the more characteristic bird
calls of the forest.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on insects and small invertebrates of the ground litter.
When foraging, tosses leaves to aside using the bill.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

The cup-shaped nest is placed in a depression in the ground at
the base of a tree or between roots. The two eggs are spotted
and streaked against a light brownish background. Breeding
takes place from the mid dry to early wet season.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Generally common.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Rail-babbler

Eupetes macrocerus

TAXONOMY
Eupetes macrocerus Temminck, 1831, Padang, Sumatra.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Malaysian rail-babbler; French: Eupéte a longue
queue; German: Rallenldufer; Spanish: Hablantin Malayo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

11.4 in (29 cm). Brownish plumage with black legs and bill,
white brow stripe and black eye stripe, sometimes with bluish
stripe underneath.

DISTRIBUTION
E. m. macrocerus: Peninsular Thailand and Malaysia, Sumatra;
E. m. borneensis: Borneo. Lives up to 3,300 ft (1,000 m).

HABITAT
Broad-leaved evergreen forest in lowland and hills.

BEHAVIOR

Very shy. Drawn-out monotone whistle heard much more than
bird is seen. Walks on forest floor, jerking head like chicken;
runs with great speed, holding the head up and the tail depressed.
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Eupetes macrocerus

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Eats insects and other small ground invertebrates.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Breeds January—July, laying two eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Scarce to locally fairly common resident. Considered Near
Threatened by the [IUCN and Birdlife International owing to
extensive logging in parts of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Eastern whipbird
Psophodes olivaceus

TAXONOMY
Corvus olivaceus Latham, 1801, New South Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Stockwhip bird, green-backed whipbird; French:
Psophode a téte noire; German: Schwarzschopf-Wippfloter;
Spanish: Pdjaro Litigo Verde.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

10.4-12 in (26.5-30.5 cm); 1.6-2.5 oz (47-72 g). Dark olive-
green body, black head with small black crest, white cheeks,
and long tail.

DISTRIBUTION

P. o. lateralis: northeast Australia; P. o. olivaceus: central east and
southeast Australia.
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Psophodes olivaceus

Resident

HABITAT

Rainforest, eucalypt forest, riverine vegetation, other low dense
vegetation.

BEHAVIOR

Sedentary and territorial at all seasons. Usually stays on the
ground or in low vegetation but may sing from high perch.
Furtive and usually difficult to observe, but curious, approach-
ing a quiet observer. Song an antiphonal duet, male producing
soft swish then drawn out, explosive whip-crack to which fe-
male adds two quick, low notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Eats insects and other small invertebrates obtained by
rummaging through leaves and other litter on forest floor

with the bill.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

One to two broods are reared in the season, which runs
July-December. Two or three eggs, bluish white with black
and gray spots or scribbles, are laid in the cup-shaped nest
placed in dense vegetation near the ground. The female incu-
bates and cares for the young, with the male assisting in their
feeding. Incubation 18 days; young leave nest prematurely at
11-12 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common but affected by clearing.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

The whip-crack song is one of Australia’s most familiar
bird sounds, known to many people who have never seen
the bird, and the source of many colloquial names for this
species. ¢
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Blue-capped ifrit
Ifrita kowaldi

TAXONOMY
Todopsis kowaldi De Vis, 1890, Owen Stanley Mountains, New
Guinea. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Blue-capped babbler; French: Ifrita de kowald; Ger-
man: Blaukappenfloter; Spanish: Hablantin de Gorra Azul.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.5 in (16.5 cm); 1.1-1.3 o0z (30-36 g). A small bird with olive
upperparts and light brownish golden cheeks and underparts.
White eye stripe, black bill, and blue cap from forehead to
nape.

DISTRIBUTION

T. k. kowaldi: central and east New Guinea; T. k. brunnea: New
Guinea: central and west New Guinea. From 4,818 to 12,144
ft (1,460 to 3,680 m), mainly 6,600-9,570 ft (2,000-2,900 m).

HABITAT
Montane forest, particularly mossy forest.

BEHAVIOR

Active; unlike most species in this family, it is not shy and can
be easily observed. Usually seen in pairs or small groups,
sometimes encountered in mixed-species foraging parties.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feeds mainly on insects, occasionally soft fruit. Forages from
near ground level on fallen logs to branches in the upper
canopy. Creeps up trunks and along branches like a nuthatch-
like fashion, probing in the moss for food and bending around
branches to inspect the undersides.

Ifrita kowaldi

Resident
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

The nest is placed about 12 ft (3.6 m) from the ground. It
consists of moss made into a bulky, deep cup. A single egg

is laid; this is white with dark spots most densely placed at
the large end. Records of active nests indicate that the breed-
ing season is the mid-late dry season to early and late wet
season.

Family: Quail thrushes and whipbirds

CONSERVATION STATUS
Generally fairly common, though thinly distributed in many
places.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Recognized by the local people as unsuitable for eating. It was
recently found that this bird has a toxin in its feathers and soft
tissues. &
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Fantails
(Rbipiduridae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Rhipiduridae

Thumbnail description

Small to medium-small slim birds with flat,
triangular bills, double rows of long rictal
bristles, and prominent long, rounded, fanned
tails.

Size
5.5-8.5 in (14-21.5 cm); 0.2-0.9 oz (6-25 g)

Number of genera, species
2 genera; 40 species

Habitat

Rainforest, forest, mangroves, woodland,
savanna, shrub steppe, heath, grasslands,
areas near human habitation

Conservation status
Vulnerable: 2 species; Near Threatened: 5
species

G

(0]

Distribution

Australia, New Zealand, New Guinea, southwest Pacific islands, Micronesia,
Philippines, Indonesia, South and Southeast Asia

Evolution and systematics

Fantails, also called wagtail flycatchers, are a component
of the large Australo-Papuan songbird group, the so-called
“corvine radiation.” They are closest to the drongos of the
Dicruridae family and monarch flycatchers of the Monarchi-
nae family. The fantails are either classified in their own fam-
ily or as a subfamily of the monarch flycatchers, or in a broader
drongo-monarch grouping. There is no doubt that they rep-
resent a distinctive group of insectivorous birds. Generally the
40 or more species are referred to the single genus Rhipidura,
although the yellow-breasted fantail (R. hypoxantha) is some-
times placed in the monotypic genus Chelidorhynx. Within the
genus Rbipidura, there are several distinct subgroups.

The largest of the fantails, the willie wagtail (R. leucophrys),
is perhaps the most atypical member of the genus. It spends
much more time on the ground than other species. The north-
ern fantail (R. rufiventris) is one of several more sedate species;
although capturing prey in flight, these do so without the aer-
ial flourishes of most fantails. The thicket-fantails, like the
sooty thicket-fantail (R. rhrenothorax), are shy and secretive
inhabitants of dense rainforest understory. The remaining
species of fantail, however, are active and conspicuous. These
are distributed across the family’s range. The gray fantail (R.
albiscapa), streaked fantail (R. spilodera), and rufous fantail (R.
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rufifrons) species-groups each include a number of species
spread across substantial parts of Indonesia, Australasia and
the southwestern Pacific. Other species have less obvious con-
nections with other fantails. The tiny yellow-bellied fantail
has a unique color pattern and other minor differences, and
the blue-headed fantail (R. cyaniceps) and blue fantail (R. su-
perciliosa) are also unusual in their color; otherwise these are
fairly typical members of this family.

A species may be distributed on mainlands and many is-
lands across a wide area. This makes it difficult to differenti-
ate between species when they are so closely related. The
species limits among the 13 or so members of the rufous fan-
tail group are sometimes rather arbitrary. In his detailed 1987
review of Australian populations of the gray fantail, Julian
Ford recognized the mangrove-inhabiting population of the
northern coasts as a distinct species, the mangrove fantail (R.
phasiana). Subsequently, studies by Richard Schodde and Ian
Mason of the gray fantail both in and beyond Australia rec-
ommended that the New Zealand populations be specifically
classified as New Zealand fantails (R. fuliginosa), and the Aus-
tralian birds as R. albiscapa. Richard Holdaway and his col-
leagues went even further, dividing the fantails of New
Zealand’s North, South, and Chatham Islands into three dif-
ferent species. Multi-island distributions have given rise to
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Fantail display. (lllustration by Barbara Duperron)

numerous subspecies in widespread species; the northern fan-
tail, for example, has 24 named forms scattered across the Bis-
marck Archipelago, northern Australia, New Guinea, and
islands of the Moluccas and Lesser Sundas.

On occasion, the two small flycatchers in the genus Culi-
capa have been associated with the fantails. Although the
proper taxonomic placement of these south and southeast
Asian species is uncertain, it does not appear to belong to the
genus Rhipidura.

Physical characteristics

Fantails are small birds, ranging from the yellow-bellied
fantail at 5.5 in (15 cm) and 0.2 oz (6 @), to the larger willie
wagtail at 8.5 in (21.5 cm) and 0.9 oz (25 g). The obvious fea-
ture of this family, from which the group name is derived, is
the distinctive long, rounded, fan-shaped tail, which may rep-
resent 50% or more of a bird’s total length. Fantails also have
the flat, triangular bill characteristic of many aerial insecti-
vores. The bill is surrounded by rictal bristles, in an unusual
double row arrangement. With the exception of the more ter-
restrial species, fantails have short tarsi and small feet. The
wings are rather rounded, sacrificing speed but allowing a
highly maneuverable, usually very buoyant flight.
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Fantails are generally not brightly plumaged, with the ma-
jor colors being brown, rufous, white, gray, or black, or a com-
bination of these. This generalization breaks down along the
northwestern and western periphery of the family’s distribu-
tion, where two species have large amounts of blue in the
plumage and another one, yellow. The overall color of many
species is muted or drab, but a few species, such as the black-
and-cinnamon fantail (R. nigrocinnamomen), have boldly con-
trasting colors. Males and females rarely exhibit dimorphism
in their plumage; an exception is the black fantail (R. atra) of
New Guinea, with black males and rufous females. The New
Guinea dimorphic fantail (R. brachyrbyncha) also has two color
phases: a dark one in which the tail is black and rufous, and
a light phase with a light gray tail. Young fantails look like
adults with washed-out colors and rusty edges to some feath-
ers, particularly the wing coverts. Widespread species, par-
ticularly those that are found over a number of islands, show
marked plumage variation among the populations.

Distribution
Although primarily an Australasian family, the fantails dis-

tribute well beyond this region. Species are found in eastern
Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, the Himalayas, southern China,
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A willie wagtail (Rhipidura leucophrys) in flight. (Photo by C.H. Greenewalt/
VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

southeast Asia, the Philippines, Indonesia, New Guinea, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, and the islands of the southwestern Pa-
cific, east of Samoa and north to Micronesia. Several species
may coexist, particularly in New Guinea, with up to seven
found in the same locality. Some species are quite widespread,
such as the white-throated fantail (R. a/bicollis), which is found
from eastern Pakistan through south and southeast Asia to
Borneo. Another example is the rufous fantail, which ranges
from the Moluccas to the Santa Cruz islands in the east and
to Micronesia in the north. Other species are restricted to
only a single small island; the Ponapé fantail (R. kubaryi) and
Matthias fantail (R. matthiae) are endemic to Ponapé, Mi-
cronesia, and to Mussau, in the Bismark Archipelago, respec-
tively.

Habitat

The fantail family has representatives in many types of
habitats, but most species are found in rainforest, either ex-
clusively or as part of their broader range of habitat prefer-
ences. The mangrove fantail, as the name suggests, is
restricted to mangroves. In Australia, the rufous fantail is pri-
marily a bird of rainforest and wet sclerophyll forest in the
breeding and non-breeding seasons; during migration, indi-
viduals may wander into a range of more open habitats, in-
cluding city centers. The greatest diversity of habitat
preferences is that of the willie wagtail. Although it favors
open situations, this species occurs in all but the densest rain-
forest, and seems equally at home in deserts and city parks.
Where several species of fantails occupy the same habitat, they
favor different elevations in the forest or different parts of the
tree. Some, like the sooty thicket-fantail, choose low, dense
thickets. The willie wagtail is the most terrestrial species,
spending much of its time foraging on the ground.

Behavior

The tail is usually held cocked, alternately fanned and
closed, and often swung from side to side while a bird is
perched or moving about the foliage. This tail posture is also
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used when species engage in highly aerobatic, looping flights
to capture flying insects. So active are these flights at times
that they have been described as “hysterical.” These species
are restless, rarely perching still for long. This behavior gave
the gray fantail the colloquial nickname of “mad fan”. Some
species, such as the northern fantail, are more sedate, spend-
ing more time perched and making more direct sallies for in-
sects. The willie wagtail rarely fans the tail, but swings it
energetically from side to side.

Many fantail species are tame and confiding towards hu-
mans. They may come close to capture insects flushed by a
moving observer. Other large, harmless animals are used in a
similar fashion; willie wagtails frequently use domestic cattle
both as a perch and to flush insects. This behavior contrasts
with the response to animals perceived as predators or terri-
torial intruders. Fantails can be boldly aggressive towards
larger birds, fearlessly attacking birds of prey, even landing
on their backs. Aggressive behavior in a willie wagtail is sig-
naled by its rasping, scolding calls and a greatly expanded
white eyebrow. If the conflict involves a territorial dispute,
the losing bird will shrink the eyebrow until it is no longer
visible. The thicket-fantails, unlike most species, are shy and
secretive in the presence of humans and can be difficult to see
as they skulk in dense undergrowth.

As a general rule, populations near the equator do not mi-
grate. Thus, most tropical species are sedentary, remaining in
the same area throughout the year. In more southern tem-
perate regions, and at higher elevations, birds may exhibit
marked seasonal movements. In Australia, the rufous fantail
regularly moves north and south along the east coast. The
gray fantail has more pronounced shifts, with southeastern
populations moving extensive distances north and northwest

A willie wagtail (Rhipidura leucophrys) broods its chicks during a rain-
storm. (Photo by Peter Slater. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by
permission.)
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in winter. Species like the white-throated and yellow-bellied
fantails, which spend the summer in the Himalayas, move to
lower altitudes at the end of the season.

Fantails are not particularly noted songsters, although their
voices are by no means unpleasant. They are not strong and
the calls are simple. Songs, which can be uttered frequently,
are rapid and enthusiastic. That of the gray fantail has been
likened to the notes of a violin. The exception to possessing
a soft song is the willie wagtail. Both its scolding call and song
are robust compared to those of other fantails and can be
heard for some distance. The song, transliterated as “sweet
pretty creature”, may be repeated for quite extended periods,
particularly on moonlit nights.

Feeding ecology and diet

Other than that of a few larger species, such as the willie
wagtail, the bill of fantails is not strong enough to handle
large, robust prey. The major food is small insects and other
invertebrates. Larger prey, such as moths, may be hammered
on a branch to subdue and render it suitable to be eaten. The
willie wagtail has captured and eaten small skinks. Most prey
are caught in the air, gleaned from foliage, or, less often, pur-
sued on the ground. The flight of a gray fantail for a flying
insect can be an impressively dizzying aerial pursuit. Rapid
loops and sudden changes of direction appear to threaten to
break the bird apart. The tail is held cocked and spread as a

A gray fantail (Rhipidura albiscapa) at its nest. (Photo by R. Brown/
VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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bird moves through the foliage, and it has been suggested that
this may assist in flushing insects.

In a study of three coexisting Australian fantails, Elizabeth
Cameron found that they partitioned the environment, each
selecting different heights and sections of the substrate, and
using different foraging techniques, thus reducing overlap and
competition. During the summer, gray fantails fed across a
broad range of elevations, occasionally in the canopy at
heights of about 130 ft (40 m). The predominant foraging
method was to search for prey from a lookout perch, then
pursue it in the air, before returning to a new vantage point.
Rufous fantails generally fed lower, in the understory and
shrub strata, and spent more time actively moving through
the foliage flushing insects. Willie wagtails remained within
10 ft 3 m) of the ground and often on it, either capturing
prey in the air with short flights or pursuing it on foot on the
ground. In winter, when the rufous fantails migrated away
from the area, gray fantails became more aerial and willie wag-
tails more terrestrial.

Reproductive biology

Some or all aspects of the breeding biology are unknown
for a number of the rarer or more remote species. Conversely,
several of the common, widespread species have been partic-
ularly well studied. Most fantails have quite similar breeding
patterns. Both sexes construct the nest, a small, tidy cup of fine
grass stems bound together by a thick external coating of cob-
webs. This is placed in a horizontal fork or sometimes in a
human-made structure or other suitable site, from 3-50 ft
(1-15 m) from the ground, but usually within less than 10 ft
(3 m). Most species for which the nest is known attach a dan-
gling “tail” of nesting material to its underside. The clutch in-
cludes 2—4 eggs. These are pale or cream, marked with brown
or gray blotches and spots, which form a wreath at the larger
end or around the midline. Eggs of the yellow-bellied fantail
differ somewhat by being cream or pinkish cream with a cap
on the larger end consisting of pinkish brown stippling. Both
parents incubate the eggs for 12-14 days. After hatching,
chicks remain in the nest for 13-15 days, attended by both
parents.

Because there is little attempt at concealment, fantail nests
may be subject to considerable predation by larger birds.
Richard Major and his team studied predation rates and the
major perpetrators by building artificial nests with eggs made
from modeling clay. Through direct observation and by iden-
tifying the bite marks left in the false eggs, he determined that
more than ten avian species and several small mammals at-
tempted to steal the eggs. The major predator was the pied
currawong (Strepera graculina), which was responsible in more
than half of the directly observed raids. Fantails also suffer
from nest parasitism by cuckoos. A rufous fantail can be the
host of a vigorously begging young pallid cuckoo (Cuculus pal-
lidus), a bird that is up to eight times its weight.

Conservation status

Many species of fantails are common, and those found on
larger landmasses appear not to be under threat. Several island
populations, however, have been identified as in threatened or
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approaching this unfortunate status. The IUCN and Birdlife
International have listed two species as Vulnerable. The Malaita
fantail (R. malaitae), on Malaita, in the Solomon Islands, have
a small estimated population, with recent records from only
two locations. For this species, the threat factors affecting it
are uncertain at present. The Manus fantail (R. semirubra),
from the Admiralty Islands (Papua New Guinea), also has a
small range. Once common on Manus Island, there have been
no records since 1934. Although it is still found on neighbor-
ing islands, the reasons for this decline are not known.

Five species are considered Near Threatened: cinnamon-
tailed fantail (R. fuscorufa) and long-tailed fantail (R. opisth-
erythra), both of the Tanimbar Islands; Cockerell’s fantail (R.
cockerelli), Solomon Islands; dusky fantail (R. tenebrosa), San
Christobal, Solomon Islands; and Matthias fantail of the Mus-
sau, Bismarck Archipelago. Significant amounts of logging
across critical parts of these species’ ranges has been impli-
cated as a threatening process in all cases.
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Because distribution of some species is restricted to remote
islands or high elevations, it is difficult to assess the status of
some populations. These may be not be under current threat
but, because of small population sizes, they are potentially
susceptible to introduced species or habitat alteration.

Significance to humans

In places, fantails are well known because they are com-
mon and active. Combined with their tame and confiding na-
ture around humans, this has made them particular favorites
among birdwatchers and the general public. In parts of New
Guinea, the willie wagtail is thought to be the ghost of a pa-
ternal relative. A singing bird around a newly planted garden
means that crops will flourish. Elsewhere, it has the reputa-
tion as a gossip; it is not persecuted, but important business
is not discussed when the bird is present.
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1. Northern fantail (Rhipidura rufiventris); 2. Yellow-bellied fantail (Rhipidura hypoxantha); 3. Dimorphic fantail (Rhipidura brachyrhyncha); 4. Gray
fantail (Rhipidura albiscapa); 5. Rufous fantail (Rhipidura rufifrons); 6. White-throated fantail (Rhipidura albicollis); 7. Blue-headed fantail (Rhipidura
cyaniceps); 8. Streaked fantail (Rhipidura spilodera); 9. Willie wagtail (Rhipidura leucophrys); 10. Sooty thicket-fantail (Rhipidura threnothorax).
(lllustration by Jacqueline Mahannah)
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Family: Fantails

Species accounts

Yellow-bellied fantail
Rhbipidura hypoxantha

TAXONOMY
Rbipidura hypoxantha Blyth, 1843, Darjeeling, India.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Yellow-bellied fantail flycatcher; French: Rhipidure a
ventre jaune; German: Goldbauch-Ficherschwanz; Spanish:
Cola de Abanico de Vientre Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5-4.9 in (11.5-12.5 cm); 0.2 oz (5-6 g). Yellow forehead,
brow, and underparts; upperparts are olive-gray. Black mask
and long, white-tipped gray tail. Female’s mask is dark olive in
color.

DISTRIBUTION

Northern India, southeastern Tibet, southwestern China,
Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, northern Bangladesh, northern Myan-
mar, northern Thailand, and northern Vietnam. Occurs at
4,950-12,210 ft (1,500-3,700 m), locally down to 594 ft (180
m) in winter.

HABITAT

Can be found in various kinds of forest and secondary jungle
but prefers moist evergreen forest. In the breeding season, oc-
curs mostly in mixed coniferous and birch or rhododendron
forests.

BEHAVIOR

This is a very active and restless bird. It is constantly in mo-
tion, flicking its wings and fanning its tail. While foraging, it
continually utters a high, thin “sip sip.”

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on small flying insects caught in the air. Often found in
mixed-species feeding flocks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds in Apr.—Jul. The nest is a compact deep cup, attached
to the upperside of a branch, 10-20 ft (3-6 m) above ground.
The clutch consists of three cream to pinkish-cream eggs with
tiny dark reddish speckles, which usually form a ring around
the larger end.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Blue-headed fantail
Rhbipidura cyaniceps

TAXONOMY
Muscipeta cyaniceps Cassin, 1855, Mt Makiling, Luzon, Philip-
pine Islands. Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Rhipidure a téte bleue; German: Blaukopf-
Ficherschwanz; Spanish: Cola de Abanico Azul.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.5-7.5 in (16.5-19 cm). Head, throat, and breast grayish blue.
White brow and under eye stripe. Lower back, rump, and belly
to undertail is rufous. Black central tail feathers.

Rhipidura hypoxantha

Resident

Rhipidura cyaniceps

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

R. ¢. pinicola: northwest Philippine Islands; R. ¢. cyaniceps: north-
east Philippine Islands; R. ¢. sauli: western central Philippine Is-
lands; R. c. albiventris: eastern central Philippine Islands.

HABITAT
This species can be found in all forest types, up to 6,600 ft
(2,000 m).

BEHAVIOR

Usually found in family parties or mixed feeding flocks, this
fantail is a noisy and conspicuous bird in the understory of the
forest.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

This species captures much of its insect food by hawking in the
upper canopy. It is a frequent member of mixed-species forag-
ing flocks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Birds in breeding condition have been recorded in February
and March. Two eggs are laid in a cup-shaped nest built on a
branch.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

White-throated fantail
Rhbipidura albicollis

TAXONOMY
Platyrbynchos albicollis Vieillot, 1818, Bengal, India. Eleven sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: White-throated fantail flycatcher; French: Rhipidure a

Rhipidura albicollis

Resident
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gorge blanche; German: Weisskehl-ficherschwanz; Spanish:
Cola de Abanico de Garganta Blanca.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
6.9-8.1 in (17.5-20.5 cmy); 0.3-0.45 oz (9-13 g). Mostly gray
with white throat, brow, and tip of tail.

DISTRIBUTION

Northeastern Pakistan, India, southeastern Tibet, southern
China, Myanmar, Thailand, Asia, Peninsular Malaysia, Suma-
tra, Borneo. Foothills and adjacent plains up to 10,000 ft
(3,000 m).

HABITAT

Inhabits broad-leaved evergreen forest and can be found locally
in human-modified areas such as bamboo, parks, secondary re-
growth, and wooded gardens.

BEHAVIOR

This is a typical fantail in its behavior—restless, constantly fan-
ning its tail, and conspicuous. It is a bird of the understory and
middle growth. In winter, it exhibits marked altitudinal migra-
tion, moving from higher elevations to foothills and plains.
The song consists of thin, high-pitched notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Works along branches, as well as outside of foliage, feeding on
small flying insects it disturbs. It may be encountered singly, in
pairs, or as part of mixed hunting parties.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

The breeding season varies throughout the range, from
Feb.-May to Mar.—Aug; two broods may be raised. Both sexes
build the nest and incubate the three spotted eggs. The small
cup-shaped nest is made of fine grass stems held together by
an external coating of cobwebs; it has a dangling “tail” of
grasses below. Incubation period 12-13 days; fledging 13-15
days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Rufous fantail
Rhbipidura rufifrons

TAXONOMY
Muscicapa rufifrons Latham, 1801, Sydney, New South Wales,
Australia. Twenty subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Rufous-fronted fantail; French: Rhipidure roux; Ger-
man: Fuchsficherschwanz; Spanish: Cola de Abanico Rufo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5-6.7 in (14-17.5 cm); 0.25-0.35 oz (7.2-10 g). Rufous-
brown plumage with mottled throat. Tail color is rufous at
base, to brown middle and whitish tips. White patch from chin
to cheek and upper throat.

DISTRIBUTION

Moluccas and Lesser Sunda Islands, coastal eastern Australia,
New Guinea, Bismarck Archipelago, Solomon Islands, Santa
Cruz Islands, and Micronesia. Located from sea level to 6,600
ft (2,000 m).
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Family: Fantails

Rhipidura rufifrons

HABITAT

Rainforest, monsoon forest, mid-montane forest, riparian vege-
tation, swamp woodland, wet eucalypt forest, mangroves; on
migration may occur in open or urban situations.

BEHAVIOR

Usually seen singly, sometimes in pairs. Frequents lower sub-
stage to mid-tree levels. Confiding. Restless; moves with rapid
jerky movements. Strongly migratory in southeast Australia;
tropical birds apparently not sedentary, but nature of move-
ments uncertain.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Insectivorous. Favors lower and middle levels of foliage. For-
ages mainly by gleaning, occasionally by flycatching. Works
quietly along slender outer branches, from the inner section to
the extreme tip. May join mixed feeding parties.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeding season varies across range: Oct.—Feb. (Australia),
Aug.—Jan. (New Guinea region), Feb.—Mar. (Micronesia). Sexes
share nest construction, incubation, and care of young, rearing
1-2 broods per season. The nest is a compact cup of fine grass
bound with spider web, with a pendant “tail” about 3 in (7.5
cm) long. The nest is placed in thin fork up to 16.5 ft (5 m)
above the ground. The clutch includes 2-3 eggs; these are
cream with small warm brown and lavender dots, mostly at
large end. Incubation takes about 14 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

In Australia, this species is common in the north, decreasing in
abundance southwards; it is not considered under threat. Sev-
eral of the Micronesian populations exist in low numbers and
are potentially susceptible to loss of habitat and introduced
predators.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Dimorphic fantail
Rhipidura brachyrbyncha

TAXONOMY
Rhbipidura brachyrbyncha Schlegel, 1871, Arfak Mountains, New
Guinea. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Dimorphic rufous fantail; French: Rhipidure dimor-
phe; German: Zweiphasen-Ficherschwanz; Spanish: Cola de
Abanico Dimorfo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.9-6.5 in (15-16.5 cm); 0.3-0.4 oz (8.3-10.7 g). Crown to up-
per back dark brown, fading to rufous lower back, rump, and
wing edges. Underparts buffy gray with either pale or dark un-
dertail, depending on color phase. Bill brownish black, feet
pale brown.

DISTRIBUTION

R. b. brachyrbyncha: Northwestern New Guinea; R. b. devisi:
western, central, and eastern New Guinea. Occurs mainly at
6,600-12,144 ft (2,000-3,680 m), as low as 3,828 (1,160 m) and
as high as 12,870 ft (3,900 m).

HABITAT
Lives in mountain forest, particularly stunted moss forest.

BEHAVIOR
A tame and inquisitive bird, usually encountered in pairs,
sometimes singly. Active.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Obtains most of its food by catching flying insects, although it
will also glean items from foliage while hovering. One foraging

Rhipidura brachyrhyncha

Resident
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technique is to crash through the foliage, catching any flushed
insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nesting habits undescribed.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Streaked fantail
Rhipidura spilodera

TAXONOMY
Rhipidura spilodera G.R. Gray, 1870, Vanua Lava, New He-
brides. Five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Rhipidure tacheté; German: Fleckenficherschwanz;
Spanish: Cola de Abanico Moteado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.3-7.1 in (16-18 cm); female 0.3-0.35 oz (9.2-10.2 g), male
0.4 oz (11-12 g). Olive-brown upperparts with gray-brown tail
feathers and two white wing bars. White brow stripe and
throat, with scaly brown pattern on white breast. Abdomen is
whitish buff.

DISTRIBUTION

R. s. verreauxi: New Caledonia and Loyalty Islands; R. s. spi-
lodera: Central and northern Vanuatu; R. s. layardi: western Fiji;
R. s. erythronota: northern Fiji; R. s. rufilateralis: northeastern
Fii.

HABITAT

True forest and forest edge, occasionally secondary growth and
gardens. Occurs up to 3,960 ft (1,200 m).
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BEHAVIOR
An active, restless, bold, and inquisitive bird. It frequents lower
levels in the forest. The song is a pleasant series of 4-5 notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

This fantail is an active feeder in the understory, capturing in-
sects by gleaning and hawking. It frequently joins mixed-
species feeding flocks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

The breeding season on New Caledonia and Vanuatu is
Oct.—Jan. Two spotted eggs are laid in the small cup nest,
which is situated in the lower strata, 6.6-10 ft (2-3 m) from
the ground. Both parents share the nesting duties.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Gray fantail
Rhbipidura albiscapa

TAXONOMY
Rbipidura albiscapa Gould, 1840, Tasmania. Eight subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: White-shafted fantail; French: Rhipidure a collier;
German: Grauficherschwanz; Spanish: Cola de Abanico Gris.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5-6.6 in (14.0-16.8 cm); 0.2-0.3 oz (6-9 g). Plumage color
ranges from light gray to dark brown-gray. White from chin to
top of throat; also white brow and tail tips.

Rhipidura spilodera

Resident

Rhipidura albiscapa

Breeding Nonbreeding
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DISTRIBUTION

R. a. preissi: southwestern Australia, reaching northwestern
Australia on migration; R. 4. alisteri: south central, southeast-
ern, and east central Australia, on migration to northern Aus-
tralia and possibly New Guinea; R. 4. albiscapa: Tasmania and
Bass Strait islands, southeastern Australia on migration; R. .
keasti: northeastern Australia; R. 4. albicauda: C. Australia; R. 4.
pelzelni: Norfolk Island; R. 4. bulgeri: New Caledonia and Lifu,
Loyalty Islands; R. . brenchleyi: Vanuatu, Banks Islands; San
Cristobal, Solomon Islands.

HABITAT

Can be found in almost any wooded habitat, including urban
situations, rainforest, eucalypt forest and woodland, semi-arid
scrublands, mangroves, and riverine vegetation.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial; usually solitary or in pairs; often joins mixed feed-
ing parties. Extremely active and conspicuous; inquisitive and
confiding. Frequents all levels of foliage. Populations of south-
ern Australia and Tasmania are migratory, those of central
Australia are nomadic and those in northeastern Australia and
on Pacific islands are sedentary. Song is a series of high-
pitched and thin but attractive notes, given in a “see-saw” ca-
dence and sometimes likened to a violin.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Eats small insects. Forages mainly by hawking on the wing in in-
volved intricate acrobatic chases; sometimes gleans from foliage.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

In Australia, breeds Jul.—Jan.; produces one, two, or often three
broods in a season. The sexes share the breeding duties. The
nest is the typical fantail structure: a small cup of thin grass
bound with spider web, with pendent tail up to 6 in (15 cm)
long, placed in a fork. This is usually 6.5-16.5 ft (2-5 m),
sometimes up to 33 ft (10 m), above the ground. The eggs,
2—4 in a clutch, are cream with small light brown and underly-
ing pale gray spots form a wreath at the larger end. Incubation
takes 14 days, age at fledging 10-12 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common in most of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
A favorite with Australian birdwatchers. &

Northern fantail
Rhbipidura rufiventris

TAXONOMY
Platyrbynchos rufiventris Vieillot, 1818, Timor. Twenty-four
subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: White-throated fantail; French: Rhipidure a ventre
chamois; German: Witwen-Ficherschwanz; Spanish: Cola de
Abanico Nortefio.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.5-7.1 in (16.5-18.0 cm); 0.35-0.6 oz (10-17 g). Gray-brown
plumage with buff belly and white lateral tail feathers. White
streaks on breast; white brow and chin to throat.

DISTRIBUTION
Northern Australia, New Guinea, Bismarck Archipelago,
Moluccas, Lesser Sunda Islands. Found mainly in the low-
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Rhipidura rufiventris

Resident

lands and hills, locally up to 5,400 ft (1,640 m) on New
Britain.

HABITAT

This species can be found in a range of habitats, including
open eucalypt woodland, rainforest fringes, mangrove forest,
monsoon forest, riverine vegetation, wooded swamps, tall sec-
ondary growth, forest edges, and garden areas.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial, usually solitary or in pairs. Often conspicuous
when it chooses exposed perches. Often joins mixed-species
feeding flocks. Less active than other fantails; spends more
time perching and engages in more sedate aerial pursuits. Gen-
erally quiet, unobtrusive, undemonstrative. Typical stance up-
right with the tail held vertically.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Eats a variety of insects obtained almost entirely by hawking,
although sometimes gleaned from branches and leaves. Com-
monly joins mixed-species foraging flocks of other small insec-
tivorous songbirds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

A pair may produce 1-2 broods per season, which runs from
Aug.—Jan. in Australia and from the mid-dry to the mid-wet
season in New Guinea. Both parents build the nest, incubate,
and care for the young. The female lays two spotted eggs in
the small cup nest. As with most fantails, this has a tail about
2.8 in (7 cm) long hanging from the underside.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Generally common to fairly common; not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &
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Sooty thicket-fantail

Rhbipidura threnothorax

TAXONOMY
Rhbipidura threnothorax S. Miiller, 1843, Lobo, Triton Bay, New
Guinea. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Rhipidure fuligineux; German: Rosenberg-
Ficherschwanz; Spanish: Cola de Abanico Sombrio.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

16.5-18 cm. Crown and back dull olive-brown with blackish
rump. Breast is black with distinctive white spots, with remain-
ing underparts dark gray to black. White chin and brow stripe.

DISTRIBUTION
R. t. threnothorax: New Guinea and satellite islands; R. t.

fumosa: Japen Island, New Guinea. Occurs in lowlands and
hills up to about 3,630 ft (1,100 m).

HABITAT

Inhabits wet forests with particularly dense undergrowth,
where it is largely restricted to the understory, usually no more
than 10 ft (3 m) from the ground.

BEHAVIOR
Sedentary. Unlike most fantails, this shy species hides itself in
dense undergrowth.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

It feeds on small insects, most of which are obtained by glean-
ing from leaf litter and foliage and by hawking. It may accom-
pany larger terrestrially-feeding birds, catching insects that
they disturb.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nesting habits and eggs undescribed.
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CONSERVATION STATUS
Generally common to very common, but secretive and infre-
quently seen.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Willie wagtail
Rhipidura leucophrys

TAXONOMY
Turdus leucophrys Latham, 1801, Sydney, Australia. Three sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Black-and-white fantail; French: Rhipidure
hochequeue; German: Gartenficherschwanz; Spanish: Cola de
Abanico Blanco y Negro.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
7.1-8.7 in (18-22 cm); 0.6-0.8 oz (17-24 g). A large bird with
black plumage and white brow and breast.

DISTRIBUTION

R. I. melanoleuca: Moluccas, New Guinea, and surrounding is-
lands, Bismarck Archipelago, Solomon Islands; R. /. picata:
northern Australia; R. L leucophrys: southwest, southern, central,
and southeast Australia.

HABITAT

This species can be found in almost any habitat except the
densest rainforest or eucalypt forest; it prefers relatively open
areas, from sea level to 9,240 ft (2,800 m).

4
ey

Rhipidura threnothorax

Resident

Rhipidura leucophrys

Resident
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BEHAVIOR

Terrestrial for much of its time, running, walking, or hopping
on the ground. As it does so, the tail is usually held elevated
but not often fanned. When pausing, the tail is constantly
waved from side to side and up and down. The willie wagtail is
usually seen singly, although mates often are nearby. A con-
spicuous, active, and bold bird that often draws attention to it-
self by harassing or attacking larger animals that are considered
as predators or enter territory during breeding. An aggressive
individual, it conspicuously expands its white eyebrows. In Aus-
tralia, this species is mainly sedentary or locally nomadic, while
in New Guinea it may leave some areas in the dry season, re-
turning to breed during the rains. The song, rendered as
“sweet pretty creature”, may be heard incessantly during
breeding, often throughout a moonlit night. There is also a
harsh scolding note given when a bird is agitated.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feeds on insects, larvae, and occasionally small lizards. Much
food is obtained by hawking from perches for insects on the
wing, or snatching them from ground after short runs.

Family: Fantails

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Although breeding occurs mainly in Jul.—Feb. (Australia), this
species can nest in any month, conditions allowing. This may
yield up to four or more broods to be reared in a season. Both
parents share nest building, incubation, and care of the young.
The nest is made of grass and fine bark strips, covered with
spider web, but it lacks the tail of most fantails; this is placed
on horizontal fork or in man-made structure or other suitable
site, usually less than 16.5 ft (5 m) above the ground. The
eggs are cream with brown and gray speckles forming a
wreath at larger end. Incubation, 14-15 days; age at fledging
14 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common throughout its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO H UMANS

A well-known and popular bird in Australia. In parts of New
Guinea it is considered to be a gossip or the ghost of a pater-
nal kinsperson bringing good luck. &
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A
Monarch flycatchers
(Monarchidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Monarchidae

Thumbnail description
Small to medium size insectivorous songbirds

Size
5-21 in (13-53 cm).

Number of genera, species
17 genera; 96 species

Habitat
Forest and open woodland

Conservation status

Critically Endangered: 5 species; Endangered: 6;
Vulnerable: 9 species; Near Threatened: 14
species; Extinct: 2 species

pNCIS)

Distribution

Tropical Old World from sub-Saharan Africa to Indonesia

Evolution and systematics

The paradise-flycatchers and monarchs are the most im-
pressive and colorful of the flycatcher-like birds. Formerly
considered to be part of the ‘true’ flycatchers (Muscicapidae),
they have now been separated into a family of their own,
though DNA-DNA hybridization studies suggest that they
are closely related to the crows (Corvidae). The Monarchi-
dae have differently shaped jaw muscles from the true fly-
catchers and no ‘turdine thumb’ on the syrinx. They are
probably of Asian origin, but have spread several thousand
miles southwest and southeast and are closely related to the
fantails of Asia, Australasia, and Polynesia. Within the order,
the Elminia and Erythrocercus genera have different anatomi-
cal characteristics, and future studies may suggest that further
reclassification is necessary.

Physical characteristics

Paradise-flycatchers and monarchs are small to medium in
size, from 5-21 in (13-53 cm), although the tail can account
for 6 in (15 cm) of the largest species. The bill is wide, typi-
cally blue-gray, with a fringe of well-developed bristles around
the gape, and many species have a keeled ridge on the upper
mandible. The Monarchidae have short legs, small and sharp,
curved claws, and relatively long wings, but the tail length
varies from short to incredibly long. The plumage is often
brightly colored, and many species have impressive crests.
Most show no plumage differences between males and fe-
males, although in a few species the sexual dimorphism is dra-
matically exaggerated.
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Distribution

The family is found throughout the tropical Old World,
from Senegal to Indonesia. However, while representatives of
the order are widely distributed, 30 species are endemic to
single small islands or archipelagoes, even tiny islets, such
as Sangihe and Talaud in Indonesia (caerulean paradise-
flycatcher, Hypothymis coelestis) and Annobén, in the Atlantic
Ocean, several hundred miles off the coast of Gabon (An-
nob6n paradise-flycatcher, Terpsiphone smithii).

Habitat

Monarchidae forest-dwellers many frequenting open ar-
eas, clearings, and the forest edge, with some species regu-
larly feeding in parks, gardens and fruit plantations.

Behavior

Most monarch and paradise-flycatcher species live in pairs
throughout the year, although a few live in loosely organized
groups, with nonbreeding ‘helpers’ assisting pairs to rear their
young. When excited or alarmed, many species fan their tail.

Feeding ecology and diet

Many Monarchidae are gleaners, busily searching for in-
sects, particularly arthropods, in the foliage of trees and
shrubs, although most species can feed aerially, catching fly-
ing insects on the wing in the style of the ‘true’ flycatchers.
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Family: Monarch flycatchers

Spectacled monarch flycatcher (Monarcha trivirgatus) nesting in Aus-
tralian rainforest. (Photo by Frithfoto/Olympus. Bruce Coleman Inc.
Reproduced by permission.)

Reproductive biology

Monarchidae are not shy birds, the males being noisy and
showy in their efforts to attract a mate, but some species are
found deep in forests where few people ever witness the dis-
play. The nest is a tiny, deep cup, woven of fibers, moss,
lichens and spider webs, often fastened in the fork of a branch
or twig. In most species, males and females incubate the eggs,
which hatch after about 14 days. Juveniles are plain, often
brown, only gaining their colorful plumage after the com-
pletion of the first molt.

Conservation status

Thrity-six species of Monarchidae are listed in The 2000
Red List of Threatened Species. Many are endemic to single is-
lands in Southeast Asia. Five species are Critically Endan-
gered, the rarest being the Tahiti monarch (Pomarea nigra),
with only a handful of individuals remaining by the late 1990s.
Loss of wooded habitat is the principal cause of population
decline among the family. Two species are already extinct, in-
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cluding the Guam flycatcher (Myiagra freycineti), which was
common on the Pacific island of Guam until the 1970s but
crashed to extinction in 1983 as a result of predation by the
introduced brown tree snake (Boiga irregularis).

Significance to humans
None known.

The long tailfeathers of the African paradise-flycatcher (Terpsiphone
viridis) are visible when it sits on its nest. (Photo by W. Tarboton/
VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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1. Male African paradise-flycatcher (Terpsiphone viridis) in breeding plumage; 2. White-tipped monarch (Monarcha everetti); 3. Black-naped monarch
(Hypothymis azurea); 4. African blue-flycatcher (Elminia longicauda); 5. Biak monarch (Monarcha brehmii). (lllustration by Emily Damstra)
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Family: Monarch flycatchers
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Species accounts

African blue flycatcher

Elminia longicauda

TAXONOMY

Myiagra longicauda Swainson, 1838, Senegal. Two subspecies.
Sometimes considered a superspecies with the white-tailed blue
flycatcher (E. albicaudn).

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Blue flycatcher, northern fairy flycatcher; French:
Gobemouche bleu; German: Tiirkis Elminie; Spanish: Eliminia
Azul.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Male is cobalt blue above and on the throat, paler below, with
a long tail. Females and immatures are grayer, with a narrow
band of blue on edges of wing and tail-feathers.

DISTRIBUTION

The widest distribution of the Elminia flycatchers, from the
Atlantic coast of West Africa to Lake Victoria in the east.
There are apparent gaps in its distribution, but this probably
reflects a lack of human knowledge, even of such a colorful

bird.

HABITAT

Resident in woodlands, from sea-level plains to 7,200 ft
(2,400 m), inhabits clearings and edges of open secondary for-
est, swampy or riverine forests, and wooded savannas. Also
found in cleared and abandoned fruit and cocoa plantations.

Elminia longicauda

Resident
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Live at lower altitudes than the similar white-tailed blue fly-
catcher in most places.

BEHAVIOR

Live in groups of up to 12, but usually 3-7 birds. Largest
groups comprise several pairs or trios of adults with immatures
or dependent young. A ‘leader’ defends the territory, singing
frequently, with its crest erect, wings flicking and tail fanned.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Always on the move, picking small insects from the foliage in
the top of trees and shrubs. Sometimes fly from a perch, catch
a flying insect, and return to the branch, in true flycatcher
fashion.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Appear to be monogamous, though some may be polygamous.
Female lays and incubates one or two white eggs in a compact,
cup-shaped nest. Both birds in the pair feed the young, with
assistance from nonbreeding adults or immatures in the group.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Relatively common in good quality habitat, although endemic
and breeding at a relatively low density.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

African paradise-flycatcher
Terpsiphone viridis

TAXONOMY
Muscicapa cristata Gmelin, 1789, based on Brisson, 1760, Sene-
gal. Ten subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Moucherolle de paradise; German: Graubrust-
Paradeisschnipper; Spanish: Monarca Paraiso Africano.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Largest paradise-flycatcher in Africa, with tail that constitutes
two-thirds of its length. Large head and crest glossy blue-
black, eye surrounded by bright blue ring. Upperparts and
graduated, outer tail feathers russet-brown, underparts gray.
Most obvious markings are broad bar in each wing (white in
some races, black in others) and two white, central tail stream-
ers, which can be 3.5 in (9 cm) long in largest males. Females
similar, but smaller, and colors are less bold and glossy.

DISTRIBUTION
Widespread south of the Sahara, the only flycatcher found in
most of eastern and southern Africa.

HABITAT

Commonest flycatcher in Africa, found in almost all habitats
except arid zones. Equally at home in savanna woodland, open
forest, and plantations, prefers edges and avoids dense forest.
Birds also nest and feed in orchards, parks and well-established
gardens, up to 8,202 ft (2,500 m) in east Africa.
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Family: Monarch flycatchers

Terpsiphone viridis

Resident

BEHAVIOR

Usually found in ones or twos, often tame and vocal but usu-
ally unobtrusive. Long tail makes for a distinctive and graceful
flight, often slow and undulating, with tail streamers waving.
Some populations migrate within Africa, usually between habi-
tats during the dry season.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Glean insects from the foliage, flit among the leaves to catch
prey, or perch in wait for a passing insect, catching it in mid
air. Feed on caterpillars, beetles, moths, butterflies, flying ants
and termites, up to 1.2 in (3 cm).

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Males patrol and defend territory with loud calls and songs, es-
pecially at dawn and dusk. Tail streamers and crest play impor-
tant role in courtship display, combined with shivering wing
tips, calls, and sometimes ‘dancing’ on a perch. Neat, tight cup
nest is fixed with cobwebs to fork of a branch, into which two
or three creamy white, oval eggs are laid. Both parents incu-
bate eggs for about 15 days. Young stay in the nest for 11-15
days and remain dependent on the parents for a further week.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common and widespread in a range of habitats.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Biak monarch
Monarcha brebmii

TAXONOMY
Monarcha brebmii Schlegel, 1871, Biak Island, New Guinea.
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Monarcha brehmii

Resident

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Monarche de Brehm; German: Falbschwanzmonarch;
Spanish: Monarca Biak.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.2 in (13 cm). One of the smallest monarchs. Males have
black upperparts, throat, and breast, with pale yellow under-
parts, tail, and wing bars. Along with a short crest, its most sig-
nificant feature is pale yellow crescent on each side of the
head. Females similar, but have a whitish patch on throat and
breast.

DISTRIBUTION
Endemic to the islands of Biak and Supiori in Cenderawasih
(Geelvink) Bay, Papua (formerly Irian Jaya) in Indonesia.

HABITAT

The few birds found were in lowland forest, but it is suspected
that they favor thick, elevated forests. The rainforests of Biak are
very important for wildlife, with 13 endemic or near-endemic
birds, 18 endemic butterflies, and five endemic mammals.

BEHAVIOR
Few individuals have been seen, so little is known. Its grating
call is characteristic of the Monarchidae.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Appear to gain most of their insect food by gleaning from fo-
liage in the subcanopy of the forest, and by hawking aerial in-
sects from a perch.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Not known.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Listed as Endangered by the IUCN and BirdLife Interna-
tional, with a declining and small population. Recorded only
four times between 1980 and 2000, though there have been no
recent expeditions to the interior forests, where it may be
more common. Logging for timber and clearing the land for
farming has already destroyed the primary forest in southern
Biak and threatens the northern areas. Fortunately, Supioro’s
forests are steeper, with fewer people, and so at lower risk.
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Family: Monarch flycatchers

New expeditions to find and protect the most important areas
of forest are a priority for their conservation.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Black-naped monarch
Hypothymis azurea

TAXONOMY
Muscicapa coeruleocepbala Sykes, 1832, Decan, India. 19 sub-
species recognized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Pacific monarch; French: Tchitrec azuré; German:
Schwarzgenickschnipper; Spanish: Monarca Azul de Nuca
Negra.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6 in (16 cm). Long-tailed, slender. Similar in shape to fantails,
but coloration is bolder. Males bright blue, with black patch on
nape and black band on throat. Females grayer, lack black
markings.

DISTRIBUTION

From India in the west, across southern Asia to southern
China and the island groups of Hainan, Taiwan, Sundas,
Philippines, Andamans, and Nicobars.

HABITAT

Common in scrub, forest and overgrown plantations, mostly in
the lowlands, but up to 4,265 ft (1,300 m) in some areas. Birds
tend to be found in the medium or lower canopy, but nests can
be close to the ground.

BEHAVIOR
Vocal and showy, with harsh, chirping call and rattling trill
or whistle, which is easily attracted to an imitation. Outside
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breeding season, pairs rove widely, often joining with other
Black-naped monarchs or other species to form small flocks.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed on variety of small insects, including small crickets, but-
terflies, and moths, mostly by gleaning from foliage, but also
by snatching from mid-air.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is deep cup woven of thin strips of bark, plant fibers,
moss, and spider webs, wedged in the upright fork of a tree,
sometimes just a few feet above the ground. Females lay two or
three buff- or cream-colored eggs, with red-brown spots. Dur-
ing breeding season, usually in the first half of the year, males
defend territory from intrusion by conspecifics.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common and widespread in a range of habitats.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

White-tipped monarch

Monarcha everetti

TAXONOMY

Monarcha everetti Hartert, 1896, Tanahjampea, Flores Sea.
Considered an allospecies with the nearby Flores monarch
(M. sacerdotum). There is scant knowledge about its relation-
ship with the other species in the genus.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Buru Island monarch, Everett’s monarch, white-tailed
monarch; French: Monarque d’Everett; German: Weiss-
chwanzmonarch; Spanish: Monarca de Puntas Blancas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm); smaller than Flores monarch. Adult head, chest,
upperparts, and central tail feathers are black, all other feathers
are white. Immature birds grayish or brown above and white
below, with rusty-colored wash and often a buff rump.

Hypothymis azurea

Resident

Monarcha everetti

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION
Endemic to Tanahjampea, a small island in the Flores Sea,
south of Sulawesi.

HABITAT
Common in forested areas, also found in scrub and mangroves
with scattered, large trees.

BEHAVIOR

Found in pairs throughout the year, but outside breeding sea-
son they join small flocks with same and other species. Noisy,
especially when foraging, and like many other Monarchidae,
cock or fan the tail when alarmed, accompanied by harsh,
scolding call.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Family: Monarch flycatchers

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
A tremulous, plaintive whistle may be associated with the
male’s courtship or territorial display.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not scarce on Tanahjampea, but tiny global range puts the
species at risk from habitat loss and degradation; fewer than
2,500 pairs probably remain. Logging is the common threat to
all forest birds in Indonesia, and has been underway on this is-
land since the 1920s, initially to create grazing areas for cattle.
Although white-tipped monarchs appear to survive in logged
or nonforest habitats, their densities are much lower, putting
them at greater risk to other threats. As of 2001, no specific
measures had been taken to identify or to protect their core
breeding areas.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Not known. None known.e
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Australian robins
(Petroicidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Petroicidae

Thumbnail description

Small, generally plump birds, with big heads and
short tails, upright stance, long legs, and
delicate feet, that prey on insects

Size
4-10 in (10-25 cm); 0.4-1.4 oz (12-38 g)

Number of genera, species
15 genera; 35 species

Habitat
Forests, woodlands, mangroves, and semiarid
scrub

Conservation status
Endangered: 1 species; Vulnerable: 2
subspecies; Near Threatened: 1 subspecies

Distribution

New Guinea, Australia, New Zealand, and other Pacific Islands; south and

Southeast Asia

Evolution and systematics

Molecular data indicate Australian robins are not closely
related to the robins and flycatchers of Eurasia and Africa
(Muscicapidae). Rather, their similar appearance and behav-
ior are adaptations to similar ecological niches. The Petroi-
cidae belong within the major adaptive radiation of the
endemic Australian passerines, which include lyrebirds and
honeyeaters. Petroicidae’s nearest relatives are not clear, and
the family is probably quite ancient. The number of species
and genera is undecided and separation into subfamilies
poorly resolved, though scrub robins are clearly separate. The
family name Eopsaltriidae also has been used but Petroicidae
has precedence.

Physical characteristics

Most species of Australian robins are similar in structure,
although distinct in plumage. The genus Petroica has males
that are black or gray and white with pink to red breasts,
whereas females are grayish brown. Related New Zealand
forms lack the red coloring. Many other robins are black and
white, and several species are gray and yellow. Almost all are
plump with upright stances and resemble the Eurasian robins,
flycatchers, and chats. They have small bills, prominent ric-
tal (on the bill) bristles, and short tails. The scrub robins dif-
fer from the family in being larger with long tails. They forage
and nest entirely on the ground.
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Distribution

New Guinea has 25 species of Petroicidae and Australia 20
species. There are three species of Australian robins in New
Zealand, and the scarlet robin (Petroica multicolor) is spread
widely across the western Pacific. One species of Microeca is
found only on the Tanimbar Islands of Indonesia. The fly-
catchers of Culicicapa occur as far as the Himalayas, Sri Lanka,
China, and the Philippines.

Habitat

Most Australian robins are found in forests and woodlands,
with the red-capped robin (P. goodenovii) occurring in semi-
arid scrub. A few species also occur in mangroves, whereas
others may be found in agricultural regions, especially dur-
ing winter.

Behavior

Pairs or family groups defend territories ranging from
about 1 to 10 acres (0.5-4 ha) but expand their ranges out-
side the breeding season. Many species engage in tail and wing
flicking, especially when agitated, but the behavior also could
be used to aid foraging. The flame robin (P. phoenicea) of up-
land Australia and the gray-headed flycatcher (Culicicapa cey-
lonensis) show short distance and altitudinal migration. Songs
are usually attractive whistling or piping notes with some
harsh alarm calls.
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Family: Australian robins

A pale-yellow robin (Tregellasia capito) adult and chick at their nest.
(Photo by R. Brown/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

Feeding ecology and diet

Australian robins employ the perch-and-pounce method of
foraging, typically sitting on a low branch or sideways across
a tree trunk before flying onto the ground to capture a bee-
tle, larva, or other insect. Some species, such as the hooded
robin (Melanodryas cucullata) often use artificial perches, such
as fence posts or overhead wires. The Microeca flycatchers and
the smaller Petroica species also sally from perches after fly-
ing insects, especially during warmer months. Scrub robins
remain on the ground, from which they glean their insect
prey. Spiders, earthworms, and, more unusually, mollusks,
crabs, and leeches also are eaten.

Reproductive biology

Australian robins are probably all socially monogamous,
with helpers in cooperative breeding occurring in a few
species. These birds build neat, cup-shaped nests in a fork of
a tree or on a horizontal branch. Lichen and strips of bark
are often added to conceal them. Females build nests and in-
cubate the eggs, although the females often are fed by the
males. Clutches in most species are comprised of two or three
eggs, although clutches containing only a single egg occur in
some New Guinea species and in the southern scrub robin
(Drymodes brunneopygia). Breeding biology is poorly known

106

Vol. 11: Birds IV

for many species. Many nests of the Australian robins suffer
predation, especially from large birds, so that breeding suc-
cess is often low.

Conservation status

The Chatham Islands black robin (P. traversi) was rescued
from the brink of extinction by imaginative management.
Many of the robins in Australia have suffered declines due to
clearing and degradation of woodlands and forests for agri-
culture; they may experience difficulty moving between veg-
etation remnants and suffer increased nest predation due to
their simplified habitat. Several New Guinea species are
poorly known and may be threatened.

Significance to humans

The tame and trusting nature of Australian robins, as well
as the bright colors and attractive songs of some species, make
them favorites among bird watchers.

Yellow robin (Eopsaltria australis) eggs and nest. (Photo by R.
Brown/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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1. Chatham Island black robin (Petroica traversi); 2. Scarlet robin (Petroica multicolor); 3. Gray-headed flycatcher (Culicicapa ceylonensis); 4. Jacky
winter (Microeca fascinans); 5. White-winged robin (Peneothello sigillatus); 6. Eastern yellow robin (Eopsaltria australis); 7. Southern scrub-robin
(Drymodes brunneopygia); 8. Gray-headed robin (Heteromyias albispecularis). (lllustration by Emily Damstra)
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Species accounts

Jacky winter
Microeca fascinans

SUBFAMILY
Petroicinae

TAXONOMY
Sylvia leucophaea Latham, 1801, Sydney, New South Wales,
Australia. Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Brown flycatcher; French: Miro enchanteur; German:
Weisschwanzschnipper; Spanish: Tordo Australiano de Cola
Blanca.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5-5.5in (12.5-14 cm); 0.5-0.65 oz (14-18 g). Sandy crown and
back, white throat and belly, brownish gray and white wings
and tail, white around eye and black stripe through eye.

DISTRIBUTION

Most of Australia, except for central and western deserts, and
northern Cape York; absent from Tasmania and Kangaroo Is-
land. Also around Port Moresby, New Guinea.

HABITAT
Wide variety of woodlands and open scrub, lightly timbered
farmland and occasionally in gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Generally quiet but active and tame. Often wags tail side to
side or spreads feathers. Sedentary or showing local move-
ments. Song is a loud, repeated “peter-peter”; also makes
whistling calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mostly sallies for flying insects from a perch on a branch,
fence post, or overhead wires but also pounces onto ground af-

Microeca fascinans

Resident

ter larvae, beetles, and worms, occasionally hovering just above
the ground.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds from July to December and occasionally at other times.
Nest is made of grass and roots and placed in a horizontal fork
on a living or dead tree branch. Clutch of two to three pale
blue eggs, blotched with brown and lavender. Eggs are incu-
bated for 1617 days. Young are fed by both parents and
fledge at 14-17 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Common in many parts of range but has declined in agricul-
tural regions where most of the native vegetation has been lost
or degraded.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Despite dull colors, the jacky winter’s trusting and lively habits
and distinctive song make it a popular bird. ®

Scarlet robin
Petroica multicolor

SUBFAMILY
Petroicinae

TAXONOMY
Muscicapa multicolor Gmelin, 1789, Norfolk Island. Eighteen
subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Miro écarlate; German: Scharlachschnipper; Spanish:
Tordo Australiano Carmin.

Petroica multicolor

Resident
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

51in (13 cm); 0.4-0.5 oz (12-14 g). Some subspecies are smaller.
Black throat, bill, and upperparts; white forehead, wing coverts,
and under tail coverts.

DISTRIBUTION

Southwestern and southeastern Australia, including Tasmania,
Kangaroo Island, and Norfolk Island. Widespread in the Pacific,
including Fiji, Samoa, Vanuatu, Solomon Islands, and Bougainville.

HABITAT
Dry eucalypt forests and woodlands, with some understory.
Forests, edges, clearings, and gardens on Pacific islands.

BEHAVIOR

Perches in a conspicuous location, although usually quiet,
and may flick wings and raise and lower tail, perhaps when
agitated. Territorial in breeding season and wandering
more widely at other times. Song is pretty, trilling “wee-
cheedalee-dalee”; also makes ticking calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Mostly pounces onto ground from a low branch for insects and
spiders. Also sallies for flying insects in warm weather and
gleans from branches and occasionally foliage.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeding season from August to January, with repeated at-
tempts. Nest is made from bark and lichen and is placed in a
tree fork or sometimes a shallow cavity. Usually three eggs in a
clutch. Female is fed by male on nest, and both parents feed
young. Incubation and fledging periods last about 15 days.
Only 10% of nests succeeded in one New South Wales study.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Common in many areas but has declined in agricultural re-
gions due to habitat loss. Norfolk Island subspecies is classified
as Vulnerable.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
A popular bird with bird watchers. ®

Eastern yellow robin
Eopsaltria australis

SUBFAMILY
Petroicinae

TAXONOMY
Motacilla australis White, 1790, New South Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Yellow robin, gray-breasted robin, western yellow
robin; French: Miro a poitrine jaune; German: Goldbauch-
schnipper, Graumantelschnipper; Spanish: Tordo Australiano
Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
6-7 in (15-17 cm); 0.6-0.8 oz (18-23 g). Yellow underparts
with gray throat and grayish brown crown, head, and wings.

DISTRIBUTION

Eastern Australia from southern Cape York to southeastern
Australia. Two well-defined forms in north and south, with cli-
nal variation.

HABITAT

Rainforest, eucalypt forest and woodland, mallee (low, scrubby
evergreen Eucalyptus trees found in western Australia) and aca-
cia woodland.
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Eopsaltria australis

Resident

BEHAVIOR

Territorial in breeding season but expands home range in non-
breeding season. Fairly quiet and tame. Often perches sideways
on trunks. Sedentary. Song comprised of piping notes and a
“chop...chop” call, especially in early morning; harsher calls
when threatened.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Pounces on ground from low perches to capture larvae, bee-
tles, other insects, and spiders. Occasionally gleans from bark
or sallies for flying insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds from July to January, with repeated attempts. Cup-
shaped nest placed in fork and made from bark, decorated with
lichens, and lined with grass and dead leaves. Clutch contains
two to three eggs, which are incubated for about 15 days. Fe-
male is fed by male while incubating, and young fed by both
parents and sometimes helpers. Young fledge at 10-14 days.
About a quarter to a third of nests are successful.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in wetter forests but less so in drier
woodland; has declined in agricultural areas.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
A familiar bush bird. ¢

Gray-headed robin

Heteromyias albispecularis

SUBFAMILY
Petroicinae

TAXONOMY
Pachycephala albispecularis Salvadori, 1876, New Guinea.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Ashy robin, black-cheeked robin; French: Miro cendré
German: Farnschnipper; Spanish: Tordo Australiano Terrestre.
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Heteromyias albispecularis

Resident

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6-8 in (15-20 cm); 1.1-1.4 oz (3140 g). Gray crown with
medium-brown upperparts, dark brown wings with white-
tipped secondary coverts, and grayish white underparts.

DISTRIBUTION
Northeastern Queensland, Australia, and mountains of New
Guinea. Three subspecies in New Guinea and a well-defined
one in Australia.

HABITAT
Rainforest, 2,500-8,000 ft (850-2,600 m) elevation in New
Guinea, 800 ft (250 m) and up in Queensland.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial and sedentary. Perches low on trunks and vertical
saplings; often jerks tail up and down. Breeding females have a
wing-flutter display. Song is a series of piping whistles, as well
as harsh alarm calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Pounces onto insects and their larvae, centipedes, earthworms,
and leeches.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeding season is from August to January. Nest is an untidy
cup, made of rootlets, tendrils, and twigs and covered with
moss on the outside; nest is placed in climbing palms or
sapling branches. Female builds nest, incubates eggs, and
broods and feeds young, but she is fed by the male. Clutch
comprised of one or two eggs, incubated for 17-19 days.
Young fledge at 12-13 days. Young fledged from 53% of nests
in one Queensland study.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Chatham Island black robin

Petroica traversi

SUBFAMILY
Petroicinae

TAXONOMY
Miro traversi Buller, 1872, Chatham Islands, New Zealand.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Chatham Islands robin, Chatham robin; French: Miro
des Chatham; German: Chathamschnipper; Spanish: Tordo de
Chatham.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
5.5-6 in (13-15 cm); 0.8 oz (23 g). All black with stocky build.

DISTRIBUTION
Chatham Islands, New Zealand.

HABITAT
Scrubby forest on islands.

BEHAVIOR
Tame and tolerant of human intrusion, but defends small terri-
tories while breeding.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Hops on ground or low branches, taking invertebrates, such as
cockroaches and wetas, grubs, and worms.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds from October to January, with several attempts. Nests
placed in tangles of low vines or in cavities in tree trunks and
limbs, occasionally in old blackbird (Turdus merula) nests.
Clutch is comprised of two, occasionally three, eggs. Incubated
for 18 days, young fledge after 23 days and depend on parents
for six more weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Endangered. Declined on Chatham Islands after European set-
tlement due to loss of habitat and introduced mammals, such
as rats and cats. By 1980, there were only seven birds, with just

Petroica traversi

Resident
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one successfully breeding pair. All birds were moved to another
island, and egg-manipulation and cross-fostering of eggs and
young to warblers (Gerygone albofrontata) and tomtits (Petroica
macrocephala chathamensis) allowed the population to recover to
about 200 birds.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

The rescue of the Chatham Island black robin from extinction
attracted widespread interest in New Zealand, so much so that
the death of the old breeding female (“Old Blue”), who was
used to save the species, was announced in a press release from
the Minister of Internal Affairs. A detailed account of the
struggle to save what was then the rarest bird species in the
world is told by David Butler and Don Merton (1992). &

Gray-headed flycatcher

Culicicapa ceylonensis

SUBFAMILY
Petroicinae

TAXONOMY
Platyrbynchus ceylonensis Swainson, 1820, Ceylon (Sri Lanka).

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Gray-headed canary flycatcher; French: Gobemouche
a téte grise; German: Graukopf-Kanarienschnipper; Spanish:
Papamoscas Canario de Cabeza Gris.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4-5.25 in (11-13 cm); c. 0.4 oz (11 g). Gray head, throat, and
breast. Yellow back and belly; and dark grayish brown wings
and tail.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds patchily in India and along Himalayas from northern
Pakistan across to Bangladesh, Myanmar, southern China,
Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, peninsular Malaysia,
Sumatra, Java, Borneo, Bali, Lombok, Sumba, and Flores.
Leaves higher altitudes in winter and spreads into plains in In-
dia and into southern Thailand and Vietham. Four subspecies.

Culicicapa ceylonensis

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

Family: Australian robins

HABITAT

Primary and tall secondary lowland and hill forests; riverine
forests; remnant forests; and cultivated trees, including coffee.
Up to 9,840 ft (3,000 m) elevation in the Himalayas. Moves
onto plains in India in winter and out of higher altitudes.

BEHAVIOR

Singly or in pairs. Usually in mid-story, perched on bare
branches or vines. May join flocks of mixed species. Calls are
comprised of a rising series of two or three short whistles, as
well as a trilling song.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Sallies from branches for flying insects. Flutters and hovers
among foliage.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds March to June. Cup-shaped nest of moss and lichen,
often placed on epiphytes on trees or rocks. Lays two to four
pale buff eggs, with gray blotches.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Some populations are common, but subspecies
on Lombok and Flores are apparently uncommon or rare.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

White-winged robin

Peneothello sigillatus

SUBFAMILY
Petroicinae

TAXONOMY
Poecilodryas sigillata De Vis, 1890, southeastern New Guinea.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: White-winged thicket-flycatcher; French: Miro 4 ailes
blanches; German: Spiegeldickichtschnipper; Spanish: Tordo
Australiano de Alas Blancas.

Peneothello sigillatus

Resident
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
5.7 in (14.5 cm); c. 0.6 oz (16 g). All black with white on sec-
ondaries.

DISTRIBUTION
Central ranges of New Guinea and the mountains of Huon
Peninsula. Four subspecies.

HABITAT
Mid-montane and subalpine forests and adjacent shrubs, be-
tween 6,500 and 12,000 ft (2,150-3,900 m) elevation.

BEHAVIOR

Tame; found singly, in pairs, or small family groups. Perches
on mossy branches. Song is comprised of trilling and piping
notes that rise and fall. Metallic notes and sharp alarm call.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans and snatches from branches, trunks, and the ground for
insects. Also takes some fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds from September to January. Bulky nest is made of
green moss, dried fern, and rootlets, placed in a tree fork.
Clutch is comprised of a single, light-olive-colored egg,
sparsely marked with brown.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in its habitat.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Southern scrub robin
Drymodes brunneopygia

SUBFAMILY
Drymodinae

TAXONOMY
Drymodes brunneopygia Gould, 1841, Murray River, South Aus-
tralia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Drymode a croupion brun; German: Mallee-
Scheindrossel; Spanish: Tordo de Lomo Castafio.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8-9 in (21-23 cm); 1.25-1.35 oz (36-38 g). A large bird with
white to buff underparts, dark brown wing and light gray-
brown upperparts with white-tipped tail.

DISTRIBUTION
Southwestern Australia, south-central Australia into western
Victoria and southwestern New South Wales.
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Drymodes brunneopygia

Resident

HABITAT
Mallee, especially with broombush (Melaleuca) or heathy un-
derstory; other semiarid scrub; coastal tea tree thickets.

BEHAVIOR

Shy and often hidden, heard more often than seen. Territorial
year-round. Flicks or gently raises and lowers tail. Call is a thin
“pee...pee” or a musical “chip...chip...par-ee.”

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages entirely on the ground, gleaning insects, especially
ants, termites, and beetles; occasionally picks fruit from low

shrubs.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds from July to December, building a cup-shaped nest that
is placed on or near ground. Clutch is comprised of one pale
green egg, blotched with brown and black. Female builds nest
and incubates the egg for 16 days. Both sexes feed the young
bird, which fledges at nine to 12 days. Nest success was 64%
in Western Australia study. Male whistles and draws predators
away from the nest.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in suitable habitat but has declined
due to extensive clearing of mallee for agriculture.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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A
Whistlers

(Pachycephalidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Pachycephalidae

Thumbnail description
Small to medium-small birds with large, rounded
heads, stout bills, and loud, cheerful songs

Size
5-11 in (12.5-28 cm); 0.03-.24 Ib (12.5-110
g)

Number of genera, species
13 genera; 52-59 species

Habitat

Rainforest, forest, mangroves, woodland,
savanna, shrub steppe, heath, grasslands,
human habitation

Conservation status

Extinct: 1 species; Critically Endangered: 1
species; Vulnerable: 1 species; Near
Threatened: 3 species

Distribution

Australia, New Zealand, New Guinea, Southwest Pacific islands, Micronesia,
Philippines, Indonesia, South and Southeast Asia

Evolution and systematics

Early ornithologists focused on the hooked, rather robust
bills of these birds to associate them with various groups of
flycatchers or shrikes from other parts of the world. Whistlers
and their kin are now believed to be part of the largely en-
demic Australo-Papuan songbird assemblage. Generic rela-
tionships within the family are poorly understood. As
currently delimited, the Pachycephalidae comprises a central
cluster of three genera (whistlers Pachycephala, shrike-
thrushes Colluricincla, and pitohuis Pirohui) and several
smaller ones, some whose affinities may lie elsewhere. With
26 to 33 recognized species, whistlers constitute the largest
and most widespread genus. Four species are sometimes
merged with Pachycepbala or, alternatively, each is segregated
into its own monotypic genus, the rufous-naped whistler
(Aleadryas rufinucha) and mottled whistler (Rbagologus leu-
costigima) of New Guinea and the yellow-flanked whistler (Hy-
locitrea bonensis) and maroon-backed whistler (Coracornis
raveni) of Sulawesi.

The six species of shrike-thrushes resemble oversized
whistlers and the pitohuis seem larger versions yet. The

Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia

crested bellbird (Oreoica gutturalis) suggests a large shrike-
thrush and is probably closely related. The three isolated pop-
ulations of shrike-tits (Falcunculus) have been considered
separate species or a single species. They share with the
ploughbill (Eulacestoma nigropectus) a peculiarly shaped bill. It
has not been determined if this similarity in bill structure is
convergent or indicative of a close relationship among gen-
era. The goldenface (Pachycare flavogrisea) has traditionally
been placed with whistlers, but this proposed relationship has
received little scrutiny.

Two problematic New Zealand genera have also been al-
lied to this family. Moboua, with which Finschia has been
united, has three species that were long uncomfortably placed
with various warbler groups. Biochemical studies point to Mo-
houa being part of the whistler assemblage. The extinct pio-
pio (Turnagra capensis) is of uncertain affinities. There is
competing evidence that it is closest to the bowerbirds
(Ptilonorhynchidae) or to this family. Sometimes it is main-
tained in its own family.

A feature of the group that has attracted attention is the
considerable geographic variation exhibited by some species.
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The rufous-naped whistler (Aleadryas rufinucha) makes its nest of
moss, ferns, and rootlets. (Photo by W. Peckover/VIREO. Reproduced
by permission.)

This phenomenon reaches its apex in the golden whistler
(Pachycephala pectoralis). About 70 subspecies are accepted.
The complex pattern of variation disguises connections
among populations, and some subspecies differ more from
each other in plumage than from related species.

Physical characteristics

Birds in this family range in length from the 5 in (12.5 cm)
goldenface to the 11 in (28.0 cm) rusty pitohui (Pitohui fer-
rugineus). They are characterized by a robust body and large,
rounded head, the latter the reason for the earlier name
“thickhead” bestowed to whistlers and as a group name for
the family. Legs and feet are strong, wings broad and rounded,
and tail unadorned. The bills are robust, although often of
moderate length and, in some of the larger species, rather im-
posing, especially when attached to the finger of an unwary
handler. There is a shrike-like hook at the tip, part of the ori-
gin of the name “shrike-thrush” for the thrush-sized species
in the genus Colluricincla. Together with a well-developed
notch, this makes the bill efficient at grasping prey. The most
specialized bills are those of the shrike-tits and ploughbill.
These are strongly laterally compressed, making them much
deeper than wide. The shrike-tits, in particular, are endowed
with powerful jaw muscles. Rictal bristles are generally not
strongly developed in this family and may be absent in some
forms. Members of this family rarely have adornments of the
plumage or other parts of the body. The crested bellbird,
crested pitohui (Pitobui cristatus), and the shrike-tits have dis-
tinct crests. The adult male ploughbill has two round, pink
wattles at the base of its bill, while the bare-throated whistler
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(Pachycepbala nudigula) has a naked patch of colored skin on
the throat.

The predominating plumage colors are rather somber—
various browns, rufous, gray, and olive—with white and black
less frequent, and in a few species, bright yellow. Brightly col-
ored species often have boldly contrasting patterns. The vari-
able pitohui (Pitobui kirhocephalus) has large areas of black and
dark rufous, and a number of whistlers have a white throat,
bordered by a black breast band, which separates it from dif-
ferently colored underparts. Species with bright males are of-
ten sexually dimorphic, with the female being plain brownish
or grayish, occasionally with streaked underparts. More drably
plumaged species usually show few differences between the
sexes. In the unusually patterned mottled whistler, females are
much more heavily spotted than males. Chicks and juveniles
of most species have an unmarked rufous plumage. Parts of
this are retained in immatures, particularly on secondaries and
secondary coverts; these feathers are very noticeable in some
young whistlers.

The geographic variation in plumage in the golden
whistler is remarkable. Across this species’ distribution, the
head may be gray, black, or olive; nape collar yellow or ab-
sent; throat white, yellow, or black; breast band black or ab-
sent; and back gray, olive, or black. Each population combines
a different selection of these to produce marked variation in
color patterns. In birds of Norfolk Island, the bright plumage
of the male has been lost and both sexes resemble the brown
female. Females exhibit more limited geographical variation.
They can range from dull grays or browns to bright yellows
approaching colors of the males.

Distribution

Although the Pachycephalidae reaches its greatest diver-
sity in New Guinea and Australia, some species have a much
wider distribution and the family ranges from southeast In-
dia through Malaysia, Borneo, and Sulawesi, north to the
Philippines and Palau in Micronesia, and east to Fiji, Tonga,
Samoa, and other Pacific islands. The endemic New Zealand
genera Mohoua and Turnagra may also belong in this group.
On the periphery of the family distribution, there is usually
only a single species at any locality. In the core area, several
can coexist. New Guinea has 25 species and Australia, 14-16.

Habitat

This family is represented in a variety of habitats. Most
species in the tropics inhabit rainforest; those in more tem-
perate regions are found in forests and woodlands; some, like
the crested bellbird, occur throughout the arid zones of Aus-
tralia. Wide-ranging species may be found in a number of
habitat types; the gray shrike-thrush, for example, can be en-
countered in almost any wooded habitat except dense rain-
forest. Other species have quite specific habitat requirements.
The mangrove whistler (Pachycephala grisoln) and white-
breasted whistler (Pachycephala lanioides) are restricted to
stands of mangrove, and the sandstone shrike-thrush (Co/-
luricincla woodwardi) is found only on sandstone escarpments
dissected by gorges.
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Behavior

During the breeding season, these birds are strongly ter-
ritorial, and both sexes help defend the territory. In the non-
breeding season, individuals are generally solitary, other than
in a few more social species, such as some pitohuis, which are
always encountered in small parties.

Most species appear to be sedentary or, at best, locally no-
madic. The notable exception is the rufous whistler (Pachy-
cephala rufiventris). Populations in the southeast of mainland
Australia are strongly migratory. On her study site in the
tablelands of northeastern New South Wales, Lynda Bridges
found that birds arrived in early September and remained
through summer, departing in April.

The name “whistler” is well earned: they and the shrike-
thrushes are among the most outstanding avian songsters in
this part of the world. Each species has a song that differs in
its phrases yet is usually sufficiently characteristic to be im-
mediately recognizable as belonging to a member of this fam-
ily. The enthusiastic songs of whistlers are pitched higher than
those of shrike-thrushes and are longer, but those of shrike-
thrushes are the stronger and richer. Duetting has been
recorded for at least two species of pitohui and one whistler.
One of the most arresting sounds of inland Australia is the
song of the crested bellbird. Its odd bell-like notes and ven-
triloquial quality are distinctive. Shrike-tits songs lack the
power and quality of these other birds.

During the breeding season, birds advertise territories with
frequent, loud bursts of song. Birds are vocal during the rest
of the year, but less regularly. Males, females, and even the
young of many species are enthusiastic singers. Some whistlers
have an interesting reaction to a loud, sudden noise, such as
a rifle shot or roll of thunder: they burst into a short, loud
outpouring of song.

Feeding ecology and diet

Whistlers and their relatives are, for the most part, rather
sedate feeders. They search foliage and limbs in a methodi-
cal fashion, gleaning prey from leaves or bark, and some pick
items from the ground by pouncing. Because these species
do not pursue flying insects, most lack rictal bristles of more
aerial insectivorous birds. Most species feed in the top to
middle of the canopy, but some like the rufous-naped
whistler and olive whistler (Pachycephala olivacea) forage in
low dense understory. The larger shrike-thrushes and, more
frequently, the crested bellbird feed on the ground, hopping
in a thrush-like manner. The ploughbill and shrike-tits use
their strong bills to strip bark from branches, feeding on in-
sects they expose.

The main prey are insects and other small invertebrates.
The mangrove-inhabiting white-breasted whistler frequently
eats small crabs and small mollusks. The larger species of
shrike-thrushes opportunistically take eggs, baby birds, and
small vertebrates. Many species include fruit, usually berries,
in their diets. Some species of pitohuis include considerable
amount of fruit, and the mottled whistler and yellow-flanked
whistler are predominantly frugivorous.
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A male golden whistler (Pachycephala pectoralis) feeds chicks in the
nest. (Photo by Eric Lindgren. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by
permission.)

Members of this family generally feed solitarily. But shrike-
tits forage gregariously, several individuals maintaining a
small group as they hunt for insects. Pitohuis commonly join
mixed feeding parties with similarly colored species.

Reproductive biology

For many New Guinea species, breeding begins late in the
dry season, extending into the first half of the wet season. In
temperate regions, breeding is from late winter-early spring
through mid to late summer. Arid zone species are more op-
portunistic, breeding as conditions permit. Most have a sin-
gle brood per season; some attempt two or three clutches.

In the golden whistler and gray shrike-thrush, both male
and female contribute to nest construction, incubation of
eggs, and care of young. The rufous whistler is similar, ex-
cept that the female builds the nest. In shrike-tits, the female
does most nest construction and incubation, and both adults
care for young; additional birds serve as helpers at the nest.
Helpers are also known for the whitehead (Moboua albicilla),
in which the female builds the nest. Incubation may be by
both parents at some nests or by the female at others. The
latter tend to be nests with helpers. After hatching, the chicks
are fed by the parents and the helpers.

In the whistlers, the nest can range from the substantial
bowl built by the red-lored whistler (Pachycephala rufogularis)
to the thin, flimsy cup of the mangrove whistler. Twigs and
bark comprise much of the coarsely constructed nest of many
species. In habitats with taller trees, nests may be higher, up
to 33 ft (10 m) in the case of the rufous whistler. Species from
more arid areas, where trees are shorter, and those favoring
low, dense shrubs, often place the nest within 3 ft (100 cm)
of the ground. Nests may be situated in a tree fork, shrub, or
dense vegetation. The nests of shrike-thrushes, pitohuis, and
the crested bellbird resemble those of whistlers, although they
are generally larger. The sandstone shrike-thrush, which lives
on rugged sandstone escarpments with few trees, places its
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nest of porcupine grass rootlets on a cliff edge or in a crevice.
Compared to the nests of most members of this family, those
of shrike-tits are made of finer material. The deep cup or gob-
let is constructed of finely shredded bark bound with spider
web and lined with bark and grass. Nests of the New Zealand
species of Moboua are also made of finer material. Moss,
lichens, bark strips, and leaf skeletons are used to make a com-
pact cup, bound with spider web. This is usually placed in a
fork, but may be suspended from small branches. The crested
bellbird has the unusual habit of placing paralyzed caterpil-
lars around the rim of the nest during incubation; the pur-
pose of this behavior is unknown. Clutch size, where known,
is two to three, sometimes four, eggs. These are covered with
spots and blotches, but the color of these, and that of the
background, vary considerably within the family. The back-
ground may be white, light to dark pink, cream, buff, olive,
or salmon, with markings of black, browns, brick, or laven-
der. Incubation and fledgling periods are unrecorded for
many, perhaps most, species. Where these are known, incu-
bation varies from 14 in some whistlers to 21 days in the
brown creeper (Mohoua novaeseelandiae). The nesting period
also lasts 14-21 days.

Conservation status

The Sangihe shrike-thrush (Colluricincla sanghirensis) is
rated as Critically Endangered by the IUCN. Known only
from a single 19th century specimen until rediscovered in
1995, this species may have fewer than 100 individuals left.
There has been almost total loss of forest on its small In-
donesian island of Sangihe.
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The yellowhead (Moboua ochrocephala) occurs on the North
Island of New Zealand. Periodic irruptions of the introduced
stoat result in massive losses (50-100%) of eggs, chicks, and
adult females. The range is now fragmented through extir-
pation of local populations. IUCN lists this species as Vul-
nerable.

The piopio was common on both New Zealand islands in
the 1870s, but started a rapid decline in the 1880s. The last
sightings were in 1950-60s. Its extinction has been attributed
to predation by introduced rats and loss of habitat.

Three species are considered Near Threatened. The red-
lored whistler of Australia, Tongan whistler (Pachycephala
Jjacquinoti) of Tonga, and white-bellied pitohui (Pitobui incer-
tus) of New Guinea almost meet the criteria for listing as Vul-
nerable. Contributing factors include loss of habitat, introduced
animals, and small known ranges.

Significance to humans

A few species are shy but most are curious and tame. In
parks and inhabited areas, this confiding and vocal nature
draws attention. Many species readily respond to human whis-
tles and squeaks, and so can be readily attracted. The gray
shrike-thrush will nest in potted plants around houses. For
the most part, however, these birds remain unfamiliar to most

of the public.

New Guinea inhabitants reported that pitohuis were bad
eating birds. In 1992, Jack Dumbacher and his colleagues dis-
covered that these birds had a strong toxin in their feathers
and soft tissue, which confer this unpalatibility.
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1. Golden whistler (Pachycephala pectoralis); 2. Whitehead (Mohoua albicilla); 3. Regent whistler (Pachycephala schlegelii); 4. Crested bellbird
(Oreoica gutturalis); 5. Little shrike-thrush (Colluricincla megarhyncha); 6. Eastern shrike-tit (Falcunculus frontatus); 7. Rufous-naped whistler (Alead-
ryas rufinucha); 8. Gray shrike-thrush (Colluricincla harmonica); 9. Rufous whistler (Pachycephala rufiventris); 10. Variable pitohui (Pitohui kirho-
cephalus). (lllustration by Emily Damstra)
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Family: Whistlers

Species

Eastern shrike-tit
Falcunculus frontatus

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Lanius frontatus Latham, 1801, Sydney, New South Wales,
Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Crested shrike-tit; French: Falconelle a casque; Ger-
man: Meisendickkopf; Spanish: Carbonero Verdugo Crestado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.3-7.5 in (16-19 cm); 0.05-0.07 1b (24-32 g). A short-billed
bird with distinctive black crest, white head, and black stripe
from eye to shoulder.

DISTRIBUTION
East and southeast Australia.

HABITAT
Eucalypt forest and woodland, occasionally other vegetation types.

BEHAVIOR

Sedentary, territorial, usually seen in small family groups. Gen-
erally quiet, unobtrusive, but often produces a great deal of
noise when foraging.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Strictly arboreal. Forages for insects and spiders among outer
foliage by gleaning and under loose bark by prising it away
with bill.
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds August-January; one brood per year. Female does most
nest construction and incubation; both adults care for young.
Helpers at the nest have been reported. Nest is a deep cup or
goblet of finely shredded bark bound with spider web and
placed in an upright, usually three-pronged fork, 33-100 ft
(10-30 m) above ground. The two to three spotted eggs take
16-19 days to hatch; nesting period 15-17 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened, but potentially vulnerable to habitat loss.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Rufous-naped whistler
Aleadryas rufinucha

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Pachycephala rufinucha Sclater, 1874, New Guinea, mountains
of Vogelkop. Five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Siffleur 2 nuque rousse; German: Rotnacken-Dickkopf;
Spanish: Chiflador de Nuca Rufa.

Falcunculus frontatus

Resident

Aleadryas rufinucha

Resident
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
6.5-7 in (16.5-18 cm); 0.03-0.09 1b (37.5-42.5 g). Gray crown
with rufous nape, yellow throat, and olive-brown upperparts.

DISTRIBUTION

New Guinea from 3,960 to 11,880 ft (1,200 to 3,600 m),
mainly 4,600-8,500 ft (1,400-2,600 m); A. r. rufinucha: north-
west New Guinea; A. 7. niveifrons: west and central New
Guinea; A. r. gamblei: southeast New Guinea; A. 7. prasinonota:
Herzog Mountains, northeast New Guinea; A. 7. lochmia:
Huon Peninsula, northeast New Guinea.

HABITAT
Mountain forest and secondary growth.

BEHAVIOR
Sedentary. Spends most of its time on the ground or in low
vegetation, sometimes moving to higher elevations in the forest.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Eats mainly insects and small invertebrates, also fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Two white eggs with dark markings laid in a deep cup nest of
moss, ferns, and rootlets, usually placed low in a sapling, some-
times in a higher site.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Moderately common but relatively secretive.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Regent whistler
Pachycephala schlegelii

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Pachycephala schlegelii Schlegel, 1871, Arfak Mountains, New
Guinea. Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Schlegel’s whistler; French: Siffleur de Schlegel; Ger-
man: Schlegeldickkopf; Spanish: Chiflador de Schlegel.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.9-6.5 in (15-16.5 cm); 0.04-0.05 1b (19.5-24.8 g). Black
head, throat, and wing and tail coverts; orange belly; and
brownish mantle with yellow stripe.

DISTRIBUTION

New Guinea from about 4,290 to 12,000 ft (1,300 to 3,500 m),
mainly above 6,100 ft (1,850 m). P. s. schlegelii: northwest New
Guinea; P. 5. cyclopum: north central New Guinea; P. s.
obscurior: central, east, and northeast New Guinea.

HABITAT
Inhabits forest and forest edges.

BEHAVIOR

Usually seen singly or in pairs. During display the crown feathers
are raised and the nape feathers erected across back of the head.
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Family: Whistlers

Pachycephala schlegelii

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans insects, spiders, and seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nesting habits undescribed. Lays two white eggs spotted with
black and lavender.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common to abundant in middle elevations
and above, but scarce lower down.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Golden whistler
Pachycephala pectoralis

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Muscicapa pectoralis Latham, 1801, Port Jackson, Sydney, New
South Wales, Australia. Up to 70 subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Golden-breasted whistler; French: Siffleur doré; Ger-
man: Gelbbauch-Dickkopf; Spanish: Chiflador Dorado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.9-7.5 in (15-19 cm); 0.05-0.06 1b (21-28 g). Black head
and bill with golden yellow underparts and white patch on
throat.
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Pachycephala pectoralis

Resident

DISTRIBUTION

Widely distributed from east Indonesia through New Guinea
and Australia to southwest Pacific islands as far as Fiji. From
sea level to above 6,900 ft (2,100 m) on some islands.

HABITAT

A broad range of habitat types, from rainforest, secondary
growth, eucalypt forest, and drier woodlands, occasionally
mangroves and urban areas.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial; usually solitary, sometimes in pairs. Easily observed
and can be attracted by whistles. Mainly found in lower and
middle storys, less often in lower canopy. Some winter move-
ments of birds in southeast Australia to areas north and west,
including dispersal of young and altitudinal movement from
higher altitudes; mainly sedentary elsewhere in range. Behavior
generally quiet, unobtrusive except when breeding, when very
vocal.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages primarily in thickets and low and middle storys. Ob-
tains food mainly by gleaning from branches, twigs, and fo-
liage; occasionally hover-gleaning or hawking. Food includes
insects, spiders, and berries.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

In Australia, breeding takes place from September to January,
with one brood being reared. The male and female build the
cup-like nest of sticks, twigs, grass, and bark, bound with spi-
der web, placing it in fork or thick shrub up to 20 ft (6 m)
above ground. The clutch is one to three eggs. These can be
quite variable in color, with a background of cream, cream-
buff, pale olive or salmon, marked with olive brown or reddish
brown and gray, and underlying lavender blotches, which often
form a cap at the larger end. Both sexes share incubation
(14-17 days) and care of young (fledging period 10-13 days).

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common to moderately common in most
parts of range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Rufous whistler
Pachycephala rufiventris

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Sylvia rufiventris Latham, 1801, Sydney, New South Wales,
Australia. Five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Rufous-breasted whistler; French: Siffleur itchong;
German: Schlichtmantel-Dickkopf; Spanish: Chiflador Rufo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
6.5-7.1 in (16.3-18.1 cm); 0.7-1.0 0z 20-27 g). Gray with ru-
fous underparts and white patch on throat.

DISTRIBUTION

P. 7. rufiventris: east, central, west and south Australia; P. 7.
pallida: northeast Australia; P. 7. minor: Melville and Bathurst
Islands; P. r. falcata: northwest and north central Australia; P.
7. xanthetraea: New Caledonia.

HABITAT
Open eucalypt forest and woodland, drier woodland and scrubs.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial. Very vocal during breeding and can be stimulated
into bouts of singing by sudden loud noises. Tame, easily at-
tracted by whistling. Migratory in southeast Australia; else-
where partly migratory, nomadic, or sedentary.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages sedately in middle to upper vegetation layers for in-
sects, spiders, and berries.

Pachycephala rufiventris

Resident
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds Sep.—Feb., one or two broods per season. Female builds
nest, but both sexes incubate and care for young. Nest is a
bowl of twigs and grasses, bound with spider web, and lined
with grass and rootlets; it is placed up to 33 ft (10 m) above
ground. Eggs, usually two or three in a clutch, are light olive-
green with dark brown and lavender-gray blotches. Incubation
15 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common and widespread.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Little shrike-thrush
Colluricincla megarhyncha

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Muscicapa megarbyncha Quoy and Gaimard, 1830, Dorey,
Vogelkop, New Guinea. Thirty subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Rufous shrike-thrush; French: Pitohui chétain; Ger-
man: Waldgudilang; Spanish: Charlatin Verdugo Rufo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.7-7.5 in (17-19 cm); 1.1-1.5 oz (30-43 g). Gray-brown
upperparts and bill; whitish throat and rufous-beige under-
parts.

Colluricincla megarhyncha

Resident
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Family: Whistlers

DISTRIBUTION
New Guinea and surrounding islands; north and east Australia.

Mainly in the lowlands, hills, and lower mountains up to about
6,100 ft (1,850 m), locally up to 7,590 ft (2,300 m).

HABITAT

Wide range of humid timbered habitats, including rainforest,
tall secondary growth, mangroves, swamp and riverine vegeta-
tion, and coastal woodland.

BEHAVIOR

Sedentary, territorial at all seasons. Behavior generally quiet,
unobtrusive, heard far more often than seen. Becomes quite
vocal when breeding.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Food is mainly insects, spiders, small snails, and occasionally
fruit, obtained mostly by gleaning.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

In Australia, breeding season is Sep.—Feb. with one brood per
season; in New Guinea, there are two breeding periods, one in
the late dry to early wet season, and a second one in the late
wet to early dry season. The nest, a deep cup of bark and dry
leaves bound with spider web, is placed in upright fork or
dense tangle of vegetation. The female lays two to three white
to pale pinkish cream eggs, adorned with brown spots and lilac
blotches. Incubation at about 19 days; fledging at about 12
days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Common to abundant in New Guinea; com-
mon in northeast Australia, becoming scarcer and local south-
wards, uncommon in north central Australia.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Gray shrike-thrush

Colluricincla harmonica

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Turdus barmonicus Latham, 1801, Sydney, New South Wales,
Australia. Six subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
Brown or western shrike-thrush; French: Pitohui gris; German:
Graubrust-Gudilang; Spanish: Charlatin Verdugo Gris.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8.9-9.8 in (22.5-25.0 cm); 0.13-0.16 1b (58-74 g). Gray
head, tail coverts and underparts with brownish back and
wings.

DISTRIBUTION

C. b. brunnea: northwest and north Australia; C. b. superciliosa:
northeast Australia; C. b. tachycrypta: southeast New Guinea; C.
b. harmonica: southeast and east central Australia; C. b. strigata:
Tasmania; C. b. rufiventris: southwest Australia.
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Colluricincla harmonica

Resident

HABITAT

May be found in many habitat types, including rainforest, eu-
calypt forest and woodland, mangroves, dry open woodlands,
riverine vegetation, urban parks, and gardens, from sea level up
to about 5,610 ft (1,700 m).

BEHAVIOR

Often tame in east, shy in west. Sedentary, although young of
year may disperse some distance. Territorial in all seasons.
Generally unobtrusive except when singing; most vocal when
breeding. Loud musical song varies geographically and among
individuals, who have a wide repertoire.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages deliberately on the ground, logs, limbs and trunks of
trees, and in foliage. Eats insects, spiders and other inverte-
brates, small vertebrates including lizards, nestling birds, and
small mammals. Prey obtained mainly by gleaning from bark
and leaves, sometimes from the ground.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds July—February, opportunistically in drier areas, produc-
ing one to two broods per season. Sexes share nest building,
incubation, and care of young. Nest is a cup of bark, grass,
other dry vegetation, lined with rootlets. It is placed in fork or
tangle of vegetation, in crevice, or on stump, ledge or ground,
usually within 20 ft (6 m) of ground. The two to four white
eggs are blotched and spotted with gray and olive-brown. Incu-
bation 17-18 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Common in Australia, although in west de-
creasing round human habitation; fairly common to scarce in
New Guinea, but possibly expanding range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Crested bellbird

Oreoica gutturalis

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Falcunculus gutturalis Vigors and Horsfield, 1827, Bass Strait.
Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Carillonneur huppé; German: Haubengudilang; Span-
ish: Campanero Crestado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8.3-9.1 in (21-23 cm); 0.13-0.15 1b (57-67 g). Brownish up-
perparts with white around bill, black crest tip and breast, and
buff belly.

DISTRIBUTION

O. g. gutturalis: South, southwest and inland southeast Aus-
tralia; O. g. pallescens: northern, west central, and central Aus-
tralia.

HABITAT
Arid inland and coastal woodlands and scrubs.

BEHAVIOR

Sedentary or locally nomadic in more arid areas. Territorial
through year, rather solitary except when breeding. Unob-
trusive, keeping to cover, except when male sings from ele-
vated perch. Unusual and distinctive song consists of two
slow, then three fast ringing notes, reminiscent of a cowbell;
has a ventriloquial effect, making the singing bird difficult to
locate.

Oreoica gutturalis

Resident
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Insects and seeds. Forages on the ground, moving by hops.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeding season August—January, usually earlier in south,
later in north, and often opportunistically in more arid re-
gions. Depending on conditions, a second brood may be
raised. The nest, a deep cup of bark strips, short twigs, leaves,
and grass, is placed in fork, on top of broken stump, or in
dense shrub, 3.3-10 ft (1-3 m) from ground. An odd and un-
explained habit is the placement of paralyzed caterpillars
around rim of the nest during incubation. The two to four
eggs are pale bluish white with black, brown, and lavender-
gray blotches. Both sexes incubate (14-17 days). Fledging pe-
riod 11-12 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Common in interior, decreasing towards coastal districts and
more humid regions, populations may be contracting in some
regions.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Variable pitohui
Pitobui kirbocephalus

SUBFAMILY
Pachycephalinae

TAXONOMY
Lanius kirbocephalus Lesson and Garnot, 1827, Dorey, Vo-
gelkop, New Guinea. Twenty-one subspecies.

Pitohui kirhocephalus

Resident
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Pitohui variable; German: Okkerpitohui; Spanish:
Pitojui Variable.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

9-10 in (23-25.5 cm); 0.19-0.22 b (85-100 g). Black head and
primary feathers with orange underparts, rufous back and sec-
ondaries, and black legs.

DISTRIBUTION
New Guinea and satellite islands.

HABITAT

Thick vegetation along forest edges and in secondary growth
and disturbed forest up to 3,630 ft (1,100 m), in places to
4,950 ft (1,500 m).

BEHAVIOR

Gregarious, usually seen in pairs or small parties. Secretive,
hides in dense vegetation. Has a loud musical voice; duetting
between birds has been recorded.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Insects and fruit. Often joins other species in mixed-species
foraging flocks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nesting habits and eggs are undescribed.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Abundance variable across range; very com-
mon in places, rare or absent in others.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Avoided as food because of unpleasant taste, known to be due
to toxin in tissues. @

Whitehead
Mohoua albicilla

SUBFAMILY
Mohouinae

TAXONOMY
Fringilla albicilla Lesson, 1830, Bay of Islands, North Island,
New Zealand.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Mohoua a téte blanche; German: Weisskopfchen;
Spanish: Cabeza Blanca.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.9 in (15 cm); female 0.4-0.6 Ib (12.3-16.4 g), male 0.6-0.7 oz
(16.6-19.3 g). Light reddish brown nape and upperparts with
white head to creamy underparts.

DISTRIBUTION
North Island, New Zealand.

HABITAT

Native forest and scrub, occasionally woodland and exotic
pines, up to 4,620 ft (1,400 m).

125



Family: Whistlers

Mohoua albicilla

Resident
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BEHAVIOR
Very social in nonbreeding season, with flocks up to 70 birds. In
breeding season, form family parties and flocks of up to 10 birds.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Eat insects, as well as seeds and fruit, foraging from ground to
canopy. Most prey gleaned from foliage and branches. Bills
used to flake off bark fragments.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

The nest is a compact cup in which two to four eggs are laid.
Eggs variable in color from white to deep pink with yellowish
to reddish brown markings. Male and female, or mainly fe-
male, incubate for about 17 days with fledging at 16-17 days.
Nest commonly tended by three to four birds, including
helpers.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Once abundant across North Island, now in
moderate numbers only in forested areas. Plentiful on some
offshore islands.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Pseudo babblers

(Pomatostomidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Pomatostomidae

Thumbnail description

Large babbler-like songbirds with long tail and
scimitar-like bill; plumage is plain russet or
patterned with white brows, throat, and tail tip

Size
7-10.5 in (18-27 cm); 1.6-3.2 oz (45-90 g)

Number of genera, species
2 genera; 5 species

Habitat
Shrubberies of woodland, open forest, and
tropical rainforest

Conservation status
Not threatened

Distribution

Mainland Australia and lowland New Guinea

Evolution and systematics

So similar in appearance are Australasian pseudo babblers
and Asian scimitar babblers that both were formerly grouped
together in the same tribe of the babbler family, Timaliidae.
However, molecular evidence and examination of the skele-
ton have shown that the similarities are superficial. Pseudo
babblers are divergent members of a quite different assem-
blage of crow-like songbirds that radiated massively within
Australia at least 30 million years ago. Like other crow-like
birds, pseudo babblers have a single pneumatised depression
(fossa) in the head of the humerus. The sternum (breast bone)
is shallowly keeled and processes on the pelvic girdle are much
attenuated, both signs that pseudo babblers live more on leg
than wing. They have other unique skeletal traits in the palate
and skull that interact to support the bill when probing and

digging.

The five living pomatostomid species belong to two gen-
era. Garritornis contains a single species (G. isidorei, rufous
babbler) endemic to the lowland rainforests of New Guinea.
Pomatostomus comprises four species. Gray-crowned bab-
blers (Pomatostomus temporalis) and Hall’s babblers (P. halli)
are centered in the woodlands of Torresian north Australia,
and white-browed babblers (P. superciliosus) and chestnut-
crowned babblers (P. ruficeps) are centered in similar habi-
tat across southern Australia. The history of their evolution
is unclear.
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Physical characteristics

Pseudo babblers are medium-sized songbirds that measure
7-10.5 in (18-27 cm) long and weigh 1.6-3.2 oz (45-90 g).
Their wings are short and rounded and equipped with ten well-
developed primary feathers and 9-12 uniquely varying secon-
daries. The tail is long, fan-shaped, and 12-feathered. The bill,
vestigially bristled, is long, slender, and downcurved. It lacks
terminal notching and is better fitted for probing and digging
than for grasping and grabbing. Legs are long and powerful
with stoutly muscled calves. Pseudo babblers have scutellate,
bilamini-plantar tarsi (“feet”) that are adapted for prolonged
hopping. Plumage is either plain russet (rufous babblers) or
brown and boldly patterned with broad white brows, throat,
and tail tip (Pomatostomus). Sexes are alike, and immature birds
resemble adults except for their shorter bill. Eyes, which are
brown in most species, become light cream in adults of rufous
babblers and gray-crowned babblers. Feet are dusky in all
species. The bill is yellowish in rufous babblers and mainly
dull brown in Pomatostomus.

Distribution

Pseudo babblers live in lowland New Guinea up to 1,500
ft (500 m) altitude, Misool in the western Papuan Islands, and
all of mainland Australia except the extreme southeast and
southwest coasts and in central and northwest sand deserts.
Northern and southern Australian groups of Pomatostomus
overlap widely in the central arid zone of Australia.
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Family: Pseudo babblers

A white-browed babbler (Pomatostomus superciliosus) at its nest in
Australia. (Photo by Ken Stepnel. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by
permission.)

Habitat

Pseudo babblers inhabit tall open shrubbery under euca-
lyptus woodland and open forest and, in New Guinea, low-
land rainforest. In inland Australia, several species extend
widely through mulga (Acacia) woodland; Hall’s babblers are
confined to it in the Great Artesian basin. Where species over-
lap there is little obvious partitioning of habitat that might
avert competition. Habitat that is little disturbed and has a
fairly intact layer of ground litter is critical.

Behavior

Noisy, gregarious, and sedentary, pseudo babblers quarter
their foraging grounds energetically in coordinated groups of
up to a dozen or more. The group does everything together,
including feeding, preening, dust bathing, resting, and roost-
ing. Groups keep within cover as they travel, bounding in
powerful hops over the ground and among shrubbery. To
keep contact, they call constantly in growls, mews, whistles,
and chatterings. Flight, a fluttering of wings broken by long
direct glides with short wings fully stretched, is limited to
dashes between cover in follow-the-leader fashion. Through-
out their territories, pseudo babblers also maintain one or
more dormitory nests that are similar in structure and posi-
tioning to breeding nests but bulkier; each night, the whole
group crams into a single nest to sleep.

Feeding ecology and diet

Pseudo babblers are scansorial insectivores. Each group
holds to permanent feeding territories of about 124 acres (5-50
ha) or more year round, depending on productivity, and spends
as much as 75% of the day foraging. They use the long bill to

toss about in litter, dig and hammer in the ground, and probe
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the trunks and branches of shrubs and small trees. They eat a
range of small to medium-sized arthropods, including beetles,
katydids, spiders, crickets, centipedes, termites, grubs, and
caterpillars. Seeds, buds, and small reptiles are eaten occasion-
ally. Large prey may be shared among members of a group.

Reproductive biology

Territorial groups usually consist of a senior pair and their
offspring and siblings. Breeding may occur erratically year-
round in New Guinea but is more limited to spring and early
summer in Australian species. The senior pair carries out most
of the nest construction. The female incubates and broods
alone and is fed on and off the nest by others of her group.
All members of the group help in feeding the nestlings, which
fledge in about 20-21 days. Nests are rough bulky domes of
twigs and fiber that are lined with fine vegetable fiber and an-
imal wool. They are wedged in the upper branches of shrubs
and small trees at 6.6-26.2 ft (2-8 m) above the ground. Ru-
fous babblers in New Guinea usually suspend their nest at the
ends of palm fronds. Eggs, in clutches of two to five, are pale
gray and scribbled all over with fine dusky lines; they hatch
in 16-23 days depending on species.

Conservation status

Although no species is threatened, species occurring in
southern Australian states are declining due to loss and alien-
ation of habitat (e.g., gray-crowned babblers in South Aus-
tralia and Victoria and Hall’s babblers in New South Wales).

Significance to humans
None known.

A pair of white-browed babblers (Pomatostomus superciliosus) share
a branch in South Australia. (Photo by R. Drummond/VIREO. Repro-
duced by permission.)
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1. Gray-crowned babbler (Pomatostomus temporalis); 2. Rufous babbler (Garritornis isidorei). (lllustration by Marguette Dongvillo)
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Species accounts

Rufous babbler

Garritornis isidorei

TAXONOMY
Pomatorbinus isidorei Lesson, 1827, Dorei Harbor (Manokwari,
Cendrawasi). Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: New Guinea babbler, Isidore’s babbler; French: Po-
matostome Isidore; German: Beutelsibler; Spanish: Hablantin
de Isidore.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Slender, medium-sized pseudo babbler, 9-10 in (23-25 cm);
2.2-2.6 0z (65-75 g). Adults and immature birds are uniformly
rich russet-brown all over, with yellowish bill and dusky feet;
eyes are pale cream in adults, brown in immature birds.

DISTRIBUTION
All lowland New Guinea and Misool Island up to about 1,500
ft (500 m) altitude.

HABITAT
Interior lower stages and floor of primary and tall secondary
rainforest, usually within 33-49 ft (10-15 m) of ground.

BEHAVIOR

In permanent territorial groups of usually 5-10 birds, mixing
with other species in foraging parties in under-shrubbery and
low trees, traveling quickly by powerful hopping. Groups tight
and call continually with soft and loud whistles, rasps, and yo-
dels. They apparently roost communally at night in one nest
that is used for a season.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages mainly by probing bark and crannies on trunks and
branchlets of forest substage but also digs in litter of jungle

floor. Diet includes a range of arthropods; small reptiles also
taken.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Poorly documented. Nests are pensile, massively elongate, and
slung from the ends of fronds (usually rattan palms) at 10-26 ft
(3-8 m) above the forest floor. Nests are built by the senior
pair and helpers. The clutch, probably incubated by the female
alone, is usually of two eggs, about 1.1 by 0.7 in (28 by 18
mm), and scribbled all over as in other pseudo babblers. Both
parents, at least, feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Some totemic significance for some lowland tribal groups in
New Guinea. ¢

Gray-crowned babbler

Pomatostomus temporalis

TAXONOMY
Pomatorhinus temporalis Vigors & Horsfield, 1827, Shoalwater
Bay, Queensland, Australia. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Red-breasted babbler, cackler, chatterer, happy jack,
pinebird, temporal babbler; French: Pomatostome a calotte
gris; German: Grauscheitelsibler; Spanish: Hablantin de
Corona Gris.

Garritornis isidorei

Resident

Pomatostomus temporalis

Resident
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Largest pseudo babbler, 9.5-10.5 in (24-27 cm); 2.2-3.2 oz
(65-90 g). Adults and immature birds dull brown with diffuse
white brows, broadly white-tipped tail, and a diagnostic pale
rufous patch in the outer wings that shows only in flight. Vary-
ing according to subspecies, throat is white grading to dull
brown over the belly or to deep russet-brown over the breast;
upper backs and center crowns are respectively gray or dusky.
Bill is brown with a bone-colored ridge on upper mandible,
feet are dusky black, and eyes are pale cream in adults and
brown in immature birds.

DISTRIBUTION

Drier coastal and subcoastal northern and eastern Australia,
northwest to Kimberley Division, and southeast to central west
Victoria, with outliers in the Trans-Fly of south New Guinea
and in central-west and central Australia.

HABITAT

Open to dense woodlands with trees of moderate height and
under-shrubberies that are sparse to only moderately dense.
Dominant trees are species of eucalyptus, paperbarks

(Melaleuca), mulga, and cypress (Callitris).

BEHAVIOR

In territorial groups of about 12, gray-crowned babblers hold
foraging territory of 25-37 acres (10-15 ha), or larger in the
arid zone, keeping in contact and warning of predators with
loud chatterings and whistles. In song, they chorus an-
tiphonally, the lead female braying “ya” and the male respond-
ing “ahoo”, one following the other in rapid succession. At
nightfall, all members of a group cluster to sleep in one of sev-

Family: Pseudo babblers

eral dormitory nests in their territory.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Foraging extends well up in shrubs and trees, to as much as 66
ft (20 m) above the ground, because of the nature of the habi-
tat. Arthropods of all kinds are picked from crannies in bark
and under branches and from tossing litter and digging on the
ground; the babbler even laboriously flies up in attempts to
catch winged termites.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds in spring and early summer in most areas, but also in
autumn in Western Australia. Nests are coarse round domes of
twigs wedged in forks in upper branches of tall shrubs and
small trees at 9.8-32.8 ft (3-10 m) above the ground. Eggs, in-
cubated by senior females, are about 1.1 x 0.7 in (28 x 20 mm)
and covered with the fine scribblings characteristic of the fam-
ily. Two to four eggs form a clutch. Young hatch in 18-23
days and fledge in about 20-22 days. When occasional groups
contain several breeding pairs, the pairs use the same nest to-
gether and females share incubation of clutches of up to ten or
more eggs. Recruitment nevertheless is low, which in turn is
offset by longevity; once they have reached adulthood, individ-
ual birds may live for 15 years or more.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Although most populations of both subspecies are not threat-
ened, those of P. t. temporalis have withdrawn from much of
their range in southeast Australia; they are extinct in South
Australia and almost extinct in Victoria.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &
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Australian creepers
(Climacteridae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Climacteridae

Thumbnail description

Small to medium-sized, brown to blackish
streaked birds with long toes and claws and
curved bills that climb up tree trunks and
branches

Size
5.7-6.9 in (14.5-17.5 cm); 0.75-1.15 oz
(21-32 g)

Number of genera, species
2 genera; 7 species

Habitat
Forests, including rainforests, woodlands, and
tall shrublands

Conservation status
Near Threatened: 1 subspecies of one species,

and two subspecies of another species;
remaining subspecies of both are of Least
Concern

Distribution

Tasmania

Evolution and systematics

Australian treecreepers resemble, in appearance and habits,
the Northern Hemisphere creepers (Certhiidae) and a few
other ecologically similar species elsewhere. However, this re-
semblance is the result of convergence due to occupying a
similar niche. Details of their anatomy and behavior, and es-
pecially molecular studies, indicate that they are related to the
large group of other Australian passerines. They do not seem
to be closely related to any other family, but their nearest rel-
atives are probably the lyrebirds and scrub-birds.

One genus, identified by Sibley and Monroe, consists of a
superspecies including the polytypic white-throated tree-
creeper (Cormobates leucophaea) and Papuan treecreeper (C.
placens), the only species that occurs outside Australia. The
other genus, Climacteris, is remarkably homogeneous.

Physical characteristics

Australian treecreepers are sparrow-sized or slightly larger,
fairly robust, with a short neck and longish, decurved bills.
Although their legs are short, all toes are long with very long
and curved claws, which are presumably adaptations to tree
climbing.

Their coloration ranges from rufous through brown to al-
most black. All species are streaked, sometimes boldly un-
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Australia (except treeless regions), mountains of New Guinea, absent from

derneath, with white, black, and brown. Several have pale or
white throats, and all have a pale stripe through the wing,
which is prominent in flight. Sexual dimorphism is subdued,
with females typically having orange patches on neck, throat,
or breast.

A rufous treecreeper (Climacteris rufa) peers into an opening in a dead
tree. (Photo by G. Reynard/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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A white-throated treecreeper (Climacteris leucophaea) at its nest.
(Photo by Marshall Sklaf. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by per-
mission.)

Distribution

Treecreepers are found across Australia, but are absent
from sandy and stony deserts and grasslands. These treeless
areas often separate subspecies or populations of one species.
For instance, the Great Sandy Desert in northwestern Aus-
tralia lies between two subspecies of the black-tailed
treecreeper (Climacteris melanura). The Nullarbor Plain lies
between the southwestern and Eyre Peninsula populations of
the rufous treecreeper (Climacteris rufa), though they main-
tain contact along a thin strip of wooded country on the edge
of the Great Victoria Desert. Tasmania has no treecreepers
despite having extensive rainforests, eucalypt forests, and
woodlands, possibly because treecreepers are poor fliers and
Tasmania had less forest when it became isolated from main-
land Australia.

Despite its extensive forests, New Guinea only has tree-
creepers in some of its mountains. The Papuan treecreeper
has an inexplicable gap in distribution of about 250 mi (400
km) in central New Guinea.

Habitat

Only one species of treecreeper occurs in rainforest in Aus-
tralia, with most of the other species in eucalypt forest and
woodland. Brown (Climacteris picumnus) and rufous treecreep-
ers are also found in mallee, which are low woodland with
multi-stemmed eucalypts. However, they generally avoid ar-
eas with dense understory. Black-tailed and white-browed
treecreepers (Climacteris affinis) are found in acacia woodland
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in semi-arid regions, with the latter also having a strong affin-
ity with sheoke trees (Casuarina).

Behavior

Treecreepers are solitary or occur as pairs and family
groups. Territorial defense may be strong at pair or group
boundaries, involving much calling and chasing. They are
strongly sedentary with no indication of migration, though
young birds may disperse several miles (kilometers).

Most species have whistling or clicking calls. Displays in-
clude tail clicking and flicking.

Feeding ecology and diet

Most treecreepers forage by climbing up or along trunks
and branches, typically of rough barked trees. Their strong
claws allow them to cling upside-down, however, they rarely
move down a trunk or branch. They capture insects by glean-
ing from the surface or probing into fissures in the bark or
in peeling bark. Some species display a significant amount of
ground foraging. Ants feature prominently in the diet, but

e ———

A brown treecreeper (Climacteris picumnus) clings to a tree in Aus-
tralia. (Photo by R. Drummond/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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they take other insects, especially beetles, larvae, spiders, and
nectar and seeds on rare occasions.

Reproductive biology

Although some species breed as pairs, most are coopera-
tive breeders. Helpers consist of young males, rarely females,
from earlier years. There is often a close relationship among
neighboring groups, with males often only dispersing one or
two territories from their homes, and helping may occur
among groups. The breeding season ranges from August to
January with repeated attempts, and sometimes two broods
reared in a year. All species nest in tree hollows, at which fe-
males perform an unusual behavior of sweeping snakeskin, in-
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sect wings, or even plastic around the entrance. Clutches are
usually two or three white to pinkish eggs with brown mark-
ings. Incubation takes from 14-24 days, and fledging from
25-27 days.

Conservation status

Clearance and degradation of woodland has led to the de-
cline of several species, at least locally, with three subspecies
being regarded as Near Threatened.

Significance to humans
None known.
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1. Red-browed treecreeper (Climacteris erythrops); 2. White-throated treecreeper (Cormobates leucophaeus); 3. Rufous treecreeper (Climacteris
rufa). (lllustration by Gillian Harris)
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Species

White-throated treecreeper
Cormobates leucophaeus

TAXONOMY
Certhia leucophaea Latham, 1802, Port Jackson, New South
Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES .
English: Papuan treecreeper, little treecreeper; French: Echelet
Leucophée; German: Weisskehl-Baumrutscher; Spanish: Sube
Palo de Garganta Blanca.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6 in (15 cm); 0.8 oz (22 g). Brownish gray upperparts with
white throat and rufous patch at lower cheek; breast is buff
streaked with white.

DISTRIBUTION

Eastern Australia from north Queensland to Adelaide region.
Distinct subspecies in northeast Queensland, Clarke Range of
central coastal Queensland, and Mount Lofty Ranges of South
Australia.

HABITAT
Tropical, subtropical, and temperate rainforests, eucalypt
forests, and woodlands.

BEHAVIOR

Solitary or in pairs in strongly defended territories. Strident
whistling and piping, and more subdued chattering calls, dis-
play by rapidly flicking tail open and closed with audible click-
ing sound.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Climbs up trunks and along branches of rough-barked eucalyp-
tus and other trees, gleaning from the surface and probing into
bark for ants and other arthropods.

Family: Australian creepers

accounts

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds August-January, but mostly September/October, in hol-
lows in the trunks or branches of living or dead trees, often eu-
calypts. Two or three eggs, incubated by female for 22-24
days. Nestlings fed by both parents, but only females brood
chicks; fledging at 26 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Secure, common and copes well with habitat fragmentation.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Red-browed treecreeper
Climacteris erythrops

TAXONOMY
Climacteris erythrops Gould, 1841, Liverpool Plains, New South
Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES .

English: Red-eyebrowed treecreeper; French: Echelet a sourcils
roux; German: Rostbrauen-Baumrutscher; Spanish: Sube Palo
de Cejas Rojas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.3 in (16 cm); 0.8 oz (23 g). Underparts brown streaked with
white; gray head with rufous around eye, white throat, brown
mantle, and grayish tail.

DISTRIBUTION
Southeastern Australia from Brisbane to Melbourne.

Cormobates leucophaeus

Resident

Climacteris erythrops

Resident
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HABITAT

Eucalypt forests of the Great Dividing Range, less commonly
in woodlands to the west of the range. Occasionally, temperate
and subtropical rainforest. Especially associated with eucalypts
that have peeling bark or that shed bark on their lower
branches and trunks.

BEHAVIOR

Lives in family groups in a large home range, but highly
sedentary. Aggression and conflict between neighbors much
less frequent than in the white-throated treecreeper. Rather
soft, chattering calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Typically probe into bark of rough-barked trees, and especially
into accumulations of peeling bark on gums and boxes (subgenus
Symphyomyrtus) for insects such as spiders and especially ants.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds September—January in cooperative groups of three to
four birds. Nests are placed in tree hollows, typically in a spout
of a living tree. Clutch size is strictly two eggs, incubated by
the breeding female for about 18 days. Young are fed by par-
ents and helpers, and fledge at 25 days, with a high success rate
(74% in New South Wales).

CONSERVATION STATUS

Secure, but cope poorly with habitat fragmentation, and have
contracted from the west of their range where woodland has
been extensively cleared.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Rufous treecreeper
Climacteris rufa

TAXONOMY
Climacteris rufa Gould, 1841, Swan River, Western Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Allied rufous treecreeper, wheelbarrow; French:
Echelet roux; German: Rostbauch-Baumrutscher; Spanish:
Sube Palo Rufo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.7 in (17 cm); 1.1-1.2 oz (30-33 g). Rufous brow and cheek
with black eye strip; underparts rufous streaked with white;
gray-brown upperparts with rufous-brown tail.

DISTRIBUTION
Southwestern Australia, Eyre Peninsula of South Australia,
with loose links between these populations.

Vol. 11: Birds IV

Climacteris rufa

Resident

HABITAT
Eucalypt woodland and forest; mallee.

BEHAVIOR

Lives in family groups, consisting of a breeding pair and off-
spring from previous breeding seasons. Sedentary. Peeping
calls, churring calls at predators.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages on trunks and lower branches of eucalypts and casuari-
nas, and also commonly on the ground, especially among fallen
timber. Eats insects, especially ants, as well as centipedes and
snails, small reptiles, and seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds August-January in hollows in branches, stumps, and

fallen logs. Female incubates one to three eggs for 17 days.

Young are fed by parents and helpers, and fledge at 26 days,
with high success (78% in one Western Australia study).

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Secure, but populations have declined or gone
locally extinct in parts of the heavily cleared Wheatbelt of
western Australia.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &
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Long-tailed titmice
(Aegithalidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Aegithalidae

Thumbnail description

Small tits with relatively long tails and loose
feathering that gives a fluffy appearance. They
are generally dark above, either gray or brown
and lighter, and often white below. Many
species have a black mask, and some show
hints of pink in their feathering

Size
3.5-6.3 in (8.9-16 cm); 0.14-0.32 oz (4-9 g)

Number of genera, species

3 genera, 7 species Distribution

Western Europe to the Himalayas and the Far East; western North America and

Habitat
Woodland and forest

Mexico

Conservation status
Near Threatened: 2 species

Evolution and systematics

The long-tailed tit family (Aegithalidae) consists of three
genera and seven species. Sibley and Ahlquist (1990) place the
family in the superfamily Sylvioidea: this includes true tits,
penduline tits, treecreepers, wrens, nuthatches, and others.

Physical characteristics

Family members range from 6.3 in (16 cm) to a mere 3.5
in (8.9 cm) in the aptly named pygmy tit (Psaltria exilis). All
have long tails, particularly the long-tailed tit (Aegithalos cau-
datus), whose tail can make up half its total body length. Adult
males and females have a similar plumage. They are gener-
ally dark above (gray or brown and lighter) and often white
below. Many species have black mask and some show hints
of pink in their feathering. A loose arrangement of body
feathers makes them appear fluffy and endears them to many
observers.

Distribution

Of the seven species, five are found in the Himalayas or
mountainous parts of western China. The most widespread
species is the long-tailed tit, with a range through western
Europe and Asia, as far eastward as China and Japan. The
most restricted species is the pygmy tit, which is endemic to
Java. The only New World representative of the group is the
bushtit (Psaltriparus minimus), found in western North Amer-
ica and Mexico.
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A long-tailed titmouse (Aegithalos caudatus) clings to a branch. (Photo
by B. Gadsby/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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A long-tailed titmouse nest. (lllustration by Jonathan Higgins)

Habitat

Long-tailed tits are primarily birds of edges and shrub lay-
ers of woodland and forest. In the Himalayas and mountains
of China, they are found between 4,000 and 8,860 ft (1,200
and 2,700 m), or, in the case of the white-throated tit (Aegit-
balos niveogularis), up to the tree line at 13,100 ft (4,000 m).

Behavior

Birds in the long-tailed tit family spend most of their time
in single-species flocks. For individual long-tailed tits, these
flocks may be composed largely of related birds. Observers
often first notice their presence on hearing constant chatter-
ing, the contact calls described as tsee-zsee-zsee (long-tailed tits)
or pit-pit-pit (bushtit). Following this, a procession of single
birds may typically be seen flying from one bush to another.
In the evening, birds roost communally, with small groups
lining up together on a suitable branch. If it is cold, they hud-
dle shoulder to shoulder, with the flock’s most dominant birds
toward the middle of the row where most heat is retained.
Long-tailed tits also have been observed roosting in holes in
the ground.
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Feeding ecology and diet

Birds of the long-tailed tit family spend much of their time
in feeding flocks, searching for invertebrates and occasionally
fruit and seed. Like other near relatives, they are extremely
dextrous birds, comfortable hanging acrobatically from the
thinnest of branches, holding an item of food in one claw
while picking at it with the fine stubby bill.

Reproductive biology

Breeding season is from January (bushtit) to July. The
diminutive pygmy tit on Java has a further season, from Au-
gust to November.

During breeding, larger feeding and roosting flocks break
down as individual birds pair together. In early parts of the
breeding season, birds often still roost together; during a cold
spell, feeding flocks may reform. Once the nest has been con-
structed, its warmth and security provide adequate roosting
space for the pair alone.

Nests are enclosed oval or more elongated structures wo-
ven from moss, lichen, spider silk, and plant material. Once
complete, they are quite light in color, possibly an attempt by
the builders to camouflage them against light background
breaks in the woodland canopy. Toward the top, each nest

Long-tailed titmouse (Aegithalos caudatus) feeding young at its nest.
(Photo by Stephen Dalton. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by per-
mission.)
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has an entrance hole and is furnished with a soft lining that
can include more than 2,000 feathers. They are commonly
located low in the woodland shrub layer, suspended among
or in the forks of suitable branches.

Clutch size is 2-12 eggs. The birds incubate for 12-18
days. Once hatched, youngsters are cared for by the parents
and, in some cases, other members of the flock, often indi-
viduals whose own breeding attempts have failed. The young
fledge within three weeks of hatching and remain with the
parents’ flock over the first winter.

Conservation status
Birds in the long-tailed tit family are common over much
of their range and are not threatened. However, harsh win-
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ters can decimate the population by up to 80%. Himalayan
and Chinese mountain species are common to locally com-
mon across their range with two exceptions: the sooty tit
(Aegithalos fuliginosus) and white-throated tit (Aegithalos
niveogularis) are scarce and listed as Near Threatened. Ja-
vanese endemic pygmy tits are locally common, but the ever-
present threat of deforestation is of concern for this forest
species.

Significance to humans

Bushtits visit garden feeders; long-tailed tits are rarely seen
at feeders but their appearance in garden trees and parks is
always popular.
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1. Bushtit (Psaltriparus minimus); 2. Black-throated tit (Aegithalos concinnus); 3. Long-tailed tit (Aegithalos caudatus). (lllustration by Gillian
Harris)
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Family: Long-tailed titmice

Species accounts

Long-tailed tit
Aegithalos caudatus

TAXONOMY
Aegithalos caudatus Linnaeus, 1758. Nineteen subspecies are
recognized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Mésange a longue queue; German: Schwanzmeise;
Spanish: Satrecito de Cola Larga.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5-6.3 in (13-16 cm). Small tit with extremely long tail,
plumage variable across range but generally a mix of black,
white, and pink.

DISTRIBUTION
The most widespread of the long-tailed tit family with a range
from western Europe through Asia, and into China and Japan.

HABITAT
Woodland, deciduous, and mixed with plenty of scrub in which
to forage and nest.

BEHAVIOR

A gregarious and acrobatic species, often first picked up on call
(tsee-tsee-tsee). Flock frequently observed flying in single file,
one bird at a time, from bush to bush. Roost communally on
branches, huddled together in cold weather.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Largely invertebrates, especially insects and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests March to June. Oval ball-shaped nest of moss and
lichen, lined with feathers, located low in bushes and shrubs.
Clutch 8-12 eggs, incubation 12-18 days, fledging 14-18 days.
Nonbreeding birds may assist parents with feeding of young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common across range, suffers after harsh win-
ters, and takes a few years to recover population.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Black-throated tit
Aegithalos concinnus

TAXONOMY
Aegithalos concinnus Gould, 1855. Six subspecies are recognized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Red-headed tit; French: Mésange a téte rousse; Ger-
man: Rostkappen-schwanzmeise; Spanish: Satrecito de Cabeza
Roja.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4 in (10 cm); 0.14-0.32 0z (4-9 g). Small and very attractive tit
with a rufous crown, black mask, white moustache, and black
bib. Gray upper and buff-to-white underparts.

DISTRIBUTION
Himalayas, upland Myanmar, and Indochina.

HABITAT
Broadleaf forest.

BEHAVIOR

A gregarious species foraging in the shrub layers of forests, of-
ten in mixed species flocks. Roosts communally. Contact call
psip, psip and si-si-si.

Aegithalos caudatus

Resident

Aegithalos concinnus

Resident
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Family: Long-tailed titmice

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on insects, seed, and fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests February to May. Nest a typical ball of moss and lichen
positioned low in a bush. Clutch 3-9, incubation 15-16 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Bushtit
Psaltriparus minimus

TAXONOMY
Psaltriparus minimus Townsend, 1837. Eleven subspecies recog-
nized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Common bushtit, black-eared bushtit; French: Mésange
masquée; German: Buschmeise; Spanish: Satrecito Comun.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4-4.5 in (10-11.4 cm); 0.18-0.21 oz (5-6 g). Tiny birds with a
variable plumage range. Generally gray above with paler gray
underparts. Coastal birds have brown caps and black-eared
forms have black masks extending back to ear coverts.

DISTRIBUTION

Western United States (extending a little northward into
Canada) and Mexico.

HABITAT
Deciduous and mixed woodlands, parks, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR
A gregarious and active species that forages in large flocks.
Roosts communally, as with other bushtits.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on insects, spiders, seed, and fruit.

Vol. 11: Birds IV

Psaltriparus minimus

Resident Nonbreeding

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests January to June. Nest cucumber-shaped construction of
twigs, moss, and lichen hung from the end of a branch. Clutch
5-7, incubation 12 days, fledging 14-15 days. Occasionally par-
ents will be helped by other birds, as in long-tailed tits.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common, and increasing in some parts of its
range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Resources

Books

Harrap, S. and D. Quinn. Chickadees, Tits, Nuthatches and
Treecreepers. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996.

Periodicals

Hansell, M. H. “The demand for feathers as building material
by woodland nesting birds.” Bird Study 42 (1995):
240-245.
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Natural History 30 (1996): 303-311.

Hatchwell, B. J., C. Anderson, D. J. Ross, M. K. Fowlie, and
P. G. Blackwell. “Social organization of cooperatively
breeding long-tailed tits: kinship and spatial dynamics.”
Fournal of Animal Ecology 70 (2001).
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Penduline titmice

(Remizidae)

Class Aves
Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Remizidae
Thumbnail description
A variable group of small passerines with short
wings and tails, and delicate heads. Plumage is
uniform and dull-colored in both males and
females. Bill is not curved but straight
Size
3-4.3 in (7.5-11 cm); 0.16-0.44 oz
(4.6-12.5 g)
Number of genera, species
4 genera; 10 species

Distribution

Habitat

Varied: deserts, wetlands, scrub and forest America

Conservation status
Not threatened

Evolution and systematics

There are 10 species of penduline tit in four genera, ac-
cording to Peters (1934-1986). However, classification is prob-
lematic. Traditionally they are placed in their own family, the
Remizidae, but more recent classification based on DNA
analysis suggests they may be better placed as a subfamily
(Remizinae) in a larger Paridae family, which also includes
the true tits, i.e. chickadees (Sibley and Ahlquist 1990).

Physical characteristics

The penduline tits are small passerines ranging in length
from the 3 in (75 mm) tit-hylia (Pholidornis rushiae) to the larger
4.3 in (110 mm) European penduline tit (Remiz pendulinus).
Their color and form is quite variable, reflecting the group’s
diversity. Upper parts range from gray to chestnut, to olive
green, and underparts from white to yellow. Some, such as
those in the Remiz genus, show distinctive black masks. The
African penduline tits (genus Anthroscopus) are similar to leaf
warblers (Sylviidae). Tail length is variable; some of the
African penduline tits and fire-capped tits (Cephalopyrus flam-
miceps) have quite short tails, whereas those of the European
penduline tits are relatively long. Perhaps the most constant
family feature is the bill, which in most species is conical and

sharply pointed.

Distribution
With the exception of the North American verdins (Auri-
parus flaviceps), the penduline tits are primarily an Old World
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Wide distribution from Africa through Europe and into Asia; one species in North

family with a wide distribution from Africa through Europe
and into Asia.

Habitat

Penduline tits are found in a range of habitats from the
deserts of Arizona to the expansive reedbeds of the black-
headed penduline tits (Remziz macronyx) and the sub-Saharan
scrub and forests of the African penduline tits.

Behavior

Penduline tits are extremely active and agile birds. Typi-
cally, they are found in pairs or in small groups. Forest-
dwelling species spend much time in the tree canopy, using
their agility to move through branches, sometimes nimbly
making their way along the undersides of twigs and boughs.
Like long-tailed tits (Aegithalidae), they may roost in groups
at night. Verdins are of particular interest in their construc-
tion of roosting nests. These are similar to breeding nests but
lack soft linings and are generally less “finished.”

Penduline tits from north temperate areas migrate outside
the breeding season; other species are largely sedentary.

Calls are high pitched and songs range from the rich vo-
calizations of the Remiz to the rather more repetitious Antho-
scopus. They are territorial in the breeding season, but the
territory is largely confined to the immediate environs of the
nest. This small, defended area leaves room for possible semi-
colonial nesting in species such as the European penduline tit.
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Family: Penduline titmice

A Eurasian penduline titmouse (Remiz pendulinus) at its nest. (Photo
by J. Peltomaki/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

Feeding ecology and diet

Penduline tits feed on a variety of invertebrates, fruit, and
seeds. Like true tits, they are able to grasp food in one foot
and peck at the item with their bill. Often they search for
food, such as spider’s nests, in crevices and holes in trees.

Reproductive biology

The mating system, where studied, has proven highly com-
plex. European penduline tits can be monogamous, polyga-
mous, and polyandrous. With the African penduline tit, the
presence of unusually large clutches in single nests may be
evidence of the attentions of more than one female.

In northern temperate species, breeding takes place from
April through July. In Africa, breeding depends on local cli-
matic conditions, with some species nesting in the rainy sea-
son and others in the dry season.

Penduline tits derive their family name from their free-
hanging, pendulous nests. These are found in a variety of
locations in the branches of trees and shrubs or, in the case of
European penduline and black-headed tits, from groups of reeds.

They are teardrop or pear-like in shape with a convenient
entrance hole towards the top. In some genera, such as the
Anthoscopus, this entrance has a ledge sometimes visited by
other birds. The entrance is fastened together when not in
use as a defense against predators. In addition, when the en-
trance is closed in this way the ledge gives the appearance of
a confusing false entrance.
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Nests are constructed from plant matter in most cases,
compressed to produce a durable exterior and lined with softer
grasses, mosses, and lichens inside for a snug home. The con-
spicuous nest of the verdin differs a little in construction in
that the exterior is woven from hundreds to as many as 2,000
thorny twigs. The fire-capped tit is the only one without a
pendulous nest, preferring an altogether more conservative
cup-shaped structure hidden a tree hole.

Most penduline tit eggs are white. Clutch size varies from
two to nine. Where observed, incubation takes between 13
and 17 days. Once the chicks hatch, care of the young is of-
ten shared between parents. In some species, care may be co-
operative within a larger group (e.g. tit-hylia).

Penduline titmouse nest. (lllustration by Jonathan Higgins)
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Conservation status

The European penduline tit considerably expanded its
range westwards between the 1930s and the 1980s. Likewise,
the Chinese penduline tit (Remiz consobrinus) has also in-
creased in observed numbers on migration and on its win-
tering sites. Others, such as the white-crowned (Remiz
coronatus) and black-headed tits, are not faring as well in face
of the relentless intensification of agriculture and develop-
ment of land. Some species though, especially the Anthosco-
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pus, are described as uncommon but may simply be over-
looked by observers.

Significance to humans

Admired as architects, they are otherwise of little signifi-
cance to humans. However, the nests of European penduline
tits have been used in Eastern Europe as slippers for chil-
dren.
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1. Fire-capped tit (Cephalopyrus flammiceps); 2. European penduline tit (Remiz pendulinus); 3. Verdin (Auriparus flaviceps); 4. African penduline
tit (Anthoscopus caroli). (lllustration by Gillian Harris)
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Species

European penduline tit
Remiz pendulinus

TAXONOMY
Remiz pendulinus Linnaeus, 1758. Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Eurasian penduline tit, penduline tit; French: Rémiz
penduline; German: Beutelmeise; Spanish: Baloncito Comun.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.3 in (110 mm); 0.28-0.44 oz (8-12.5 g). A small tit with, for
the group, a relatively long tail. Nominate race: sexes similar,
though female paler; prominent black face mask contrasting
with otherwise gray head; chestnut brown back, pale buff be-
neath; juvenile lacks mask.

DISTRIBUTION

A Eurasian bird with a breeding range from western Europe to
western Siberia and south to Turkey. Northern populations
migratory, moving to southern Europe and the Middle East in
winter.

HABITAT
Largely found in wetlands with a mix of reed and scrub, in-
cluding willow and alder.

BEHAVIOR

Gregarious in flocks of up to 60 birds, especially out of season
and on migration. Males aggressively defend immediate terri-

tory around nest in breeding season, but this small area allows
for possible semi-colonial nesting.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on invertebrates, including insects and spiders; reed
seeds important in winter.

Family: Penduline titmice

accounts

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Constructs pendulous (free hanging) pear-shaped nest from
compressed plant material and lined with softer items. Sus-
pended from branches or a number of reed stems. Clutch size is
two to seven eggs; incubation 13-14 days; fledging 18-26 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Locally common in suitable habitat. Consider-
able westward expansion between 1930s and 1980s.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

African penduline tit
Anthoscopus caroli

TAXONOMY
Anthoscopus caroli Sharpe, 1871. Eleven subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Gray penduline tit; French: Rémiz de Carol; German:
Weisstirn-Beutelmeise; Spanish: Baloncito Africano.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.5 in (90 mm); 0.21-0.24 oz (6-6.9 g). A variable but bland
warbler-like species with a typical conical pointed bill and
short tail. Upperparts range between species from olive-green
to gray; underparts from pale yellow to cream.

Remiz pendulinus

Breeding Nonbreeding

Anthoscopus caroli

Resident
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Family: Penduline titmice

DISTRIBUTION
Most widespread of the Anthoscopus spp. with a range from
Kenya to South Africa.

HABITAT
Woodland.

BEHAVIOR
Found in pairs or small groups, sometimes foraging in the tree
canopy with other species. Very active.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on invertebrates and fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds throughout the year across its wide range. Nest typical
of the subfamily; pear shaped pendulous sack of compressed
plant material provided with a entrance hole and ledge. The
hole is fastened together when not in use. Clutch 4-6 white
eggs, occasionally more possibly due to two females laying in
the same nest. Incubation and fledging periods not known.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened, but some contraction along coastal areas. May
be overlooked.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Fire-capped tit
Cephalopyrus flammiceps

TAXONOMY
Cephalopyrus flammiceps Burton, 1836. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Rémiz téte-de-feu; German: Flammenstirnchen; Span-
ish: Baloncito de Capa en Llamas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4 in (100 mm); 0.25 oz (7 g). A small short-tailed tit. Sexes sim-
ilar out of breeding season, olive-green above and olive-yellow
below. Breeding male has distinctive orange red forecrown (the
“fire cap”), chin, and throat. Juveniles dull, but similar to adults.

DISTRIBUTION
Himalayas and parts of Western China. Northern India and
northern parts of southeast Asia outside breeding season.

HABITAT
Moist, temperate woodland and forest.

BEHAVIOR
Active and agile bird that forages in single species or mixed
flocks in the tree canopy.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Invertebrates plus flower and leaf buds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests April to June in holes in trees. Clutch of three to five
blue-green eggs; incubation and fledging periods not known.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Scarce over much of its breeding and winter-
ing range.
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Cephalopyrus flammiceps

Resident Nonbreeding

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known

Verdin
Auriparus flaviceps

TAXONOMY
Awuriparus flaviceps Sundevall, 1850. Six subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Auripare verdin; German: Goldkopfchen; Spanish:
Baloncito Verdin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4-4.5 in (100-110 mm); 0.21-0.29 oz (6-8.2 g). Small with
sharper bill than its relatives. Dull yellow head and throat, dark
grey upperparts, lighter grey beneath.

DISTRIBUTION
Southwestern United States and Mexico.

HABITAT
Open desert with scattered bushes and cacti.

BEHAVIOR

Sprightly birds normally found in pairs and family groups.
More solitary than other penduline tits. Interesting in its con-
struction of roosting nests.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on invertebrates, seeds, and fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Breeds from March to June. Nest a spherical construction up
to 7.9 in (200 mm) diameter of layered thorny and thornless
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Auriparus flaviceps
Breeding

Family: Penduline titmice

twigs lined with softer material and located in scrub towards
the end of branches. Clutch of two to four blue-green eggs; in-
cubation 14-17 days; fledging 17-19 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common and increasing.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Resources

Books

Campbell, B. and E. Lack. A Dictionary of Birds. San Diego: T
and A D Poyser, 1985.

Harrap, S. and D. Quinn. Chickadees, Tits, Nuthatches and
Treecreepers. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996.
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Snow, D.W. and C.M. Perrins. Birds of the Western Palearctic.
Concise Edition. Vol. 2, Passerines. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1998.

Tony Whitebead, BSc
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A
Titmice and chickadees
(Paridae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Paridae

Thumbnail description

Small, compact, and agile birds with short,
stout bills; sexes usually similar in size and
plumage, typically brightly colored with
contrasting plumage features

Size
3.9-8 in (10-20.5 cm); 0.2-1.7 oz (5-49 g)

Number of genera, species
5 genera; 55-58 species

Habitat Distribution

Forest, woodlands, parks, orchards, gardens,
and scrub

Conservation status
Vulnerable: 1 species; Near Threatened: 3
species

Evolution and systematics

The titmice and chickadees are oscine passerines (perch-
ing birds). The oscines are divided into two parvorders:
Corvida and Passerida. The Passerida are further divided into
three superfamilies, including the Sylvioidea, to which tits be-
long, along with swallows, bulbuls, warblers, and babblers.
The titmice and chickadees are usually considered to be a sub-
family (Parinae) of the Paridae, the latter also containing the
Remizinae, or penduline tits. Genetic evidence suggests that
the two groups of tits are closely related, but behavioral dif-
ferences mean that some authors still treat them as separate
families in their own right: the Paridae and Remizidae. The
Aegithalidae, or long-tailed tits, are also sometimes included
within the Paridae, although genetic comparisons have shown
that they are best treated as a distinct family.

The Parinae is divided into five genera: Parus, the largest
group, including most of the tits; Poecile, including the 12-15
species of black- and brown-capped tits and chickadees (some-
times treated as a subgenus of Parus); Baeolophus, the five
species of American tufted titmice; and two monospecific gen-
era, Sylviparus and Melanochlora. (Although Peters only rec-
ognizes four genera: Parus, Baeolophus, Sylviparus, and
Melanochlora).

Physical characteristics

Fast-moving, agile and small—this is the classic descrip-
tion of the titmice. With short wings and tail, and short legs
with very strong feet, they are well-adapted to their arboreal
life-style. There is little variation in size within the family and
sexes of the same species are typically similar, although fe-
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males can be slightly smaller. The smallest of the family is
the yellow-browed tit (Sylviparus modestus), while the largest
is the sultan tit (Melanochlora sultanea). Throughout the fam-
ily, the bill is typically short and stout. This appearance is ac-
centuated in some species that also have relatively large heads
(e.g., the willow tit [Parus montanus]), which either specialize
in feeding on hard seeds or excavate their own nest holes.
Within a single species, the bill shape can vary according to
the habitats in which individuals live and the types of seeds
and nuts available to them. Bill and leg colors, and iris color
in most species, are dark and drab, although two of the African
species have distinctive pale yellow irises.

Generally, members of the different subgenera share
plumage characteristics. The Poecile are typically dark-capped,
brown-backed and cream-breasted with white cheeks and vary-
ing amounts of rufous on the flanks. The spot-winged tits have
characteristic white tips on the wing coverts, which give the
spot-winged appearance. The crested tits are represented by
two species that both possess head-crests but vary in color pat-
terns. The six species of African black tits are typically all black
with striking white wing-coverts and white edges to the flight
feathers. The rufous-bellied tits are three closely related
species all characterized by having rufous underparts and dark
upperparts. The African gray tits are gray in overall coloration
ranging from the paler Miombo tit, Parus griseiventris, to the
duskier southern gray tit, Parus afer. Like the rufous-bellied
tits, the gray tits have well-patterned wings formed from white
edging to all of the wing feathers. The great tit, Parus major,
and its allies are mostly brightly colored tits. All have black
heads with white cheeks and a black vertical breast stripe,
though back and breast coloration is highly variable, includ-
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Blue titmouse (Parus caeruleus) feeding young. (Photo by IFA Bilderteam. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

ing species with gray, green, blue, black, or yellow colors. The
three species making up the blue tit group are similar in gen-
eral shape, but vary dramatically in color from the brightly
colored blue tit, Parus caeruleus, to the very pale azure tit, Parus
cyanus. The American tufted titmice are mostly drab birds: gray
or brown with pale underparts and darker upperparts. The yel-
low-browed tit is a small, all-green bird with pale-yellowish
underparts and a faint yellow eye-ring, lacking the high-con-
trast plumage features typical of nearly all other tits.

The majority of species, especially those with wide geo-
graphical distributions, have many subspecies described and
these often differ in plumage coloration to some degree.

Distribution

True tits are absent only from the treeless Arctic zone,
South America, the desert regions of Africa and Asia, and Aus-
tralasia.

Twelve species occur in North America and Mexico; seven
Poecile species and all of the Baeolophus species. The black-
capped (Poecile atricapilla) and boreal (P. budsonica) chickadees
are the most widespread, occurring from coast to coast across
North America through its boreal forests and temperate
woodlands. All of the other North American and Mexican
species are more restricted in range. For example, the tufted
titmice of the genus Baeolophus have largely south and south-
western distributions, many overlapping into Mexico, as does
the Mexican chickadee, Poecile sclateri.
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Within Europe and temperate Asia, many species have wide
distributions across the two continents throughout a variety
of forest habitats. However, some species are more special-
ized in habitat use, such as the Siberian tit, Parus cinctus, which
is restricted to the boreal forests (and also ranges into arctic
North America) and the somber tit, Parus lugubris, which oc-
curs in the European eastern Mediterranean and across into
Iran. Many of the temperate Asiatic species occur in the high-
lands of central Asia and have relatively restricted distribu-
tions. One species with a particularly restricted range is Pére
David’s tit, Parus davidi, which occurs only in mixed forests
at 7,000-11,000 ft (2,135-3350 m) in three mountain ranges
in central China. In the Far East, some species are restricted
to island groups, such as the yellow-tit in Taiwan, and the
three Philippine species. Some of the Asian species have ranges
that take them into tropical Asia, such as the sultan tit, which
occurs from the Himalayas to Indochina, and the black-lored
tit, which occurs from the Himalayas to southern India.

While some of the European species also occur in the far
northwest of Africa, the truly African species all have sub-
Saharan distributions and are endemic. The majority have rel-
atively restricted distributions with only the white-shouldered
tit (Parus guineensis) having a cross-continent range from
coastal Senegal east to Ethiopia.

Habitat

Those species with wide distributions tend to be more gen-
eralist in habitat use, utilizing a wide variety of different wood-
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A mountain chickadee (Poecile gambeli) at its nest. (Photo by B. Ran-
dall/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

land types from conifers to evergreen broad-leaved woodland
to deciduous broad-leaved woodland. Open woodlands, parks,
hedgerows, gardens, vineyards, orchards, and scrub are also
widely used. Some species are conifer-forest specialists, such
as the boreal tit and Siberian tit, while others are deciduous-
woodland species, like many of the African tits. Some occur
in arid forests, such as the somber tit, which is found in dry,
open woodlands in southern Europe. Tits are present from
lowland woods at sea level up to high-altitude forests and sub-
alpine scrub at 14,764 ft (4,500 m) in mountainous areas.

Behavior

All of the tits are extremely agile and acrobatic in the way
they move through the canopy, hopping quickly from branch
to branch and frequently hanging upside down to pry under
bark on the underside of branches. They typically make only
short, fast flights, which are either direct or gently undulat-
ing depending on the distance covered.

All species are largely resident and sedentary, but a few
make regular seasonal altitudinal movements, some are ir-
ruptive under certain conditions, and some may be truly par-
tially migratory. Most species live in pairs or small groups,
being territorial while breeding, but typically joining mixed-
species flocks outside of the breeding period. Some flocks can
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contain up to 100 individuals of one species, and often in-
clude other tit species. Some species are highly aggressive in
flocks and chases are common, especially when competing for
food provided by man. A variety of threat displays have de-
veloped, such as the head-up posture in species with black
bibs or crest-raising in the crested species.

Song development is generally poor throughout the fam-
ily and song displays are rare, but most species have a wide
variety of calls that are often loud and given frequently, such
as the chick-a-dee call given by many of the black- and brown-
capped species.

Feeding ecology and diet

Tits are arboreal species, foraging predominantly in the
canopies of trees and scrub, and in the shrub layer. However,
for some species, ground-foraging is also important. All tits
eat a wide variety of invertebrates. Many also eat seeds, nuts,
and fruit, especially outside of the breeding season, and some
will take nectar. Food storage is a very important behavior for
many of the northern species of black- and brown-capped,
spot-winged, crested, and American tufted tits; both insects
and seeds are stored. Some species may remember precise lo-
cations of stores while others store food in a scattered way
and relocate it by chance. Some species are able to enter a
state of regulated hypothermia overnight to conserve energy.

Reproductive biology

All of the tits nest in cavities, mostly in trees, but also be-
tween rocks, in walls, on raised ground, and even in pipes.
Many species excavate their own nests in rotting wood, while
others use natural holes or those made by other species such
as woodpeckers. Many will take readily to nesting in nest-
boxes specially created for them by man, although some
require saw-dust filling so that they can still perform exca-
vation behavior. Cavities are lined with various soft nesting
materials. Most species nest between March and July, but
Southern Hemisphere African tits may nest year-round or

Black-capped chickadees (Poecile atricapilla) are common throughout
North America. (Photo by T. Vezo/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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Bridled titmouse (Baeolophus wollweberi) in flight. (Photo by Joe Mc-
Donald. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

seasonally. Clutch size varies between the different subgen-
era, but most have four to 10 eggs. The African species have
relatively small clutches of three to six eggs, while the blue
and great tits have the largest clutches with up to 13 eggs.
Eggs are typically white, or blushed pink, with some red-
brown spotting at the larger end. Incubation periods are gen-
erally around 14 days, while the brood period is between 14
and 24 days. The young become independent very quickly
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in most species, dispersing after just two to three weeks. Some
species, like the coal, great, and blue tits, regularly have two
broods per year. Breeding success is highly variable, but has
been good in many studies. However, all species are vulner-
able to nest loss from specialist predators like squirrels, wood-
peckers, and snakes.

Conservation status

The majority of tits are common with wide continental
distributions. However, the white-naped tit is listed as Vul-
nerable under ITUCN criteria. Endemic to India, it occurs in
small, fragmented populations in tropical, dry, thorn-scrub
habitat and dry deciduous forests. Three other species, all
restricted to small island groups, are listed as Near Threat-
ened: the Palawan tit, Parus amabilis, which is restricted to
primary forests on three islands in the Philippines; the white-
fronted tit, which occurs on two islands in the Philippines;
and the yellow tit, which is found in broad-leaved forest in
the central mountain regions of Taiwan.

Significance to humans

With the possible exception of the yellow tit, the tits are
of no known economic significance, but are of contemporary
cultural importance in some areas due to the close relation-
ship with humans shown by many species. Also, many species
readily visit gardens to take foods provided for them, and will
also readily use nest-boxes.
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1. Black-capped chickadee (Poecile atricapilla); 2. Yellow-browed tit (Sylviparus modestus); 3. Siberian tit (Parus cinctus); 4. Male white-naped tit
(Parus nuchalis); 5. Male sombre tit (Parus lugubris); 6. Male yellow-bellied tit (Parus venustulus); 7. Rufous-bellied tit (Parus rufiventris); 8. Bri-
dled titmouse (Baeolophus wollweberi); 9. Male sultan tit (Melanochlora sultanea); 10. Male great tit (Parus major). (lllustration by Emily Damstra)
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Species accounts

Sombre tit
Parus lugubris

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Parus lugubris Temminck, 1820. Five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Mésange lugubre; German: Trauermeise; Spanish:
Carbonero Liagubre.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
5.5 in (14 cm); 0.5-0.7 oz (15-19 g); general plumage color
typical of the ‘black-capped’ tits; sexes similar.

DISTRIBUTION

P. I. lugubris: Balkans and Greece; P. /. anaroliae: Greek island
of Lesbos, Asia Minor, southern Transcaucasia, Levant and
northern Iraq. P. /. hyrcanus: southeast Transcaucasia and
northern Iran; P. /. dubius: southwest Iran and northeast Iraq;
P. 1. kirmanensis: southern Iran.

HABITAT

Open broadleaf and conifer woodlands, parkland, orchards,
gardens, vineyards, and scrub habitats at higher elevations in-
cluding olive (Olea) groves.

BEHAVIOR

Resident and largely sedentary. Seasonally territorial with
members of pair remaining together throughout year, but may
join mixed-species flocks. Song bouts short and infrequent.

Parus lugubris

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages throughout crowns of trees and shrubs, and on
ground. Diet is large range of invertebrates and some seeds.
Unlike many other tits, does not store food.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests in cavities in trees or occasionally rocks; uses nest-boxes.
Most subspecies use existing cavities, but P. L hyrcanus exca-
vates own nest cavity (both sexes taking part). Eggs laid March
through April, with second clutches May through June. Clutch
size five to 10 eggs (average is seven). Incubation: 12-14 days,
by female alone. Brood period to fledging: 21-23 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Has a relatively restricted range and occurs at
low breeding densities, but population size in European part of
range estimated to be 130,000-640,000 pairs, about 75% of
world population.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Black-capped chickadee

Poecile atricapilla

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Puarus atricapillus Linnaeus, 1766. Nine subspecies.

Poecile atricapilla

Resident
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Black-capped tit; French: Mésange a téte noire; German:
Schwarzkopfmeise; Spanish: Carbonero de Capucha Negra.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4.8-5.7 in (12.3-14.6 cm); 0.3-0.5 oz (10-14 g); plumage char-
acteristic of the ‘black-capped’ tits; sexes similar.

DISTRIBUTION

P. a. atricapillus: northeastern United States and eastern Canada;
P. a. practicus: Appalachian mountains in eastern United States;
P. a. bartletti: Newfoundland; P. 4. turneri: Alaska and north-
western Canada; P. a. septentrionalis: mid-continental North
America; P. a. occidentalis: western coast of United States; P. 4.
fortuitus: western United States to east of Cascade Mountains;
P. a. nevadensis: Great Basin area of United States; P. 4. garri-
nus: Rocky Mountains of United States.

HABITAT

Prefers deciduous or mixed woodland, including open habitats
such as parks and gardens, and willow and cottonwood thick-
ets. Frequently associated with birch (Betula) and alder (Alnus).

BEHAVIOR

Typically resident and territorial, but in mountain areas may
show seasonal movements to lower elevations. Forms mixed-
species flocks outside of breeding periods with distinct
dominance-hierarchies. Has a variety of calls, including the
familiar loud chick-a-dee.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages throughout tree canopy and especially on bark in win-
ter. Rarely forages on the ground. Diet comprises a wide range
of invertebrates as well as fruits and seeds. Like many other
tits, stores food in autumn for use in the winter. Can save en-
ergy overnight by regulated hypothermia, lowering body tem-
perature by up to 53.6°F (12°C).

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests in cavities in trees, excavating own hole (both sexes) or
using natural holes, and will use nest-boxes that are partly
filled with sawdust. Lays eggs mid-April to late May, usually a
single clutch of six to eight eggs (maximum 13). Female incu-
bates for 12-13 days and broods for 12-16 days. Young birds
disperse from parents’ territory after three to four weeks and
form flocks with unrelated adults or become floaters.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A common and very widespread species, with
a typical density of 0.6 pairs/acre (0.25 pairs/ha).

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Siberian tit
Parus cinctus

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Parus cinctus Boddaert, 1783. Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Gray-headed chickadee, Taiga tit; French: Mésange
lapone; German: Lapplandmeise; Spanish: Carbonero Lapén.
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Parus cinctus

Resident

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.3 in (13.5 cm); 0.4-0.6 oz (11-16 g), males larger than fe-
males; general plumage color typical of the ‘brown-capped’ tits;
sexes similar.

DISTRIBUTION

Unique within the Paridae as it occurs in both the Old and
New Worlds. P. ¢. lapponicus: Fenno-Scandia east to northern
European Russia; P. ¢. cinctus: Siberia from Urals east to Bering
Sea, and south to Lake Baykal, northeast Mongolia and
northeast China; P. ¢. sayanus: central Asia; P. c. lathami: Alaska
and northwest Canada.

HABITAT
Boreal conifer forests and broadleaf woodland within these
forests, the latter more so in winter.

BEHAVIOR

Largely sedentary, although some populations nomadic during
winter months. Adults territorial, but readily forms mixed-
species flocks outside of breeding season, often associated with
willow tit, Parus montanus. Song simple and infrequent, not
given in display.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages predominantly amongst leaves of trees, but explores
all parts of tree and frequently forages on the ground. Diet is
a variety of invertebrates and seeds; food stored throughout
the year at ends of twigs, in cracks in bark and among lichens.
Estimated that each bird may store up to 7 Ib (15 kg) of food
per year, but needs only 15% of this to survive over the winter
period.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests in cavities in trees. Single clutch of six to 10 eggs laid
May through June. Incubation: 15-18 days by female only.
Brood period to fledging is 19-20 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

A common, widespread species. The total European popula-
tion estimated to be 170,000-1,200,000 pairs, but this repre-
sents only a small proportion of total world population. Range
in northwest Europe has receded northward in twentieth
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century due to changes in forestry practice, loss of habitat,
and possibly climate warming.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Bridled titmouse
Baeolophus wollweberi

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Parus wollweberi Bonaparte, 1850. Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Mésange arlequin; German: Ziigelmeise; Spanish: Her-
rerillo Enmascarado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4 in (10 cm); 0.3-0.4 oz (8-12 g). Head with striking black and
white pattern, and with gray crown edged black, forming crest;
sexes similar.

DISTRIBUTION

B. w. vandevenderi: central Arizona to southwest New Mexico,
United States; B. w. phillipsi: southeastern Arizona to Sonora,
Mexico; B. w. wollweberi: Mexico; B. w. caliginosus: southwestern
Mexico.

HABITAT

Mid- to high-elevation woodlands of oak and pine, often mixed
with juniper. At lower elevations, savanna-like oak woodlands
are occupied, as are open grassland areas with scattered decidu-
ous trees and juniper.
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BEHAVIOR

Territorial in the breeding season, but in winter joins mixed-
species flocks occupying a home range. Birds at higher eleva-
tions may move to lower areas in winter. Song is simple, but is
given frequently during breeding period.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages throughout tree canopy at all times, and also fre-
quently on ground in winter. Diet is mainly insects, but will
eat pulp of acorns and in some habitats spiders become an im-
portant food. Not known to store food.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

A hole-nesting species, but does not excavate own cavity. Eggs
are laid April to June and second clutches are laid only if first
is lost. Clutch size is typically five to seven eggs. Females incu-
bate 13-14 days followed by 18-20 days till fledging. In North
America, the bridled titmouse is the only tit species to have a
helper breeding system.

CONSERVATION STATUS

A species with a restricted range, but common within this
range, reaching densities of 7.7-10.3 birds/25 acres (10 ha) in
summer. Loss and fragmentation of oak woodlands due to con-
version to arable land known to have caused decline in central
Mexico.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow-bellied tit

Parus venustulus

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Parus venustulus Swinhoe, 1870. Monotypic.

Baeolophus wollweberi

Resident

Parus venustulus

Resident
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Mésange gracieuse; German: Schmuckmeise; Spanish:
Carbonero de Vientre Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4 in (10 cm); 0.3-0.45 oz (9-12.5 g); plumage like that of the
‘spot-winged’ tits, with yellow breast and gray-blue mantle;
sexually dichromatic.

DISTRIBUTION
Endemic to central and eastern China.

HABITAT

A wide range of forest and woodland types, predominantly in
mountainous areas, and around human habitation and culti-
vated land where trees are present.

BEHAVIOR

Typically resident, but known to be migratory in parts of
range. Little known about territoriality, but does join mixed-
species flocks outside of the breeding season. Song is simple.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Little known about foraging behavior, but diet largely inverte-
brates with some fruits taken. Makes stores of food.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests in natural cavities, but does not excavate own hole. Eggs
laid between May and June and clutch size is five to seven
eggs. The incubation period is 12 days and the young fledge
16-17 days after hatching.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. With the exception of the great tit, this is
probably the most widespread of all the southern Asiatic
species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Rufous-bellied tit
Parus rufiventris

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Puarus rufiventris Barboza du Bocage, 1877. Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Cinnamon-breasted tit; rufous tit; French: Mésange a
ventre cannelle; German: Rostbauchmeise; Spanish: Herrerillo
de Vientre Rufo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6 in (15 cm); an attractive species with a black head, dark gray
upperparts and breast, black tail, and rufous belly. The iris is a
distinctive yellow in the adults; sexes similar.

DISTRIBUTION

P. 7. rufiventris: western and central Africa (Angola, Zaire,
Zambia); P. r. maskukuensis: central Africa (Zambia and
Malawi); P. r. diligens: western Africa (Namibia and Angola).

HABITAT

Main habitat is miombo woodland, which is moist savanna-
woodland of Brachystegia. Also found in other woodlands simi-
lar to miombo woodland, dry evergreen forests and drier
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Parus rufiventris

Resident

savanna-woodlands. Typically found from 1,969-6,562 ft
(600-2,000 m).

BEHAVIOR

Resident. May hold territories during breeding season, but
recorded in mixed-species flocks in winter. As with most tits,
the song is simple, but a variety of calls are used.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages mainly among twigs and leaves on the outer-most
parts of trees in the mid and upper canopy. Diet is inverte-
brates, especially moth larvae.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Poorly known. Nests in holes in trees or stumps, but does not
excavate own hole. Breeding season September to November.
Clutch size is three or four eggs. Nothing is known of incuba-
tion or brood period. May have a cooperative breeding system.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. A widespread species considered common
throughout most of range, although probably rarer in southern
areas of range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Great tit
Parus major

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Puarus major Linnaeus, 1758. Up to 31 subspecies recognized.
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Parus major

Resident

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Mésange charbonniére; German: Kohlmeise; Spanish:
Carbonero Comn.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm); 0.5-0.8 oz (14-22 g), males typically slightly
larger than female; very variable species with plumage charac-
terized by black crown, throat, and vertical breast stripe; white
cheeks; green back; blue wings, rump, and tail; and yellow
breast.

DISTRIBUTION

The great tit is possibly the most widespread of all the parids;
up to 31 subspecies have been identified across Eurasia and
into Southeast Asia and northern China.

HABITAT

Occurs in a very wide range of different woodland types, but
generally favors lowland broad-leaved woodlands, especially

those with good shrub growth. Dislikes pure conifer forests.

Also found in open woodland habitats, including parks, gar-

dens, cemeteries, and hedges.

BEHAVIOR

Resident throughout much of its range, but shows seasonal
altitudinal migration in some mountain areas and local migra-
tion in others. Irruptive movements can occur in years with
good breeding success and/or poor beech Fagus mast crop.
Occasionally territorial throughout year, but may join
hierarchically-organized, mixed-species flocks outside of breed-
ing season. Song frequent, simple, and variable, with each male
having several repertoires.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages on all parts of trees and shrubs, but shows preference
for foraging among leaves. However, foraging behavior highly
adaptable and shows remarkable learning ability, including the
use of tools (pine needles used to extract insects from holes).
Does not store food. Diet comprises an extremely wide variety
of invertebrates, seeds, nuts, and fruits.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests in pre-existing tree-cavities, walls, burrows, and nest-
boxes. Egg-laying starts in February in southern populations
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and as late as May in the north. Frequently lays two clutches
per year, rarely three. Clutch size highly variable: three to 18
eggs laid. Incubation is by female alone and takes 12-15 days,
fledging in 16-22 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

A very common species, but some subspecies may have rela-
tively small populations. In Europe alone, the estimated popu-
lation is between 41 and 180 million pairs.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

No commercial significance, but of contemporary cultural sig-
nificance in some areas, especially Europe, where closely asso-
ciated with humans. ¢

White-naped tit

Parus nuchalis

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Parus nuchalis Jerdon, 1845. Monotypic.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: White-winged tit, white-naped black tit, collared tit;
French: Mésange 2 ailes blanches; German: Weissfliigelmeise;
Spanish: Carbonero de Nuca Blanca.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.75 in (12 cm); 0.45-0.5 oz (13-14.5 g); contrasting patterns
of black and white throughout except for pale yellow under-
parts.

DISTRIBUTION
Endemic to India with small, fragmented populations in the
northwest and south of the country.

Parus nuchalis

Resident
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HABITAT

Ocecurs in lowland dry thorn-scrub forests in northwest India
up to 1,969 ft (600 m), as well as dry to moist deciduous wood-
lands in south India. Also found in gardens, along stream-beds
and around irrigated croplands.

BEHAVIOR

Resident, but makes local movements. Little known about ter-
ritoriality, but will join mixed-species flocks. Song is a repeated
monosyllabic call, but a variety of other calls are made.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages throughout the canopy and shrub layer, with diet
comprising insects and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Poorly known. Nests in tree cavities, typically those made by
woodpeckers. Clutch size, incubation, and brooding behavior
not known. Timing of breeding is during the monsoons: May-
August.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Vulnerable. The population is highly fragmented and declin-
ing, and is estimated to be 2,500-10,000 pairs. Most serious
threat is continued degradation, loss, and fragmentation of
thorn forest habitat.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Sultan tit
Melanochlora sultanea

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Melanochlora sultanea Hodgson, 1837. Four subspecies.

Melanochlora sultanea

Resident
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Mésange sultane; German: Sultanmeise; Spanish: Car-
bonero Sultin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
8 in (20.5 cm); 1.2-1.7 oz (3449 g); the largest of the tits, with
striking yellow and glossy black plumage in males; duller in females.

DISTRIBUTION

M. s. sultanea: eastern Himalayas, northeastern India, Myanmar,
northern Thailand; M. s. flavocristata: southern Myanmar,
Malaysia, Sumatra; M. s. seorsa: southern China, Hainan, north-
ern Indochina; M. s. gayeti: central Vietnam, southern Laos.

HABITAT

Wide variety of forest types, preferring light evergreen forests
and forest edges. Found mainly below 3,200 ft (1,000 m), but
recorded in mountainous areas up to 6,600 ft (2,000 m).

BEHAVIOR

Resident. During breeding, found in pairs and probably terri-
torial. Outside of breeding season, forms small flocks, often
mixing with other species. Song is series of loud, clear whistles,
and a variety of other calls are also given.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages mostly in upper canopy, but in some habitats (e.g.,
bamboo) will forage close to ground. Foods include inverte-
brates, fruits and seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Poorly known. Nests in holes and other openings in trees.
Timing of nesting April through July and clutch size five to
seven eggs. No information about incubation, brooding behav-
ior, or breeding success.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A relatively widespread species. Has declined
in western part of range due to habitat loss, and is now rare.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow-browed tit
Sylviparus modestus

SUBFAMILY
Parinae

TAXONOMY
Sylviparus modestus Burton, 1836. Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Mésange modeste; German: Laubmeise; Spanish: Car-
bonero de Cejas Amarillas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4 in (10 cm); 0.2-0.3 oz (5-9 g); small greenish bird with a
short bill, pale yellow eye ring and short crest; sexes similar.

DISTRIBUTION

S. m. simlaensis: northwestern Himalayas; S. 7. modestus: central
and eastern Himalayas, Myanmar, southwestern China, north-
ern Thailand, northern Laos, northern Vietnam; S. 2. klossi:
southern Vietnam.

HABITAT
Inhabits alpine scrub and forest, occurring principally from
3,900-11,150 ft (1,200-3,400 m), but down to 1,475 ft (450 m)

165



Family: Titmice and chickadees

Sylviparus modestus
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in parts of range. Very localized distribution outside of the Hi-
malayas, including coniferous forests in China.

BEHAVIOR

Resident, but undertakes seasonal altitudinal movements, gen-
erally moving to lower elevations outside of the breeding sea-
son. Territoriality not understood, but joins mixed-species
flocks outside of the breeding season like most other tits. Has a
wide variety of calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages throughout the canopy and occasionally in scrub be-
neath the tree canopy. Described as both acrobatic and restless
while foraging. Diet mainly invertebrates, but also takes some
seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Poorly understood. Nests in natural cavities in trees. Breeds
April through May. Clutch size four to six eggs, but no infor-
mation on incubation and nestling periods.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A common species, but with fragmented and
highly localized distribution outside of the Himalayas.

Resident SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Nuthatches and wall creepers
(Sittidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Sittidae

Thumbnail description

Small, large-headed, short-tailed perching birds
that clamber upwards or downwards on the
surface of tree trunks or rocks to obtain their
food of invertebrates

Size

Nuthatches: 3.5-7.5 in (8.5-19 cm), sittellas:
4.3-4.8 in (11-12 cm), and wall creepers:
about 6.3 in (16 cm) in body length

Number of genera, species

3 genera; about 27 species Distribution

North America, Eurasia, Africa, Southeast Asia, and Australasia

Habitat
Mostly forest and woodlands

Conservation status
Endangered: 2 species; Vulnerable: 2 species;
Near Threatened: 2 species

Evolution and systematics

The family Sittidae is within the Passeriformes, the most
diverse order of birds. As considered here, the Sittidae in-
cludes three subfamilies: the typical nuthatches (subfamily
Sittinae), the sittellas (Neosittinae), and the wall creeper (Ti-
chodrominae). There are about 23 species of nuthatches
(genus Sitta), three of sittellas (genus Daphoenositta), and one
wall creeper (Tichodroma muraria).

Physical characteristics

The nuthatches (Sittinae) range in body length from 3.5
to 7.5 in (8.5-19 cm). They have a compact body, a large
head, a short squared tail, a short neck, and a thin, chisel-
shaped, slightly upturned bill. They are generally colored
blue-gray above, white or brownish below, with a dark top of
the head, and a white stripe over the eye. The subfamily
Neosittinae consists of one genus and two species of sittellas.
They have a body length of 4.3-4.8 in (11-12 cm), a compact
body, a large head, a short tail, and a thin, chisel-shaped bill.
The body coloration is brown-streaked or black with a red
face. The subfamily Tichodrominae consists of only one
species, the wall creeper. It has a body length of about 6.5 in
(16 cm). It has a compact body, a short tail, and a strong,
slightly down-turned bill. It is colored brownish above, white
below with brown streaks, has a white throat, and an ochre
patch around the eyes. The claw of its hind toe is rather long,
and its feet can grasp even slight projections on a rock face.
In most species the sexes are similar in morphology and col-
oration.
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A pygmy nuthatch (Sitta pygmaea) at its nest hole in Eastern Sierras,
California. (Photo by Richard R. Hansen. Photo Researchers, Inc. Re-
produced by permission.)
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Family: Nuthatches and wall creepers

A red-breasted nuthatch (Sitta canadensis) feeds on a pine cone.
(Photo by H.P. Smith Jr./VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

Distribution
Species occur in North America, Eurasia, Africa, South-
east Asia, and Australasia.

Habitat

Most species occur in forest or woodland habitat, and sev-
eral in rocky scrubland.

Behavior

The nuthatches forage on the bark of trees. They are the
only birds that regularly clamber head-downwards instead of
only upwards while seeking food on this kind of substrate
(they will also climb upwards, and sideways). They move
downwards by reaching down with one foot while holding
themselves with the other one, and continuing this with al-
ternate feet. Their climbing movements are usually on a slant,
resulting in a spiral or zigzag pathway being followed.
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Feeding ecology and diet

Nuthatches use their bill to glean insects, spiders, snails,
and other invertebrates from the surface and crevices of tree
trunks, sometimes chiseling loose bark away to expose prey
beneath. They may also forage on rocks and in epiphytic
mosses and lichens. They also glean arthropods from foliage,
from the ground, and may even catch them in flight. During
the spring and summer they mostly feed on invertebrates, but
in the winter they also eat small fruits and oil-rich seeds of
various kinds of plants. To open an enclosed seed, such as
that of the sunflower, they wedge it into a cleft and hammer
the top with their bill. Nuthatches break open snail shells in
a similar manner. At times when food is abundant, they store
it in clefts for use later in times of scarcity.

Reproductive biology
Established pairs of nuthatches are monogamous and, un-
less disturbed, occupy a permanent territory. They nest in

A pygmy nuthatch (Sitta pygmaea) feeds young starlings in California.
(Photo by Bob & Clara Calhoun. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by
permission.)
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A brown-headed nuthatch (Sitta pusilla) brings food to its nest hole.
(Photo by F. Truslow/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

natural cavities in trees or in ones excavated and later aban-
doned by woodpeckers. They typically narrow the diameter
of the entrance hole by plastering it with mud, which hard-
ens as it dries. This is done to keep predators and competi-
tors for the nest site at bay. Some species nest in rock cavities.
Within the cavity, the nest itself is usually a loose structure
of bark flakes and leaves. They lay four to 10 eggs, which are
white and flecked with brown or red. The eggs are incubated
by the female, but both sexes feed the young birds.

Conservation status
The IUCN considers two species Endangered, two species
Vulnerable, and two species Near Threatened. The Algerian
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A white-breasted nuthatch (Sitta carolinensis) perched on a branch in
Michigan. (Photo by L. West. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by per-
mission.)

nuthatch (Sitta ledanti) of Algeria is Endangered, as is
the white-browed nuthatch (S. victoriae) of Myanmar. Vul-
nerable species are the giant nuthatch (S. magna) of Myan-
mar, Thailand, and adjacent China; and the beautiful nuthatch
(S. formosa) of India, Bhutan, Myanmar, southern China,
and Laos. Near Threatened species include the Yunnan
nuthatch (S. yunnanensis) of southwestern China; the yellow-
billed nuthatch (S. solangiae) of Vietnam and southeastern
China.

Significance to humans

Nuthatches are not of direct importance to humans, other
than the indirect economic benefits of ecotourism and bird-
watching focused on seeing birds in natural habitats.
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1. Red-breasted nuthatch (Sitta canadensis); 2. White-breasted nuthatch (Sitta carolinensis); 3. Nuthatch (Sitta europaea); 4. Giant nuthatch (Sitta
magna); 5. Brown-headed nuthatch (Sitta pusilla); 6. Wall-creeper (Tichodroma muraria); 7. Black sittella (Daphoenositta miranda). (lllustration by
John Megahan)
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Species

Red-breasted nuthatch

Sitta canadensis

SUBFAMILY
Sittinae

TAXONOMY
Sitta canadensis Linnaeus, 1776.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Sittelle a poitrine rousse; German: Kanadakleiber;
Spanish: Saltapalo Canadiense.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4 in (10 cm), with a short tail. The back is colored blue-gray,
the undersides red-brown, crown black, throat white, and with
a white line over the eye and a black one through it.

DISTRIBUTION
Occurs widely in southern and northwestern Canada and most
of the United States.

HABITAT
Breeds in mature, boreal or montane, conifer-dominated forest.
Winters in a wider range of conifer dominated forest.

BEHAVIOR

Occurs as pairs that defend a breeding territory. It is an irregu-
lar migrant that spends some winters in the breeding range.
Often flocks with chickadees in winter. The song is a series of
nasal notes.

Family: Nuthatches and wall creepers

accounts

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans invertebrates from tree bark and foliage, and also eats
fruits and seeds in winter.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Pairs nest in a tree cavity. The female incubates the eggs but
both sexes feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

White-breasted nuthatch
Sitta carolinensis

SUBFAMILY
Sittinae

TAXONOMY
Sitta carolinensis Latham, 1790.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Sittelle a poitrine blanche; German: Carolinakleiber;
Spanish: Saltapalo Blanco.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
51in (12.7 cm), with a short tail. The back is colored blue-gray,
the crown black, and undersides and throat white.

Sitta canadensis

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

Sitta carolinensis

Resident
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Family: Nuthatches and wall creepers

DISTRIBUTION

Occurs widely in extreme southern Canada, through most of
the United States, and into western Mexico. Does not migrate,
except for northernmost populations that may move somewhat

south.

HABITAT
Occurs in a wide range of mature, deciduous-dominated forest

types.

BEHAVIOR

Ocecurs as pairs that defend a breeding territory. Typically does
not migrate. Often flocks with chickadees in winter. The song
is a series of nasal notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans invertebrates from tree bark and foliage, and also eats
fruits and seeds in winter.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Pairs nest in a tree cavity. The female incubates the eggs but
both sexes feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Brown-breasted nuthatch
Sitta pusilla

SUBFAMILY
Sittinae

TAXONOMY
Sitta pusilla Latham, 1790.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Sittelle a téte brune; German: Braunkopfkleiber; Span-
ish: Sita de Cabeza Castaia.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.5 in (9 cm), with a short tail. The back is colored blue-gray,
the crown brown, and the undersides and throat are white
washed with brown.

DISTRIBUTION
Occurs widely in the southeastern United States.

HABITAT
Occurs in mature, pine-dominated forest types.

BEHAVIOR

Ocecurs as pairs that defend a breeding territory. Does not mi-
grate. Occurs in mixed-species flocks with chickadees and war-
blers during the nonbreeding season. The song is a series of
soft twitterings.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans invertebrates from tree bark and foliage, especially on
branches. Also eats fruits and seeds in winter.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Pairs nest in a tree cavity. The female incubates the eggs but
both sexes feed the young.
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Sitta pusilla

Resident

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Nuthatch

Sitta europaea

SUBFAMILY
Sittinae

TAXONOMY
Sitta europaea Linnaeus, 1758. Twenty-five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Eurasian nuthatch, wood nuthatch; French: Sittelle
torchepot; German: Kleiber; Spanish: Trepador Azul.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm), with a short tail. The back is colored blue-gray,
the crown blue-gray, undersides brown to white, throat white,
and with a black line through the eye. However, coloration
varies considerably among the approximately 25 geographic
subspecies of this wide-ranging species.

DISTRIBUTION
Occurs widely in temperate Eurasia, from the Atlantic to Pa-
cific coasts.

HABITAT

Occurs in a wide range of mature temperate forests, ranging
from deciduous- to conifer-dominated types.
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Family: Nuthatches and wall creepers

Sitta europaea

Resident
Sitta magna
Resident
BEHAVIOR
Occurs as pairs that defend a breeding territory. Does not mi-
grate. Occurs in mixed-species flocks with tits (or chickadees)
in the nonbreeding season. The song is a varied series of loud
calls. HABITAT

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans invertebrates from tree bark and foliage, especially on
branches. Also eats fruits and seeds in winter.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Pairs nest in a tree cavity. The female incubates the eggs but
both sexes feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and abundant species.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Giant nuthatch
Sitta magna

SUBFAMILY
Sittinae

TAXONOMY
Sitta magna Ramsay, 1876.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Sitelle géante; German: Riesenkleiber; Spanish: Sita
Gigante.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8 in (20 cm), with a short tail. The back is colored blue-gray,
the crown blue-gray, undersides light gray with chestnut be-
neath tail, throat white, and with a black line through the eye.

DISTRIBUTION

Occurs in southwestern China, east-central Myanmar, and
northwestern China.
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Occurs in open montane forest with pines present or domi-
nant, at altitudes of 3,900-8,200 ft (1,200-2,500 m) or higher.

BEHAVIOR

Occurs as pairs that defend a breeding territory. Does not mi-
grate. Occurs in mixed-species flocks with tits (or chickadees)
and other nuthatch species in the nonbreeding season. The
song is a series of loud trisyllabic calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans invertebrates from tree bark and foliage and also eats
fruits and seeds in winter.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Pairs nest in a tree cavity. The female incubates the eggs but
both sexes feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS

A rare species that is listed as Vulnerable. This species is much
reduced in abundance and range. It has been greatly affected
by habitat loss caused by agricultural disturbance and conver-
sion and by fuelwood harvesting. Its remaining critical habitats
must be protected.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Black sittella
Daphoenositta miranda

SUBFAMILY
Neosittinae

TAXONOMY
Daphoenositta miranda De Vis, 1897.
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Family: Nuthatches and wall creepers

Daphoenositta miranda

Resident

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Pink-faced sittella; French: Néositte noire; German:
Prachtkleiber; Spanish: Sita de Cara Rosada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4.3 in (11 cm), with a short tail, a black body, and red-pink
face and tip of tail.

DISTRIBUTION
Occurs in New Guinea.

HABITAT
Occurs in mossy cloud forest at altitudes of 6,600-11,800 ft
(2,000-3,600 m) or higher.

BEHAVIOR

Occurs as pairs or in small flocks. Does not migrate. Like
nuthatches, it will clamber head-downwards on tree trunks.
The song is a faint series of squeaky notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans invertebrates from tree branches and foliage and also
eats fruits.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a deep cup-shaped nest on a lichen-covered branch
(rather than nesting in tree or rock cavities like other members
of the Sittidae). The nest consists of spider and cocoon silk,
with pieces of bark to camouflage the exterior. There are usu-
ally three eggs, which are similar in color to the lichens near
the nest. Cooperative breeding occurs, in which not only the
parents take part in nest building and the feeding of the young,
but also other individuals. The “helpers” are likely close rela-
tives, such as non-breeding young or siblings of the breeding
pair.
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CONSERVATION STATUS
An uncommon species but not listed as threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Wall creeper

Tichodroma muraria

SUBFAMILY
Tichodrominae

TAXONOMY
Tichodroma muraria Linaeus, 1766.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Tichodrome échelette; German: Mauerld; Spanish:
Treparriscos.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.5 in (16.5 cm), with a short tail, and a long, black, down-
curved bill. The back crown of the head is gray, the chin and
tail are black, and the wings are white-spotted gray with red
patches.

DISTRIBUTION

Occurs widely in Eurasia, from the Pyrenees, Alps, northern
Apennines and Carinthian mountains, over the Balkans to
Syria, the Himalayas and adjacent mountainous China.

HABITAT

Occurs in mountainous regions in the vicinity of cliffs and
rocky gorges as high as the snow line. There must, however,
be vegetation in the vicinity of the rocky places where they
breed. Migrates to somewhat lower habitats in the winter.

Tichodroma muraria

Resident
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BEHAVIOR

Wall creepers have a solitary lifestyle outside of the breeding
season. They frequently flit their wings and have a light,
butterfly-like flight pattern. They have an altitudinal migra-
tion. The song is a series of rising, high-pitched notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages for invertebrates in crevices of steep rockfaces and
walls. Also eats small fruits and seeds.

Family: Nuthatches and wall creepers

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests in a rocky crevice. Lays three or four white eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread species within its habitat, but
not particularly abundant.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Resources

Books

BirdLife International. Threatened Birds of the World. Barcelona
and Cambridge: Lynx Edicions and BirdLife International,
2000.

Harrap, S., and D. Quinn. Tizs, Nuthatches and Treecreepers of
the World. London: Christopher Helm, 1996.

Matthysen, E. The Nuthatches. San Diego: Academic Press:
1998.

Periodicals

Norris, R. A. “Comparative Biosystematics and Life History of
the Nuthatches Sitta pygmaea and Sitta pusilla.” University of
California Publications in Zoology 56 (1958): 119-300.
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BirdLife International. Wellbrook Court, Girton Road,
Cambridge, Cambridgeshire CB3 ONA United Kingdom.
Phone: +44 1 223 277 318. Fax: +44-1-223-277-200.
E-mail: birdlife@birdlife.org.uk Web site: <http://www
.birdlife.net>

TUCN-The World Conservation Union. Rue Mauverney 28,
Gland, 1196 Switzerland. Phone: +41-22-999-0001. Fax:
+41-22-999-0025. E-mail: mail@hq.iucn.org Web site:
<http://www.iucn.org>

Bill Freedman, PhD
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Treecreepers
(Certhiidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Certhiidae

Thumbnail description
Small birds with long, thin curved bills, long
tails, and highly cryptic coloration

Size
5-6 in (12-15 cm)

Number of genera, species
2 genera; 7 species

Habitat
Woodlands and forests

Conservation status
Not threatened; slight local declines for some
species

Distribution

Evolution and systematics

The taxonomy of the Certhiidae is somewhat problematic,
and on the basis of DNA-DNA analysis comparisons some
workers suggest placing 22 genera and about 100 species in
the family. Sibley and Ahlquist have further divided the fam-
ily into three subfamilies: wrens (Troglodytinae); gnatcatch-
ers, gnatwrens, and verdins (Poliotilinae); and treecreepers
(Certhiinae). Most workers, including the American Or-
nithological Union, still consider the family to consist of “typ-
ical” treecreepers of the Northern Hemisphere (Certhia) and
spotted creepers (Salpornis spilonotus) of India and Africa.

Physical characteristics

Size, coloration, and markings allow creepers to blend al-
most flawlessly with their preferred habitat, the rough brown
bark of trees. Treecreepers are small, about 5-6 inches (12-15
cm) in length, and have a long, thin, curved bill, a slender tail,
and streamlined, teardrop-shaped bodies. The twelve stiff,
pointed tail feathers have shafts that project beyond the vanes.
In all but the bar-tailed treecreeper (Certhia himalayana), this
results in giving the tail a bristly appearance at the terminus.
Treecreepers use their highly specialized tails to help them
climb, but spotted creepers, which hold their tails away from
the trunk, do not.

The legs of treecreepers appear disproportionately short,
but this very functional design, along with long toes and claws,
enables them to cling closely to the side of trees as they search
for food.

Plumage variation among species can be subtle and con-
fusing. The cryptic upperparts are mostly shades of brown
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Widespread across the Northern Hemisphere, with occurrences in central and
southwest Africa

with streaks or streaky spots of black, gray, buff, and white.
All species have a noticeable buff or white eyebrow, though
it is less pronounced in some. Underparts are buff or white,
with shades of cinnamon, rufous, or gray less common. Males
and females are similar in appearance in both size and color.
Juvenal plumage is somewhat duller and more streaky on the
upperparts, but first-year birds are otherwise identical to
adults. Spotted creepers are also highly cryptic but distinc-
tively barred and more prominently spotted than treecreepers.

Distribution

Treecreepers are found throughout the forests and wood-
lands of Central America and temperate regions of the North-
ern Hemisphere. Short-toed (C. brachydactyla), Eurasian (C.
Sfamiliaris), rusty-flanked (C. nipalensis), brown-throated (C.
discolor), and bar-tailed treecreepers are found in Europe, cen-
tral Asia, and Asia. Brown creepers (C. americana) are found
in North and Central America. The spotted creeper is found
in the woodlands of India and Africa in sparse and scattered
populations.

Habitat

Depending on the species, creepers can be found anywhere
from sea-level to mountain regions and from temperate to
tropical climates. Creepers generally require mature forests
and woodlands, which provide the type of bark that houses
the small invertebrates on which they forage and the struc-
tures for securing their nests. Lack of suitable habitat for nest-
ing may be the limiting factor in the expansion of breeding
range in some species.
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Family: Treecreepers

Behavior

Creepers forage singly, in pairs, or in mixed-species flocks.
Foraging behavior is distinctive and consists of flying to the
base of a tree, then gleaning and probing rough bark for in-
sects while climbing the trunk. Creepers also forage for prey
on limbs by clinging to the underside and creeping outward
from the trunk almost to the tip of the main branch. Treecreep-
ers typically climb the trunk in a jerky, spiral motion.

Treecreepers roost singly, in pairs, or sometimes in small
groups during the nonbreeding season, probably for warmth.
Some species roost arranged in a small circle with individu-
als facing one another.

Feeding ecology and diet

The Certhiidae use their thin, thorn-like bill to probe be-
neath bark for food, which primarily consists of small insects,
spiders, and other small invertebrates. Treecreepers also eat
seeds and nuts, usually in wintertime when invertebrates are
scarce. There is only one known record of treecreepers
storing food, which consisted of sunflower seeds taken from
feeders one winter.

Reproductive biology

Male creepers establish and defend the breeding territory
through vocalization. Songs are generally weak and quiet
trills, and calls are high-pitched and thin. Though they may
often go unnoticed, songs and calls may be the best way of
locating these highly cryptic birds.
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Breeding biology of the rusty-flanked treecreeper and the
brown-throated treecreeper is not very well known. In all
other treecreeper species, nests are usually constructed be-
neath a loose piece of bark on dead or dying trees. Occa-
sionally creepers will construct nests on buildings, walls,
crevices in trees, or in heavy vegetation such as ivy. Some
species also infrequently use nest boxes. Height of nests from
the ground varies from species to species and can range from
1.6 to 52 ft (0.5 m to 16 m).

There are four to six eggs in the treecreeper clutch, and
they are white and faintly spotted red or reddish brown; Spot-
ted creepers have fewer eggs in each clutch (one to three) and
the eggs are usually gray, greenish gray, bluish, or greenish
blue with black or brown spots. Only the female incubates
the eggs, but both sexes feed the young. Duration of brood-
ing varies from species to species, but lasts from 13 to 17 days.
Treecreeper pairs frequently double brood. Treecreepers
usually form family parties for two to three weeks after the
young fledge.

Conservation status

Brown creepers might be in slight decline in some regions
of North America. Competition with wood ants for prey may
be causing a decline in some populations of Eurasian tree-
creepers.

Significance to humans
None known.
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1. Brown creeper (Certhia americana); 2. Short-toed treecreeper (Certhia brachydactyla); 3. Eurasian treecreeper (Certhia familiaris). (lllustration
by Michelle Meneghini)
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Species accounts

Eurasian treecreeper
Certhia familiaris

TAXONOMY
Certhia familiaris Linnaeus, 1758.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Northern, common treecreeper; French: Grimpereau
des bois; German: Waldbaumldufer; Spanish: Agateador
Nortefio.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
Length 5 in (12.5 cm). Upperparts brown, spotted and streaked
with white or buff, rufous rump; underparts white to buff.

DISTRIBUTION
Widespread in Europe, Central Asia, and Asia.

HABITAT
Forest and woodland.

BEHAVIOR
Roost singly, in pairs, or sometimes in small groups during the
nonbreeding season.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Spiders, insects, and other small invertebrates.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest behind loose bark or in crevice; will also use dead leaves
and heavy vegetation to hide nest. Three to five eggs, eggs
white with pink or reddish spots.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common and widespread.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Brown creeper
Certhia americana

TAXONOMY
Certhia americana Bonaparte, 1838, North America.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: American treecreeper; French: Grimpereau brun;
German: Andenbaumliufer; Spanish: Trepador Americano.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Length 5.25 in (13 c¢m). Populations highly variable, but gener-
ally upperparts dark brown, spotted and streaked with white,
buff, or pale gray; cinnamon-colored rump and undertail
coverts, underparts white to buff; western and Mexican popula-
tions darker and smaller.

Certhia familiaris

Resident

Certhia americana

Resident

180

Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia



Vol. 11: Birds IV

DISTRIBUTION
North and Central America.

HABITAT
Forest and woodland.

BEHAVIOR
Fly to base of tree and search for insects while climbing up-
wards.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Spiders, insects, and other small invertebrates; sometimes seeds
from feeders in winter.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest behind loose bark or crevice within 197 ft (60 m) of wa-
ter. Nest cup shaped with “horns.” Five to six eggs, eggs white
with reddish brown spots.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Possibly declining, but not threatened at this time.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Short-toed treecreeper
Certhia brachydactyla

TAXONOMY
Certhia brachydactyla Brehm, 1820.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Grimpereau des jardins; German: Gartenbaumliufer;
Spanish: Agateador Comiin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
Length 5 in (12.5 cm). Resembles Eurasian treecreeper and is
hard to distinguish on the basis of physical appearance.

DISTRIBUTION
Western Europe.

HABITAT
Mixed forest and woodland.

Family: Treecreepers

Certhia brachydactyla

Resident

BEHAVIOR
Forage for prey by clinging to the underside of tree branches.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Spiders, insects, and other small invertebrates.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nest behind loose bark or in crevice. Will use nest box. Five to
seven eggs, white with reddish purple or reddish brown spots.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Philippine creepers
(Rhabdornithidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Rhabdornithidae

Thumbnail description

Medium-sized birds with long, slender bills and
brush-tipped tongues; shaded and marked with
brown, black, gray, and white

Size
6-7 in (15-17 cm), 3-4 oz (80-95 g)

Number of genera, species
1 genus, 3 species

Habitat
Forest

Conservation status
Not threatened

Distribution

Endemic to several major and minor Philippine Islands

Evolution and systematics

The rhabdornises are an obscure family, still only partially
known. They have been difficult to classify, and no signifi-
cant DNA-DNA hybrid, mitichondrial DNA, or other mol-
ecular comparison studies have been made.

Some ornithologists once placed the rhabdornises as a sub-
family within the treecreepers (family Certhiidae), but the
idea has been discarded since the birds show no real resem-
blance to the true treecreepers and behave quite differently.
When foraging, treecreepers run along the tops of tree
branches and crawl about over tree bark on the trunks and
main limbs, but rhabdornises hop and jump between
branches, and show no significant “creeping” behavior. Rhab-
dornises also have brush-tipped tongues, a feature unknown
among the Certhiidae. As of 2002, ornithologists generally
concur in placing rhabdornises in a discrete family, Rhab-
dornithidae. Their closest relations are probably the babblers
(family Timaliidae).

As of 2002, the life sciences recognize three species of
rhabdornises within a single genus: The greater rhabdornis
(Rbabdornis grandis) which is not recognized by Peters, the
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stripe-breasted rhabdornis (Rbabdornis inornatus), and the
stripe-headed rhabdornis (Rbabdornis mysticalis).

Physical characteristics

Rhabdornises are medium-sized birds, very similar in size,
coloring, and behavior, so much so that they may be indis-
tinguishable to untrained eyes. The coloring and patterns are
somewhat cryptic, favoring browns, red-browns, blacks, and
whites, with much dark streaking on the upperparts and
lighter streaking elsewhere.

Distribution

"The major Philippine Islands of Luzon, Samar, Leyte, Min-
danao, Negros, and Panay, and several smaller islands: Catan-
duanes, Masbate, Calicoan, Dinagat, Basilan, and Bohol.

Habitat

Dense, tropical, primary and secondary lowland and mon-
tane forest, in the upper levels and crowns of trees.
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Behavior

Rhabdornises are diurnal and social, spending their days
foraging in flocks. These flocks may be mixed species, either
of rhabdornis or non-rhabdornis species. At dusk, rhabdornis
flocks settle down in groups among the upper branches of for-
est trees for the night.

Feeding ecology and diet

The main rhabdornis fare is insects, which the birds search
for on the bark of tree trunks and branches and among flow-
ers, but all add nectar, fruit, and seeds to the diet.

Reproductive biology
Little is known about rhabdornis reproductive biology.
They nest in tree holes, but there is no information on what
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they use for nest materials or on the appearance of the eggs.

Breeding probably begins in March.

Conservation status

The stripe-breasted rhabdornis and stripe-headed rhab-
dornis are common throughout their ranges, while the greater
rhabdornis is relatively rare and confined to mountainous re-
gions in Luzon. None are listed on the IUCN 2000 Red List
of Threatened Species. In the longer run, all may be endan-
gered, since the native forests of the Philippines are being de-
stroyed at an accelerating rate.

Significance to humans
None known.
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1. Greater rhabdornis (Rhabdornis grandis); 2. Stripe-breasted rhabdornis (Rhabdornis inornatus); 3. Stripe-headed rhabdornis (Rhabdornis mys-
ticalis). (lllustration by John Megahan)
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Species

Greater rhabdornis
Rhbabdornis grandis

TAXONOMY
Rbabdornis grandis Salomonsen, 1953.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Long-billed rhabdornis; French: Rhabdornis 4 long
bec; German: Langschnabel-Rhabdornis; Spanish: Trepador
Filipino Grande.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

This species has an average length of 6.7 in (17 cm) and
weighs about 3.3 oz (93 g). The male is larger than the female,
but the sexes are similar in coloring, with black or dark brown
bills and brown eyes, and olive-gray legs. Upperparts are pat-
terned with gray, brown, black, and white, in characteristic
streak patterns. The face has a black mask with white lines
above and below. The lower breast and belly are white.

DISTRIBUTION
The Cordillera and Sierra Madre on Luzon Island.

HABITAT
Middle-elevation (330-3,300 ft; 100-1,000 m), tropical forest.

BEHAVIOR

The greater rhabdornis forages in groups or mixed-species
flocks in the upper levels of forests. Greater rhabdornises will
often flock with stripe-headed rhabdornises in flowering or
fruiting trees.
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages like other rhabdornis species, hopping and jumping
along branches, searching for and eating insects among leaves,
bark, and flowers. It will vary its diet with nectar, seeds, and
fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests in tree holes. Enlarged gonads in May.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Uncommon, but not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Stripe-breasted rhabdornis
Rbabdornis inornatus

TAXONOMY
Rbabdornis inornatus Ogilvie-Grant, 1896.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Plain-headed rhabdornis, plain-headed creeper; French:
Rhabdornis 4 téte brune; German: Braunkopf-Rhabdornis;
Spanish: Trepador Filipino de Cabeza Lisa.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
These birds are 6.3 in (16 cm) long, and weigh about 3 oz (86 g).
As with its bigger relative, the sexes show little in the way of

Rhabdornis grandis

Resident

Rhabdornis inornatus

Resident
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color differences. Both sexes have a black bill, dark brown eyes,
and legs ranging from grayish yellow to horn. The upperparts
are medium-brown, while the crown, tail, and primaries are
darker brown. The mask is dark brown, bordered above and
below by white. The throat is grayish white and the center
of the belly is white, while the breast, flanks, and undertail
feathers are streaked white and brown. The female has lighter
brown upperparts and mask.

DISTRIBUTION
Endemic to the islands of Samar, Basilan, Leyte, Mindanao,
Negros, and Panay.

HABITAT
Prefers tropical forest over 2,600 ft (800 m) above sea level,
but will sometimes range into lower levels.

BEHAVIOR

Behavior is similar to that of the stripe-headed rhabdornis, but
stripe-breasteds prefer smaller foraging flocks of 4-5 individuals.
The birds will sometimes roost in large numbers in the isolated
canopy of a group of trees in a clearing. The call is a high-
pitched note of “tzit” repeated often, sometimes in a rapid
staccato.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages in middle to higher altitude forests, but may range
lower. Its diet covers a wide selection of insects and fruits. On
Mindanao, field researchers saw one individual snag and eat a
tree frog. In eastern Mindanao, residents witnessed over 100
Rbabdornis inornatus individuals gathering in a great flock to
flycatch among seasonal swarms of flying insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests in April; enlarged gonads in March and April. Eggs not
described.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Stripe-headed rhabdornis

Rhbabdornis mysticalis

TAXONOMY
Rhbabdornis mysticalis Temminck, 1825. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Striped-headed creeper; French: Rhabdornis 4 téte
striée; German: Streifenkopf-Rhabdornis; Spanish: Trepador
Filipino de Cabeza Rayada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

The two subspecies of the stripe-headed rhabdornis vary some-
what in size. Rbhabdornis mysticalis mysticalis is 6.2 in (15.8 cm)
long and weighs about 3 oz (85 g). Rbabdornis mysticalis minor is

5.7 in (14.5 cm) long, at 2.75 oz (78 g).

The sexes are similarly colored, and males are larger than
females. Both subspecies have black bills, dark brown eyes,
and dark horn legs. Males have a blackish brown crown and
nape with numerous white streaks, a broad stripe through the
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Rhabdornis mysticalis

Resident

eye, while the face and the rest of the neck are blackish brown.
The female differs in having a lighter brown crown and face.

DISTRIBUTION

Philippine islands of Luzon, Negros, Panay, Masbate, Contan-
duenes, Leyte, Mindanao, Samar, Basilan, Bohol, Calicoan, and
Dinagat.

HABITAT
Tropical forest from sea level up to 3,900 ft (1,200 m) above
sea level.

BEHAVIOR

Diurnal and quite active, in canopy and middle story of forests,
forest edges, and secondary growth in groups or in mixed
flocks of up to 25 individuals. At dusk, they may form large
roosting groups of several hundred individuals. The call is an
unmelodious, high-pitched “tsee tsee WICK tsee,” the “tsee”
notes very soft and the “WICK” sharp and loud.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Foraging and diet are like that of the other rhabdornis species,
with insects as main fare varied with nectar, fruit, and seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeding biology is poorly known. The species is thought to
nest in tree cavities as does the stripe-breasted rhabdornis.
Enlarged gonads in March.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Flowerpeckers
(Dicaeidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Dicaeidae

Thumbnail description

Flowerpeckers (genera Prionochilus and
Dicaeum) are very small, often brightly colored
birds with short, usually straight, bills and short
stubby tails; keeping to higher levels of trees,
they are noisy, singing chattering songs and
making piping calls; berrypeckers are similar but
larger with longer and more slender bills

Size
2.2-8.3 in (5.6-21 cm); 0.14-2.8 oz (4-80 g)

Number of genera, species
6 genera; 52 species

Habitat
Tall forest; all habitats from sea-level up to
more than 12,000 ft (3,700 m)

Conservation status

Critically Endangered: 1 species; Vulnerable: 2

species; Near Threatened: 5 species
Distribution

Indian sub-continent, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, south
China, Hainan Island, Taiwan, the Malay peninsular, Indonesia, and the Philippines,
Sulawesi, the Moluccas, New Guinea and its surrounding islands, and Australia

Evolution and systematics

Apart from true flowerpeckers (genera Prionochilus and Di-
caeum), the composition and affinities of the Dicaeidae are dis-
puted. On the basis of DNA hybridization studies, no other
genera in the family were admitted. However, berrypeckers
(genera Melanocharis, Rbamphocharis, Oreocharis and Paramythia)
of New Guinea and the eight species of pardalotes, or dia-
mondbirds (Pardalotus spp.), found in Australia and Tasmania,
are often included within the flowerpecker family. Berrypeck-
ers, included here with flowerpeckers, have simply constructed
tongues. The pardalotes differ from the other groups as they
lack serrations on the bills and have simple tongues. Other close
relatives of flowerpeckers include sunbirds (Nectariniidae) and
the white-eyes (Zosteropidae).

Physical characteristics

Mostly small, these passerines are 2.2-8.3 in (5.6-21 cm)
in length. Flowerpeckers in the genera Prionochilus and Di-
caeum are small with short bills and short stubby tails and have
the distal third of the upper mandibles serrated. Tongues of
Prionochilus are split at the end and each prong is further sub-
divided by a cleft. Tongues of the Dicaeum species are simi-
lar but longer and more variable, some having their edges
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curled up to form two tubes to facilitate uptake of nectar.
Species in both genera have frilly outer edges, termed fim-
briations, to their tongues. Some species are dull in plumage
but others are brightly colored with patterns of red or yellow
contrasting with black or dark blue feathering. In most cases,
plumages of females are duller than those of males.

Berrypeckers vary from the small tit-like Arfak berrypecker
(Oreocharis arfaki) to the biggest member of the family, the
thrush-like crested berrypecker (Paramythia montium). They
have simple tongues, elongated straight bills, and lack spe-
cializations of the gut that those flowerpeckers that deal with
mistletoe berries have. Melanocharis spp. and Rbhamphocharis
crassirostris have pectoral tufts.

Distribution

Flowerpeckers of the genus Prionochilus are found in Thai-
land, Vietnam, the Malay Peninsula, Indonesia, and the Philip-
pines. The genus Dicaeum occurs in the same areas but also
extends to the Indian sub-continent, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Cam-
bodia, Laos, south China, Hainan Island, Taiwan, Sulawesi, the
Moluccas, New Guinea and its surrounding islands, and Aus-
tralia. Berrypeckers (genera Melanocharis, Rhamphbocharis, Ore-
ocharis, and Paramythia) are restricted to New Guinea.
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The fan-tailed berrypecker (Melanocharis versteri) shows its distinctive
tail. (Photo by W. Peckover/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

Habitat

Flowerpeckers and berrypeckers are mostly birds of forests,
but some are found at sea-level and others occur very high
up in mountains where vegetation is sparse. Many species are
partial to secondary growth or even cultivations and the scar-
let-backed flowerpecker (Dicaeum cruentarum) frequents
towns and villages. The mistletoebird (D. hirundinaceumn) is
the only Australian representative, and it can be found in habi-
tats ranging from rainforest to arid woodland.

Behavior

Flowerpeckers are active and agile birds, twisting and turn-
ing among foliage, flicking their wings, twittering, and call-
ing sharply. They are usually single, or in pairs or small
groups, but they will join mixed-species bird parties. They
sometimes sit motionless on perches for long periods. Songs
are mostly simple high-pitched chirps and clicks, but the mu-
sical ability of the mistletoebird is remarkable and mimics
songs of many different Australian birds.

In contrast, berrypeckers such as the crested berrypecker
(Paramythia montium) are highly social birds, often occurring
in groups of up to 12 birds; a large flock of 75 has been ob-
served. They sometimes stand with tail cocked and raise their
crests if excited or frightened. They fly in a jerky manner and
are noisy in flight making low, short, calls.

Feeding ecology and diet
Flowerpeckers are fond of treetops where they seek out
mistletoe berries, fruits, nectar, pollen, small insects, and spi-
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ders. The fleshy part of large mistletoe berries is stripped off
and eaten with the seeds discarded. There is an elaborate and
amusing dance-like behavior as the birds try to deposit the
seed on a branch and separate themselves from it and its sticky
threads. Smaller fruits are eaten whole and pass very rapidly
through the specialized gut that permits the berries to by-pass
the stomach and enter the intestine directly; insects and spi-
ders on the other hand are digested via the stomach. Insects
may be caught by hawking, flycatcher-fashion. Berrypeckers
are mostly frugivorous, but also take insects and spiders, oc-
casionally hover-gleaning to catch them.

Reproductive biology

The reproductive behavior of flowerpeckers is little
known and the eggs of some species have yet to be de-
scribed. The mistletoebird is territorial, with males chasing
intruders in weaving flights over their boundaries. For
courtship, they flit around a female, calling and fanning
their tails. Both sexes of most flowerpeckers are involved in
building nests, incubation, and feeding of the young. Nests
are neat purse-shaped bags with slit entrances near the tops
and are suspended from bushes or trees. They are made of
vegetable material, lichen, dried flowers, feathers, small
roots, or grass, held together with cobwebs, and lined with
vegetable down. Some nests are decorated with insect exc-
reta or other debris. Most eggs are white, but those of a few
species are spotted. The usual clutch is two but may be up
to four. Nests of berrypeckers are cup-shaped and placed

A pair of Arfak berrypeckers (Oreocharis arfaki) share a perch. (Photo
by W. Peckover/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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in thick shrubbery. Only one egg is laid in the nests of
Paramythia montium.

Conservation status

The Cebu flowerpecker (Dicaeum quadricolor) is Critically
Endangered with only a tiny population of less than 50 birds
surviving in three forest fragments on the island of Cebu in
the Philippines. Long considered to be Extinct, the species
was re-discovered in 1992. There are two other globally
threatened species of flowerpecker in the Philippines: the
black-belted or Visayan flowerpecker (D. haematostictum) and
the scarlet-collared flowerpecker (D. retrocinctunz). The black-
belted flowerpecker is threatened as its small range in the
western Visayas Islands is becoming increasingly fragmented
by deforestation. The scarlet-collared flowerpecker also ex-
ists only in forest fragments, mostly in Mindoro, and is threat-
ened by dynamite blasting for marble and encroachment by
slash-and-burn agriculture. Also within the Philippines are
two other flowerpeckers that are Near Threatened: the
whiskered flowerpecker (D. proprium) is endemic to Mindanao
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and the flame-crowned flowerpecker (D. anthonyi) occurs only
on Mindanao and Luzon. Other Near Threatened flower-
peckers include the white-throated flowerpecker (D. vincens)
that is confined to Sri Lanka, while the scarlet-breasted flow-
erpecker (Prionochilus thoracicus) and the brown-backed flow-
erpecker (D. everetti) occur in Malaysia, Indonesia, and
Brunei.

The obscure berrypecker (Melanocharis arfakiana) was
thought to be Endangered for many years, but field-work in
Papua New Guinea has shown it to be quite common in some
areas, including at one site near Port Moresby. The species
is apparently able to survive in degraded forest, so it may be
adaptable in the face of logging and agricultural clearances of
its native forest.

Significance to humans

Some species are accorded pest status as they spread par-
asitic mistletoes on trees of economic importance. The crested
berrypecker is prized as food in the highlands of New Guinea.
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1. Fire-breasted flowerpecker (Dicaeum ignipectus); 2. Gray-sided flowerpecker (Dicaeum celebicum); 3. Scarlet-breasted flowerpecker (Prionochilus
thoracicus); 4. Red-capped flowerpecker (Dicaeum geelvinkianum); 5. Fan-tailed berrypecker (Melanocharis versteri); 6. Yellow-vented flowerpecker
(Dicaeum chrysorrheum); 7. Mistletoebird (Dicaeum hirundinaceum); 8. Plain flowerpecker (Dicaeum concolor); 9. Midget flowerpecker (Dicaeum
aeneum); 10. Thick-billed flowerpecker (Dicaeum agile); 11. Scarlet-backed flowerpecker (Dicaeum cruentatum). (lllustration by Bruce Worden)
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Species

Scarlet-breasted flowerpecker
Prionochilus thoracicus

TAXONOMY
Pardalotus thoracicus Temminck and Laugier, 1836, Borneo.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Dicée a poitrine écarlate; German: Rubinkehl-
Mistelfresser; Spanish: Pica Flor de Pecho Carmin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4 in (10.2 cm); 0.32 0z (9 g). Dark brown head, wings, and tail
with red patch on throat and crown. Back and rump yellow.

DISTRIBUTION
South Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, Borneo, and Sumatra.

HABITAT

Beaches at sea level up to 4,200 ft (1,280 m) in secondary for-
est, at forest edge, in rubber plantations, heath forest, and
swamp forest.

BEHAVIOR

Varied calls include clicks and high-pitched sequence of notes
sounding like an insect. Feeds at all heights, sometimes on tree
trunks.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Takes spiders from their webs, insects, and berries.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds nest in low bush, breeds January—March and July-
October.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Uncommon and listed as Near Threatened. Continuing loss of
primary forest is the main threat but species can find refuges in
montane and secondary forests.

Family: Flowerpeckers

accounts

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Thick-billed flowerpecker

Dicaeum agile

TAXONOMY
Fringilla agilis Tickell, 1833, Bengal, India. Eleven subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Striped flowerpecker; French: Dicée a bec épais;
German: Dickschnabel-Mistelfresser; Spanish: Pica Flor de
Pico Ancho.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4 in (10.2 cm); 0.32 oz (9 g). Olive-gray upperparts with
whitish, lores, breast, belly, and undertail coverts.

DISTRIBUTION

Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Thailand,
Laos, north Vietnam, Malaysia, Sumatra, Java, and the Philip-
pines.

HABITAT
Forests, woods, plantations, and gardens from sea-level up to

9,800 ft (3,000 m).

BEHAVIOR
Acrobatic feeder that joins mixed-species groups. Characteristi-
cally wags its tail when perched.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds in bushes and trees up to 100 ft (30 m) on wild fruits
and berries of figs and mistletoes, spiders, and insects.

Prionochilus thoracicus

Resident

Dicaeum agile

Resident
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest looks like a dead leaf suspended in a tree and resembles a
small pouch made of fibers, buds, vegetable down, and spiders’
webs with a side entrance. Lays clutch of two to four pale pink
eggs with speckles of red during January—August.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in most of its range but rare in Myan-
mar and Indonesia.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow-vented flowerpecker
Dicaewm chrysorrbeum

TAXONOMY
Dicaeum chrysorrbeum Temminck and Laugier, 1829, Java. Two
subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Dicée cul-d’or; German: Gelbsteiss-Mistelfresser;
Spanish: Pica Flor de Rabo Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4 in (10.2 cm); 0.32 oz (9 g). Bright green upperparts with
white streaked underparts and thin, dark eye stripe.

DISTRIBUTION

D. c. chrysochlore: Nepal to Bhutan, Myanmar, Indochina, and
Thailand; D. c. chrysorrbeum: southern Thailand to Sumatra,
Bali, Java, and Borneo.

HABITAT
Lowland and hilly forest up to 6,600 ft (2,000 m) in Sikkim,
woods, orchards, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR
Feeds at all heights. Aggressive.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Food consists of berries of mistletoes, figs, nectar, and insects.
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is well-hidden below 26 ft (8 m). Male and female assist
in nest construction and incubation of two or three white eggs
laid April-August.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in India, rare elsewhere.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Plain flowerpecker
Dicaeum concolor

TAXONOMY
Dicaeum concolor Jerdon, 1840, Malabar coast, India. Seven sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Dicée concolore; German: Einfarbmistelfresser; Spanish:
Pica Flor Descolorido.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
3.3 in (8.4 cm); 0.14-0.28 oz (4-8 g). Drab in appearance with
buff breast and belly and darker upperparts.

DISTRIBUTION

D. ¢. borneanum: Malaysia, Borneo, and Sumatra; D. c. concolor:
southwest India; D. ¢. minullum: Hainan Island; D. c. olivaceum:
India, Myanmar, China, Thailand, northern Malaysia; D. c. sol-
licitans: Bali and Java; D. c. uchidai: Taiwan; D. c. virescens: Mid-
dle and southern Andaman Islands.

HABITAT

Forests, secondary growth, open areas, and plantations, from
sea-level to 11,800 ft (3,600 m).

BEHAVIOR
Restless, usually seen singly in treetops, but also forages
down low.

0

Dicaeum chrysorrheum

Resident

Dicaeum concolor

Resident
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Heavily dependent on mistletoes for berries and nectar, but
also eats insects and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is a small purse of down and fibers suspended 3.3-39 ft
(1-12 m) up in a tree, bush, or low growth, in which are laid
two or three white eggs from January—September. Male and
female are involved in nest-building, incubation, and rearing
of young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in most of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Spreads mistletoes.

Red-capped flowerpecker

Dicaeum geelvinkianum

TAXONOMY

Dicaeum geelvinkianum Meyer, 1874, Japan. Eleven subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Red-crowned flowerpecker; French: Dicée de
Geelvink; German: Papuamistelfresser; Spanish: Pica Flor de
Gorra Roja.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
2.4 in (6 cm). Brownish with scarlet crown, nape, and breast;
white throat patch and vents.

DISTRIBUTION
New Guinea, Geelvink Bay Islands, and the D’Entrecasteaux
Archipelago.

HABITAT
Forests, forest edges, thick savanna, gardens, and plantations.

Recorded as high as 7,700 ft (2,350 m).

Family: Flowerpeckers

BEHAVIOR
Restless. Frequents treetops.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Fruits, sometimes eaten whole, and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Two or three white eggs are laid November-December, in
pear-shaped nests made of strips of ferns and animal hair sus-
pended from low tree.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common, not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Midget flowerpecker

Dicaeum aeneum

TAXONOMY
Dicaeum aeneum Pucheran, 1853, San Jorge, Solomon Islands.
Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Solomons flowerpecker; French: Dicée des Salomon;
German: Bronzemistelfresser; Spanish: Pica Flor de la Isla
Salomon.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

2.2 in (5.6 cm); 0.25-0.31 oz (7.1-8.8 g). Grayish upperparts
with white throat patch, scarlet breast patch and yellow-green
flanks.

DISTRIBUTION

D. a. aeneum: Bougainville, Choiseul, and Ysabel in northern
Solomon Islands; D. a. becki: Florida and Guadacanal; D. 4.
malaitae: Malaita Island.

HABITAT
All habitats in the Solomon Islands, up to 1,640 ft (500 m).

()

Dicaeum geelvinkianum

Resident

Dicaeum aeneum

Resident
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BEHAVIOR
Bobs head up and down when lands on perch, after rapid
flight. Usually alone or in pairs.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Occasionally hovers to feed. Eats fruits and insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is pear-shaped with a rounded base and side entrance,
made of vegetable matter including grass, suspended low down
in a bush. Male and female are involved in feeding young and
taking away fecal sacs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common, not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Fire-breasted flowerpecker
Dicaeum ignipectus

TAXONOMY
Mpyzante ignipectus Blyth, 1843, Nepal and Bhutan. Seven sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Buff-bellied flowerpecker; French: Dicée a gorge feu;
German: Feuerbrust-Mistelfresser; Spanish: Pica Flor de Lomo
Verde.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.5 in (8.9 cm); 0.14-0.28 oz (4-8 g). Black crown and upper-
parts with dark brown cheek, scarlet breast, and buff throat
and belly.

DISTRIBUTION

D. i. apo: Mindanao and Negros; D. 7. beccarii: Sumatra; D. i.
bonga: Samar in the Philippines; D. i. cambodianum: Cambodia,
northeast and southeast Thailand; D. i. dolichorhynchum: penin-
sular Malaysia; D. 7. formosum: Taiwan; D. i. ignipectum: Kash-

Vol. 11: Birds IV

mir, northeast India, Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim, northern Myan-
mar, northern Indochina, southern China, southeast Tibet.

HABITAT
Montane forests, oak woodlands, rhododendrons, and cultiva-
tions up to 12,950 ft (3,950 m).

BEHAVIOR
Active at tops of trees. Joins parties and mixed-species flocks
in nonbreeding season.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Nectar, fruits and berries of mistletoes, insects, and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Two or three white eggs are laid in a purse-shaped nest
made of vegetable material including rootlets, grass, and
moss kept together with cobwebs and suspended in a tree
10-29 ft (3-9 m) up.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Gray-sided flowerpecker

Dicaeum celebicum

TAXONOMY
Dicaeum celebicum S. Miller, 1843, Celebes. Five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Black-sided flowerpecker; French: Dicée des Célebes;
German: Schwarzwangen-Mistelfresser; Spanish: Pica Flor de
Dorso Negro.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
2.4 in (6 cm). Blue-black crown and upperparts with scarlet
throat and breast, grayish sides and pale vents.

Dicaeum ignipectus

Resident

Dicaeum celebicum

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

D. c. celebicum: Bangka, Butung, Lembeh, Manadotua, Muna,
Sulawesi, and Togian; D. c. kuebni: the Archipelago of
Tukangbesi; D. c. sanghirense: Sangihe; D. c. sulaense: Banggai
and Sula; D. ¢. talautense: Talaud.

HABITAT
Varied environments including forests, forest edges, scrub, culti-
vations, gardens, and villages from sea level to 3,300 ft (1,000 m).

BEHAVIOR

Holds itself upright and shakes wings before swallowing fruit.
Calls are high-pitched repetitions of unmusical notes and a
series of chirps in flight.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Swallows small fruits of mistletoes and cherries whole, but
larger ones are pierced and the contents squeezed out. Also
takes insects, spiders, nectar, and pollen.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Three white eggs are laid in a nest shaped like a purse with a
slit entrance near the top, sometimes with an overhanging
porch. Made of vegetable down, grass, twigs, leaves, and cob-
webs, the nest is suspended low in a tree.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Mistletoebird

Dicaeum hirundinaceum

TAXONOMY
Motacilla hirundinacenm Shaw and Nodder, 1792, New Holland
(Australia). Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Australian flowerpecker, Australian flower swallow,
mistletoe flowerpecker; French: Dicée hirondelle; German:
Rotsteiss-Mistelfresser; Spanish: Pica Flor del Muérdago.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.7-4.3 in (9.5-11 cm); 0.28-0.35 oz (8-10 g). Blue-black up-
perparts with red throat, breast, and vents. White belly with
black patch.

DISTRIBUTION

D. b. fulgidum: Tanimbar Islands; D. b. hirundinaceum: Aus-
tralia (except Tasmania); D. b. ignicolle: Aru Island; D. b.
keiense: Kai, Tayundu, and Watubele.

HABITAT
Forests, woodlands, savanna, scrub, and mangroves.

BEHAVIOR

Utters characteristic two- or three-note calls, various flight
notes, and song; is also a remarkable vocal mimic of many
other birds. Keeps upright on perch. Restless, fast flier that is
nomadic in search of fruiting mistletoes. When searching for
food, tends to flick its wings, moving rapidly among upper
branches of trees; also hawks for insects.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Heavily dependent on mistletoes; also feeds on insects, spiders,
fruits, nectar, and pollen.
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Dicaeum hirundinaceum

Resident

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Maintains territories by chasing intruders and singing from
high perches. Courtship involves male chasing female in flight,
landing next to her, and fanning tail. Three or four white
eggs are laid in purse-shaped nest with slit entrance at the side.
Female alone incubates for 12 days; both sexes then feed young
in nest for two weeks. Breeding season tied to fruiting period
of mistletoes, September—April.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Spreads mistletoes. #

Scarlet-backed flowerpecker

Dicaeum cruentatum

TAXONOMY
Certhia cruentata Linnaeus, 1758, Bengal (India). Seven subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Pryer’s flowerpecker; French: Dicée a dos rouge; German:
Scharlachmistelfresser; Spanish: Pica Flor de Lomo Carmin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
3.5 in (8.9 cm); 0.19-0.28 oz (5.5-8 g). Red stripe from fore-
head to base of tail; blue-black wings and tail; and whitish belly.

DISTRIBUTION

D. c. batuense: Mentawai Islands; D. c. cruentatum: northeast India
to southern China, eastern Thailand, Indochina, Sumatra, and
Riau Archipelago; D. c. ignitum: peninsular Malaysia; D. c. niasense:
Nias Island; D. c. nigrimentum: Borneo; D. c. simalurense: Simeulue
Island; D. c. sumatranum: Sumatra and surrounding islands.

HABITAT

Forests, secondary growth, orchards, plantations, and gardens
up to 3,300 ft (1,000 m) mostly, but attains more than 6,900 ft
(2,100 m) in Nepal.
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N

Dicaeum cruentatum

Resident

BEHAVIOR

Strong flier, aggressive and restless in treetops but occasionally
feeds low in bushes; hawks for insects. Moves up and down
mountains with the seasons.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Fruits, especially of mistletoes, figs, berries, seeds, nectar, spiders,
and insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Two to four gray eggs laid in tiny oval pouch, made by both
sexes, of grass and suspended 6.6-49 ft (2-15 m) up in tree; en-
trance near top sometimes has porch.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in most of range but rare in Bhutan
and Nepal.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Fan-tailed berrypecker

Melanocharis versteri

TAXONOMY
Pristorbamphus versteri Finsch, 1876, New Guinea. Four sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Piquebaie éventail; German: Ficherschwanz-
Beerenpicker; Spanish: Cerezero Cola de Abanico.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5-6 in (14-19 cm). Female larger (wing length (2.6-2.8 in
[6.6-7.1 cm]) and heavier (0.56-0.7 oz [16-20 g]) than male
(2.32-2.52 in [5.9-6.4 cm]; 0.44-0.53 oz [12.5-15 g]). Whitish
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Melanocharis versteri

Resident

underparts and lateral feathers on distinctively long tail.
Brownish black upperparts.

DISTRIBUTION

From 4,500 to 10,800 ft (1,400-3,300 m) up in mountains in
New Guinea in both Indonesia (Irian Jaya) and Papua New
Guinea. M. v. maculiceps: southeast New Guinea; M. v. mecki:
northwest New Guinea, Weyland, and Snow Mountains; M. v.
versteri: northwest New Guinea, Vogelkop; M. v. virago: north-
ern and northeast New Guinea.

HABITAT

Montane forest, tree-fern heaths, and alpine thickets. Some-
times occurs in middle strata of forest but usually keeps to
undergrowth.

BEHAVIOR

Shy, usually solitary or in pairs, and an active feeder. Shows
white in tail when flying. Acrobatic. Harsh song; it also utters
squeaks and nasal scolding calls.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Small berries, eaten whole, and insects. Sometimes hover-gleans
to feed.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest large in relation to the bird’s size. A solid deep cup, 3 in
(8 cm) across and 4 in (10 cm) high, placed in the fork of a
branch, and well-camouflaged.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Pardalotes
(Pardalotidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Pardalotidae

Thumbnail description
Small, short-tailed, dumpy birds with short,
scoop-shaped bills

Size
3.2-4.7 in (8-12 cm)

Number of genera, species
1 genus; 8 species

Habitat
Eucalypt forest and woodland

Conservation status
Endangered: 1 species

Distribution

Australia and Tasmania

Evolution and systematics

Recent DNA studies suggest an affinity between the
pardalotes and acanthizids that has resulted in placing both
in the same family in most taxonomic treatments. However,
genomic distances are large, and the two groups have sub-
stantial differences in morphology and behavior, including
wing structure, nesting behavior, osteological features, and
plumage patterns. Hence, each group as been accorded fam-
ily status in the most recent taxonomic treatment (1999).

Physical characteristics

Pardalotes are noisy, generally bright colored, conspicu-
ous, beautiful, dumpy little birds, with short bills and tails.
They have 12 rectrices and short pointed wings with a vesti-
gial 10th primary. All have some combination of yellow,
brown, and black with white spots or streaking. The sparkling
color combinations give them the name “diamond bird”. Most
species are monomorphic in plumage, with juvenile plumage
muted.

Distribution

The pardalotes are endemic to Australia, and are found
throughout the continent where suitable habitat occurs; they
are only missing from a few patches of southern desert. One
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species is endemic to Tasmania and has a very restricted dis-
tribution; other species are found across the continent.

Habitat

A broad spectrum of woodlands and forest, primarily eu-
calypt and acacia, from wet coastal to arid conditions.

Behavior

Solitary during nesting, but gregarious during winter and
migratory or nomadic post-breeding dispersal. They often
forage in mixed species flocks in winter. They actively forage,
searching foliage and gleaning scale insects and other inver-
tebrates. Their calls consist of generally loud two- to five-
note whistles, often repeated endlessly. One species is
monotypic, the others polytypic.

Feeding ecology and diet

Scurry about foliage, gleaning a wide variety of inverte-
brates from leaves and twigs with their scoop-shaped bills.
They prefer soft-bodied invertebrates, including small wasps,
spiders, weevils, and termites. They also eat lerps (sugary se-
cretions of psillid insects).
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Family: Pardalotes

A striated pardalote (Pardalotus substriatus) holds an insect in its bill.
(Photo by R. Brown/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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Reproductive biology

Pairs defend nesting territories that they advertise with
repetitive two- to five-note note whistles. They are monoga-
mous, some maintaining pair bonds throughout the year, and
some may have helpers at the nest. Nests are cup-shaped,
sometimes domed, of plant fibers in tunnels burrowed into
banks or horizontal ground; sometimes in tree hollows.

Conservation status

The forty-spotted pardalote (Pardalotus quadragintus) has
six small disjunct populations that are confined to south-
eastern Tasmania. It is Endangered and has been the sub-
ject of an intensive recovery plan. With protection of
suitable habitat, its prospects are encouraging. The other
pardalote species are geographically widespread and are not
considered threatened.

Significance to humans
None known.
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1. Red-browed pardalote (Pardalotus rubricatus); 2. Striated pardalote (Pardalotus striatus); 3. Forty-spotted pardalote (Pardalotus quadragintus);
4. Spotted pardalote (Pardalotus punctatus). (lllustration by Wendy Baker)
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Species accounts

Forty-spotted pardalote

Pardalotus quadragintus

TAXONOMY
Puardalotus quadragintus Gould, 1838, Tasmania.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Golden-rumped diamondbird; French: Pardalote de
Tasmanie; German: Tasmanpanthervogel: Spanish: Pardalote
de Cuarenta Manchas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.5-3.9in (9-10 cm); 0.38 oz (10.7 g). Sexes similar in plumage.

DISTRIBUTION
Restricted to southeastern Tasmanian coastal forests and
woodlands.

HABITAT
Dry sclerophyll forest and woodlands; prefers white gum
(Eucalyptus viminalis).

BEHAVIOR
Nests in loose colonies but forms flocks in winter, often with
other species. Soft two-note call.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Gleans eucalypt foliage and twigs. Forages on a broad spec-
trum on invertebrates, but apparently does not take many scale
insects as other pardalotes.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Often nest within 33 ft (10 m) of other nests in loose associa-
tions. The nest is a dome or cup of plant fibers, lined with
grass or feathers, placed in a tree hollow up to 66 ft (20 m)
above the ground. Clutch is three to five white eggs; incuba-
tion period 16 days, with fledging about a month later.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Endangered. Population declined in twentieth century, proba-
bly due to competition with spotted pardalotes (Pardalotus
punctatus). Current population is probably about 3,000 birds in
about six disjunct populations (several on islands). Has been
the focus of a recovery team project. With habitat protection,
population will probably stabilize.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Red-browed pardalote

Pardalotus rubricatus

TAXONOMY
Pardalotus rubricatus Gould, 1838, Australia. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Fawn-eyed diamond bird; French: Pardalote a sourcils
rouge; German: Rotbrauen-Panthervogel; Spanish: Pardalote
de Cejas Rojas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
3.9 in (10 em) 0.32-0.39 oz (9-11 g). Sexes similar in plumage;
immature birds are drab pale-olive above, light gray below.

DISTRIBUTION
Arid areas across most of northern and central Australia. P. 7.
yorki confined to Cape York Peninsula.

HABITAT
Eucalypts and acacias in drier woodlands, forest, and scrub.
Frequent eucalypts along river beds.

Pardalotus quadragintus

Resident

Pardalotus rubricatus

Resident
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BEHAVIOR
Often found with other pardalote species; often feeds in trees
with sparse vegetation. Distinctive five-note call.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans a broad spectrum of invertebrates from foliage and
twigs of primarily eucalypts.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Cup-shaped nest of plant fibers lined with grass at end of
1.6-2.3 ft (50-70 cm) burrow. Clutch two to four white eggs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Populations widespread and currently not threatened. Over-
grazing and habitat alteration pose potential threats.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Spotted pardalote

Pardalotus punctatus

TAXONOMY
Pardalotus punctatus Shaw, 1792, New Holland (Australia).
Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Diamond bird; bank diamond; French: Pardalote
pointillé German: Fleckenpanthervogel; Spanish: Pardalote
Moetado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
3.51in (9 cm); 0.32 oz (9g). Sexually dimorphic in plumage: males
have yellow throats and breast.

DISTRIBUTION

Australia. P. p. punctatus: coastal belt from southern Queensland
to eastern South Australia and southwestern West Australia and
in Tasmania; P. p. millitaris: coastal belt of north central

Family: Pardalotes

Queensland; P. p. xanthopygae: mallee and mulga areas of Vic-
toria to Western Australia.

HABITAT
Eucalypt forests and woodlands, residential parks and gardens.
P. p. xantbopygae mostly in mallee and mulga woodlands.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during breeding season, but forms flocks of a dozen
birds or more in winter, and may join mixed species foraging
flocks. Two- or three-note call.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans twigs and foliage for scale insects, and a wide variety of
other invertebrates.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is of plant fibers about 19.7 in (50 cm) in tunnel bur-
rowed into earthen bank or flat ground, often near a creek.
The usual clutch is three to five white eggs incubated by both
parents; hatching is in 14-16 days, fledging in about a month.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened, but habitat alteration is a potential threat.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Striated pardalote
Pardalotus striatus

TAXONOMY
Pardalotus striatus Gmelin, 1789, Tasmania. Six subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Black-headed pardalote; stripe-crowned pardalote;
red-tipped pardalote; yellow-tipped pardalote; French:
Pardalote a point jaune; German: Streifenpanthervogel; Spanish:
Pardalote Estriado.

Pardalotus punctatus

Resident Nonbreeding

Pardalotus striatus

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
3.5-4.5 in (9-11.5 cm); 0.42 oz (12 g). Sexes similar in plumage,
immatures with muted head color.

DISTRIBUTION

Australia except for desert sections of interior. P. s. uropygialis:
northern Australia; P. 5. melvillensis: Melville and Bathurst Is-
lands; P. s. melanocephalus: coastal belt of Queensland; P. s. or-
natus: coastal New South Wales; P. s. striatus: Tasmania; P. s.
substriatus: Australia from New South Wales to Western Aus-
tralia.

HABITAT
Widely distributed through eucalypt woodlands and forest, but
also in rainforest and mangroves.

BEHAVIOR

Form flocks during winter. The races striatus, substriatus, and
ornatus are nomadic or migratory; other races tend to be
sedentary. Loud and repetitive two- to three-note call.

Vol. 11: Birds IV

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans foliage and twigs, primarily in eucalypts and acacias, for
a broad spectrum of invertebrates.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is cup-shaped, partly or completely domed, of plant
fibers, at the end of an earthen burrow or in a tree hollow.
Both parents contribute to burrow excavation and nest con-
struction. Typical clutch is three to five white eggs, incubated
by both parents.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; found in a broad spectrum of environments
and across a wide geographic range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Resources

Books

Christidis, L., and W. E. Boles. The Taxonomy and Species
of Birds of Australia and its Territories. Hawthorn East:
Royal Australasian Ornithologists’ Union, Monograph 2,
1994.

Longmore, W. Honeyeaters and Their Allies. North Ryde,
NSW: HarperCollins, 1991.
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Publishers, 1997.

Schodde, R., and 1. J. Mason. The Directory of Australian Birds:
Passerines. Canberra: CSIRO Wildlife and Ecology, 1999.
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Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia



A
Sunbirds
(Nectariniidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Nectariniidae

Thumbnail description

Small passerines, often brightly colored with
iridescent plumage, and short, almost straight,
to long and markedly decurved, bills; vocal,
singing chattering songs, and often calling
between feeds

Size
3.5-11 in (9-27 cm); 0.14-0.92 oz (4-26 g)

Number of genera, species
16 genera; 130 species

Habitat
Forest, woodlands, savanna, mountains, scrub-
land, coastal zones, and gardens

Conservation status

Endangered: 2 species; Vulnerable: 4 species;

Near Threatened: 8 species Distribution

Sub-Saharan Africa, Nile Valley north to coast of Mediterranean Sea in Egypt,
Madagascar, Israel, Arabian Peninsula, Socotra Island, Comoro Islands, Seychelles,
South and Southeast Asia, Pacific Islands, and Northeast Australia

Evolution and systematics

Although ecological equivalents of the nonpasserine hum-
mingbirds, sunbirds as passerines are quite unrelated to them.
On morphological grounds, sunbirds were considered close
relatives of the honeycreepers (Meliphagidae) and the white-
eyes (Zosteropidae), but on the basis of analyses of their DNA,
Sibley and Monroe (1990) placed them with the flowerpeck-
ers and sugarbirds. Irwin (1999) revised the sunbirds and con-
cluded that they are of African origin with the short-billed,
mostly insectivorous, genera Deleornis, and Anthreptes being
the most primitive.

Evolution of the long, curved bills associated with nectar-
feeding members of Nectarinia and other genera probably came
about as a consequence of seeking insects in flowers. In addi-
tion to Deleornis and Anthreptes, Irwin accepted the validity of
the genera Chalcomitra, Cyanomitra, Cinnyris, and Leptocorna,
which Delacour (1944) had grouped in Nectarinia. Other gen-
era within the Nectariniidae currently recognized include
Chalcoparia, Hedydipna, Hypogramma, Anabathmis, Dreptes, An-
thobaphes, Drepanorbynchus, Aethopyga, and Arachnothera.

Some sources recognize 130 species in 16 genera, but Pe-
ters recognizes 5 genera and 117 species. The sunbirds have
radiated into most habitats throughout sub-Saharan Africa
and tropical Asia. They have also penetrated to extremely high
altitudes on both continents: Gould’s sunbird (Aethopyga goul-
diae), for instance, breeds up to 14,100 ft (4,300 m). In order
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to cope with the freezing conditions they encounter on high
mountains, some sunbirds have the ability to lower their body
temperatures while roosting. There are close associations be-
tween some sunbirds and particular groups of plants. For ex-
ample, there has been coevolution between genera of
mistletoes and the long-billed sunbirds that pollinate them,
and the orange-breasted sunbird (Anthobaphes violacea) is de-
pendent on proteas and heaths in its fynbos habitat.

Physical characteristics

Most male sunbirds and many of the females are brightly
colored, with iridescent plumage covering varying propor-
tions of their bodies. The color of the iridescence changes
with the angle of incident light such that a blue may suddenly
appear green or black. Many have marked contrasts in their
colors, especially the double-collared group amongst the
genus Cinnyris, who have broad red bands across their chests.
Brightly colored pectoral tufts, usually yellow or red, are a
feature of many species, particularly among males that use
them in courtship and aggressive displays. The predominantly
black bills of sunbirds are nearly all decurved, but the extent
of the curvature varies from very slight in the genus Deleor-
nis to the sickle-shaped bill of the golden-winged sunbird
(Drepanorbynchus reichenowi). The birds’ tongues are long and
may be extruded far beyond the tip of the bill. The tongues
vary in size and shape, with tubular structures and serrations
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Female malachite sunbird (Nectarinia famosa) in its nest. (Photo by
Kenneth W. Fink. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

at the tips being most common. Tails may be short and
square-ended, or graduated and elongated, with males of the
genus Nectarinia, Drepanorbynchus and Aethopyga having ex-
tended central tail feathers. No sunbirds have truly forked
tails, even the fork-tailed sunbird (Aethopyga christinae) gets its
name from central tail feathers thatare elongated into a forked
shape. The legs are long and thin and usually black, with feet

having curved claws.

The smallest sunbird is the crimson-backed sunbird (Lep-
tocoma minima), which may be only 3.5 in (9 cm) long and
weigh as little as 0.14 oz (4 g). The largest sunbird is the Sdo
Tomé sunbird (Dreptes thomensis), males of which may be 9
in (23 cm) long and weigh 0.9 oz (26 g). The 10 species of
spiderhunters in the genus Arachnothera are larger than al-
most all of the other sunbirds and are restricted to Asia. Their
sexes are similar and lack any iridescent plumage. Their de-
curved bills are very long, being at least twice the lengths of
their heads.

Distribution

Sunbirds are found throughout sub-Saharan Africa, along
the Nile valley to the coast of the Mediterranean Sea in Egypt,
and eastwards through the Middle East to most of south and
Southeast Asia, including many of the Pacific islands, and one
species reaches Australia. Although absent from Indian Ocean
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islands such as Mauritius, sunbirds are found in Madagascar
and the Comoros. There is also an endemic species in the
Seychelles, the Seychelles sunbird (Cinnyris dussumieri) and
another on Socotra Island, the Socotra sunbird (Chalcomitra
balfouri).

The olive-backed sunbird (Cinnyris jugularis), the species
that occurs in northeast Australia, is the most widespread of
the Asiatic species. The collared sunbird (Hedydipna collaris),
scarlet-chested sunbird (Chalcomitra senegalensis), variable sun-
bird (Nectarinia venusta), and copper sunbird (Cinnyris cupreus)
are the most widespread species in Africa, all having popula-
tions in central, eastern, southern, and West Africa.

Habitat

Most sunbirds are birds of forest, woodlands, and savanna
regions, where there is an ample supply of flowering plants
and insects. However, some species such as the dusky sun-
bird (Cinnyris fuscus) of southern Africa and the Nile Valley
sunbird (Hedydipna metallica) of northeast Africa and Arabia
are found in semidesert habitats. The altitudinal range of

A golden-winged sunbird (Drepanorhynchus reichenowi) in Kenya.
(Photo by A.J. Deane. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by permission.)
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sunbirds is extensive, ranging from sea level to at least 14,700
ft (4,500 m) in Afro-alpine moorlands, where the scarlet-
tufted malachite sunbird (Nectarinia jobnstoni) occurs. Sun-
birds require food sources of nectar from flowers and insects
in their habitats, and plant material, usually grass, with which
to make their nests. Lack of a year-round supply of flowers
in one place can be circumvented by local movements, in-
cluding altitudinal shifts or long-distance migrations, but
most species are opportunistic and will exploit a source of
nectar in whatever habitat they find it. Forest-dwelling
species are often found in the canopy of the tallest trees, tak-
ing nectar and insects.

Behavior

Sunbirds are diurnal and active from dawn to dusk. Their
high metabolic rate and small size necessitate almost constant
searches for food, but they sometimes rest on exposed perches
to preen, wipe their bills, or sing. Characteristically, they draw
attention to themselves by their high-pitched calls as they flit
from one flower to another, but they also catch insects on the
wing and may hover in front of flowers as they probe them
for nectar. Sunbirds are aggressive to competitors of their own
species, but they also attack other species of sunbirds, espe-
cially at feeding areas.

Sunbirds are mostly found on their own, in pairs, or in
family groups, but they are also social, coming together to
feed at abundant sources of nectar or joining in mixed-species
groups in forest canopies.

Apart form localized movements in response to shifts
in food availability and seasonal dispersal up and down
mountains, some sunbirds make regular migrations. The
African subspecies of the Palestine sunbird (Cinnyris oseus
decorsei) migrates with the movement of the rains during
the year, as do some populations of the beautiful sunbird
(Cinnyris  pulchellus), the pygmy sunbird (Hedydipna
platura), and the scarlet-chested sunbird. A female of the
latter species has been recovered 220 mi (360 km) away
from where it was banded, and scarlet-chested sunbirds
were among the species in a migratory flock of sunbirds
seen in Botswana moving northeastward at a rate of 500
birds per hour.

Although not renowned for their singing, the vocalizations
of sunbirds include quite complex and occasionally very melo-
dious songs. These are chattering warbles, interspersed with
whistles and wheezes, uttered from prominent perches such
as dead trees. There is regional variation in the songs of a
given species, and local dialects have been identified in the
voices of the splendid sunbird (Cinnyris coccinigaster) in West
Africa. Sunbird calls are also distinct, mostly bisyllabic chirps
or whistles uttered as contact notes or alarm signals. The
songs of sunbirds are used to advertise their territories, which
they defend vigorously around nests and feeding zones.
Courtship displays involve exposure of pectoral tufts by males
of those species that possess them, and elaborate bowing rit-
uals, with wings partly open and quivering, and tails cocked
or fanned.
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Variable sunbird (Nectarinia venusta) feeding on Leonotis flowers at
Lake Nakuru National Park, Kenya. (Photo by John Shaw. Bruce Cole-
man Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

Feeding ecology and diet

The most primitive genus Deleornis feeds almost exclusively
on insects and spiders, but takes a few small fruits as well. All
other genera of sunbirds take these items as food, but also
probe flowers for nectar. Energy-rich nectar is a very impor-
tant part of the diet of species such as the bronze sunbird
(Nectarinia kilimensis) and the golden-winged sunbird. The
proportions of nectar or invertebrates in the diet of sunbirds
varies from species to species and with the seasons. Spiders
are regularly taken by most species, and small fruits, seeds,
and pollen are also common constituents of sunbird meals.
There are close associations between groups of flowering
plants, such as mistletoes, proteas, and aloes, that rely on the
long-billed sunbirds to pollinate them. Short-billed sunbirds
may also feed on nectar from flowers that should be beyond
their reach by nectar-robbing activities such as probing into
the base of flowers rather than through the more usual open
route. Despite their name, spiderhunters have diets similar to
those of other sunbirds, taking nectar, pollen, small fruits, and
insects, in addition to spiders, which may be snatched from
their webs.
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Reproductive biology

Some forest species such as the western olive sunbird
(Cyanomitra obscura) gather in leks, with up to eight males dis-
playing to each other in the absence of females. Although usu-
ally monogamous, there is evidence that females copulate with
more than one male, and 36% of the broods of the Palestine
sunbird (Cinnyris oseus) are sired by males other than the fe-
male’s main partner.

Sunbirds defend breeding territories by singing and active
pursuit or by attacks on intruders. Although male spider-
hunters help with incubation, females of the other sunbirds
are responsible for most of the nest-building and all of the in-
cubation, although males become involved with feeding young.
"This may continue for a few days after fledging, which occurs
about two weeks after hatching. There are many records of
cloaca-pecking by males, suggestive of much extra-pair copu-
lation, but this has been documented only in the Palestine sun-
bird and the purple-rumped sunbird (Leptocoma zeylonica). The
Seychelles sunbird is sometimes polygamous.

Some spiderhunters construct cup-shaped nests, but all the
other sunbirds enclose their eggs and young in pouch- or
pear-shaped nests with side entrance holes. For the most part,
these are made of grass, plant fibers, twigs, lichen, and moss,
all held together with threads from spider webs, and are sus-
pended from a bush or tree, although the orange-breasted
sunbird places its nest directly in a bush. Many of the sus-
pended nests have porches built above their entrances, trail-
ing vegetation hanging below their bases, decorations of dead
leaves and other debris as camouflage, and are lined with wool
or feather down. Sunbirds may often be double- or triple-
brooded, laying one to three eggs in each clutch. The eggs
take about two weeks to hatch. Cuckoos regularly parasitize
nests of sunbirds.

Conservation status
In Africa, the Endangered Amani sunbird (Hedydipna pal-
lidigaster) has a very restricted range in isolated forest pock-

210

Vol. 11: Birds IV

ets in the Arabuko-Sokoke forest of Kenya and the Usam-
baras and Udzungwa Mountains in Tanzania, where it is
threatened by tree-felling. Another Endangered species is
the elegant sunbird (Aethopyga duyvenbodei), which is re-
stricted to Sangihe Island, north of Sulawesi, in Indonesia.
Its forest home on this tiny island is also threatened by tree-
felling, but the bird has adapted somewhat to feeding in
plantations.

Habitat loss is another major threat facing sunbirds of
conservation concern such as the Vulnerable banded sunbird
(Anthreptes rubritorques), Sio Tomé sunbird, Rockefeller’s
sunbird (Cinnyris rockefelleri), and rufous-winged sunbird
(Cinnyris rufipennis), all of which survive in small forest rem-
nants. Other sunbirds treated as Near Threatened are the
plain-backed sunbird (Anthreptes reichenowi), the red-throated
sunbird (Anthreptes rbodolaema), Ursula’s sunbird (Cinnyris
ursulae), Neergaard’s sunbird (Cinnyris neergaardi), Moreau’s
sunbird (Cinmyris moreaui), the gray-hooded sunbird
(Aethopyga primigenins), the Apo sunbird (Aethopyga boltoni),
and Lina’s sunbird (Aethopyga linaraborae). Among the spi-
derhunters, only Whitehead’s spiderhunter (drachnothera ju-
line), restricted to the uplands of Borneo, is of any
conservation concern.

Significance to humans

Sunbirds are important to humans for aesthetic, biologi-
cal, and economic reasons. The beauty and charm of the bril-
liantly colored species bring pleasure to many in wilderness
areas, cultivations, and gardens throughout the Old World
tropics. Sunbirds are important biologically as pollinators of
many plants, including some of economic value, and as preda-
tors of nuisance insects. The pollination habits of some species
leads them to be given pest status. For instance, the scarlet-
chested sunbird helps to propagate the mistletoe (Tapinanthus
bangwensis), a scourge of cocoa plantations in West Africa, and
the purple sunbird (Cinnyris asiaticus) plays a similar role with
mistletoes affecting timber trees in Asia and is also implicated
in attacks on cultivated grapes.
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1. Reichenbach’s sunbird (Anabathmis reichenbachii); 2. Scarlet-tufted sunbird (Deleornis fraseri); 3. Collared sunbird (Hedydipna collaris); 4. Purple-
naped sunbird (Hypogramma hypogrammicum); 5. Sao Tomé sunbird (Dreptes thomensis); 6. Ruby-cheeked sunbird (Chalcoparia singalensis);
7. Green sunbird (Anthreptes rectirostris); 8. Orange-breasted sunbird (Anthobaphes violacea); 9. Green-headed sunbird (Cyanomitra verticalis);
10. Plain-throated sunbird (Anthreptes malacensis). (lllustration by Barbara Duperron)
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1. Olive-bellied sunbird (Cinnyris chloropygius); 2. Greater double-collared sunbird (Cinnyris afra); 3. Yellow-eared spiderhunter (Arachnothera
chrysogenys); 4. Golden-winged sunbird (Drepanorhynchus reichenowi); 5. Gould’s sunbird (Aethopyga gouldiae); 6. Malachite sunbird (Nectarinia
famosa); 7. Scarlet-chested sunbird (Chalcomitra senegalensis); 8. Olive-backed sunbird (Cinnyris jugularis); 9. Crimson-backed sunbird (Lepto-
coma minima); 10. Purple sunbird (Cinnyris asiaticus). (Illustration by Barbara Duperron)
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Species

Ruby-cheeked sunbird

Chalcoparia singalensis

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Motacilla singalensis Gmelin, 1788, Malacca. Eleven subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Rubycheek; French: Souimanga a joues rubis; German:
Rubinwangen-Nektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Mejillas Rojas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5 in (11.5 cm); 0.29-0.32 oz (8.2-9.1 g). Differs from all
other sunbirds by unique structure of its tongue, which is cov-
ered in a horny plate with deeply-notched tip. Green upper-
parts with orange throat and yellow breast and belly.

DISTRIBUTION

C. 5. assamensis: East Nepal to Bangladesh, northern Myanmar,
northern Thailand, and western and southern Yunnan; C. s.
bantenensis: western Java; C. s. borneana: Borneo; C. s. internota:
southern Myanmar and southern Thailand; C. s. interposita:
southern Thailand; C. s. koratensis: eastern Thailand, Laos, and
Vietnam; C. s. pallida: north Natuna Islands; C. s. panopsia: is-
lands off west coast of Sumatra; C. s. phoenicotis: eastern and
central Java; C. s. singalensis: Malay Peninsula; C. 5. sumatrana:
Sumatra and Belitung.

HABITAT
Forests, scrub, clearings, mangroves, coasts, and well-vegetated
riverbanks and gardens.

Q

Family: Sunbirds

accounts

BEHAVIOR
Active, tit-like behavior. Sometimes forages in small flocks.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on nectar, fruits, pollen, and insects, which it may take
from spider webs.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Male sings shrill song from perch on tall tree or low bush to
defend territory, jerking tail as it does so, and feeds female
during courtship. Lays two eggs in pear-shaped nest, January
through August.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in most of range but rare in Nepal
and Bhutan.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Scarlet-tufted sunbird
Deleornis fraseri

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Anthreptes fraseri Jardine and Selby, 1843, Bioko, Equatorial
Guinea. Three subspecies.

Chalcoparia singalensis

Resident

Deleornis fraseri

Resident
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Fraser’s sunbird; French: Souimanga de Fraser; Ger-
man: Laubnektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina Roja.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5-5.0 in (11.5-12.7 cm); 0.35-0.54 oz (10-15.3g). Plumage
non-metallic, uniform bright green; sexes alike except for
orange-yellow pectoral tufts on male only. Immature birds like
adults but olive-green above and paler below.

DISTRIBUTION

Central and West Africa from Sierra Leone to Angola. D. f. cam-
eroonensis: southern Nigeria to northwestern Angola; D. f. fraseri:
Bioko, Equatorial Guinea; D. f. idius: Sierra Leone to Togo.

HABITAT
Forests, forest edges, and cocoa plantations.

BEHAVIOR
Forages like a warbler, seeking insects among leaves, rarely
seen at flowers.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on small insects and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Males defend territories aggressively, displaying with shrill calls
while jerking head and tail forward and exposing scarlet pectoral
tufts. Young fed by both sexes, but nest and eggs unknown.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Common in Liberia, elsewhere locally common.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Plain-throated sunbird
Anthreptes malacensis

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY

Certhia malacensis Scopoli, 1786, Malacca. Seventeen subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Brown-throated sunbird, gray-throated sunbird;
French: Souimanga 4 gorge brune; German: Braunkehl-
Nektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Garganta Descolorida.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm); 0.26-0.48 oz (7.4-13.5 g). Metallic green from
head to back with dark brown cheek, throat, and wings; pur-
plish tail and yellow underparts.

DISTRIBUTION

Two main groups of subspecies. The malacensis group includes
15 subspecies occurring in various islands of the west and
southwest Philippines, Borneo, the Celebes, Myanmar, Indo-
china, the Malay Peninsula, Thailand, and Indonesia. The gri-
seigularis group includes two subspecies found in the eastern
and northern Philippines.

HABITAT
Forest, woodland, mangroves, bamboos, coastal vegetation,

swamps, coconut groves, and gardens from sea level up to
3,900 ft (1,200 m).
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Anthreptes malacensis

Resident

BEHAVIOR

Aggressive toward other small birds. Often in low bushes but
feeds at all heights, sometimes in large groups or in mixed-
species parties.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on nectar of citrus, mistletoes, and other flowers. Also
takes fruits, insects, and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Males sing from prominent perches. Two eggs laid in pear-
shaped nest suspended 3.3-42.6 ft (1-13 m) up, made of grass,
plant fibers, and cobwebs. Slivers of bark on outside, lined with
tree-cotton or moss. Young fledge two weeks after hatching.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Pollinates Nicolaia elatior, the buds of which are used as spices. ¢

Green sunbird
Anthreptes rectirostris

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Certhia rectirostris Shaw, 1811-12, Ashanti, Ghana. Two sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Yellow-chinned sunbird, gray-chinned sunbird,
banded sunbird, banded green sunbird; French: Souimanga 4
bec droit; German: Goldband-Nektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina
Verde.
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Family: Sunbirds

Anthreptes rectirostris

Resident

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.54-3.94 in (9-10 cm); 0.25-0.42 oz (7-12 g). Tiny, short-
billed bird with lime-green head to back and darker wings.
Yellow throat, orange band across chest, and light underparts.

DISTRIBUTION

A. 7. rectirostris: Sierra Leone to Ghana; A. 7. tepbrolaema:
southern Nigeria to Democratic Republic of Congo, southern
Sudan, and western Kenya.

HABITAT
Upper stories of primary and secondary forest, gallery forest,
forest plantations, and mountains.

BEHAVIOR

Occurs singly or in family groups of up to seven birds, usually
more than 66 ft (20 m) up trees. Joins mixed-species flocks.
Searches for insects on or below leaves, and along tree trunks
and branches like a warbler. Sometimes catches flying insects
like a flycatcher.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on small fruits, berries, seeds, insects, and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Males are territorial, singing from high perches. Species may
be cooperative breeder as more than two adults feed young,
but only female incubates. Two ovate eggs, gray with violet or
gray-green markings, laid in nest suspended low from vine or
131 ft (40 m) up in a tree. Nest globular, made of fibers,
lichens, or moss and lined with vegetable silk.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Uncommon, but not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Collared sunbird
Hedydipna collaris

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Cinnyris collaris Vieillot, 1819, Gamtoos River, Cape Province,
South Africa. Nine subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Soiumanga a collier; German: Waldnektarvogel; Span-
ish: Nectarina Acollarada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.9-4.1 in (10-10.5 cm); male 0.19-0.39 oz (5.3-11.0 g); female
0.19-0.34 oz (5.4-9.7 g). Small and short-billed with green
head to back, yellow belly with purplish dark stripe across
breast.

DISTRIBUTION

H. c. collaris: eastern Cape Province to southern Kwazulu-
Natal, South Africa; H. c. djamdjamensis: southwestern Ethiopia;
H. c. elachior: coastal and inland Kenya, coastal Tanzania,
Sudan and Somalia and Zanzibar; H. c¢. garguensis: western
Kenya, southern Sudan, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, western
Tanzania, Zambia, Angola; H. c. hypodila: Bioko, Equatorial
Guinea; H. c. somereni: from southeastern Nigeria to north-
western Angola, northern Democratic Republic of the Congo
to southwestern Sudan, west of the River Nile; H. c. subcollaris:
Senegal to the delta of the River Niger, Nigeria; H. ¢. zambe-
siana: Angola to southern Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Zambia, Zimbabwe, southwestern Tanzania, Zanzibar, Malawi,
Mozambique, and Botswana; H. ¢. zuluensis: northeastern
Kwazulu-Natal, eastern Swaziland, southern Mozambique, and
Zimbabwe.

Hedydipna collaris

Resident
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HABITAT

Varied. Occurs in forests, plantations, and swamps, but most
common in open habitats such as clearings, savanna, thickets,
and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Commonly a member of mixed-species parties with other sun-
birds, white-eyes, and warblers. Feeds acrobatically, and seen
“anting.”

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages in low bushes but also up to 82 ft (25 m) high in for-
est canopy. Takes insects like a warbler does, and by aerial
captures. Feeds mostly on insects, but also eats small spiders,
snails, seeds, and fruits, and probes wide range of flowers for
nectar.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Males defend territories with short whistling song and chase
other males while making sounds with wing-flicks. May be
polyandrous. Regular host of Klaas’s cuckoo (Chrysococcyx
klaas). Nest pear-shaped, made of grass, dead leaves, and cob-
webs, sometimes decorated with lichen, bark, or flowers.
Clutch one to four eggs with white background marked with
various shades of grays and browns.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; common and widespread.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Purple-naped sunbird
Hypogramma hypogrammicum

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Hypogramma bypogrammicum S. Muller, 1843, Sumatra and
Borneo. Five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Blue-naped sunbird; French: Souimanga strié Ger-
man: Streifennektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Nuca Azul.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6 in (15 cm); male 0.27-0.54 oz (7.8-15.2 g); female 0.34-0.48
0z (9.7-13.5 g). Medium-length bill with red eye and streaked
yellowish underparts. Purple nape and rump with olive head,
wings, and tail.

DISTRIBUTION

H. h. bypogrammicum: Sumatra and Borneo; H. b. lisettae:
northern Myanmar, northern Thailand, northern and central
Indochina, and western Yunnan; H. b. mariae: Cambodia and
southern Indochina; H. h. natunense: northern Natuna Islands;
H. b. nuchale: southern Myanmar, southern Thailand, and
peninsular Malaysia.

HABITAT
Forests, plantations, swamps, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR
Usually keeps under cover, feeding up to 16 ft (5 m) high in
trees. Fans and flicks tail.
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Hypogramma hypogrammicum

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Takes nectar from gingers and other plants. Also feeds on
small fruits, seeds, small insects, and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Lays two or three whitish eggs with lilac wash and gray and
black lines and blotches in ball- or pear-shaped shaped nest
made of grass or of bark, lichen, moss, and leaves, held to-
gether with cobwebs.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in parts of Laos, Sumatra, and Bor-
neo, but uncommon elsewhere.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Reichenbach’s sunbird
Anabathmis reichenbachii

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Nectarinia reichenbachii Hartlaub, 1857.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Souimanga de Reichenbach; German: Reichenbach-
nektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Reichenbach.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.7-5.5 in (12-14 cm); 0.35-0.46 oz (9.8-13 g). Metallic blue
from crown to breast, with grayish belly and yellow vents. Up-
perparts olive-brown with gray band at tail tip.

DISTRIBUTION
Liberia to Angola.
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Family: Sunbirds

Anabathmis reichenbachii

Resident

Dreptes thomensis

Resident

HABITAT

Coastal zones in West Africa, but penetrating far inland in
central Africa range, especially in Democratic Republic of the
Congo where found along sides of rivers.

BEHAVIOR

Forages in vegetation overhanging water. Also catches insects
in mid-air, returning to same perch where may dally for long
periods.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Takes insects and probes flowers, including mistletoes, for nectar.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Defends territories all year, singing complex, high-pitched, jan-
gling song from prominent perch. Lays single light-brown,
speckled egg in small nest made of grass, leaves, and fibers,
held together by cobwebs and suspended above water.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in Cameroon and Republic of the
Congo but scarce elsewhere.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Siao Tomé sunbird
Dreptes thomensis

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Nectarinia thomensis Barbosa du Bocage, 1889, St. Miguel, Sdo
Tomé.
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OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Giant sunbird, Sdo tomé giant sunbird, dusky sio
tomé sunbird; French: Souimanga de sio tomé; German:
Riesennektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Santo Tomé.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Male 7.9-9 in (20-23 cm), female 7.1-7.5 in (18-19 cm); male
0.92 oz (26 g), female 0.63-0.67 oz (18.0-18.9 g). Largest of
the sunbirds, with long bill and tail feathers. Dark purplish up-
perparts with brown belly and breast. White-tipped tail.

DISTRIBUTION
Siao Tomé.

HABITAT
Montane forest, secondary forest, scrub along streams, and cul-
tivations.

BEHAVIOR

Usually occurs singly or in pairs, but up to seven birds may con-
gregate at flowers. Constantly moves from plant to plant, and
sometimes feeds on bark of trees like a treecreeper (Certhia sp.).

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Gleans leaves for insects, hovers beneath leaves to feed, probes
bark and flowers. Food consists of insects, nectar, and fruit pulp.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Territorial. Possibly polygynous. Two long white eggs with red
spots, laid September through January in nest suspended from
end of branch. Nest made of moss and plant fibers with small
porch and long trailing “beard” of plant fibers below base.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Vulnerable. Restricted to forests of Sao Tomé and threatened
by forest clearances.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Orange-breasted sunbird
Anthobaphes violacea

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Certhia violacea Linnaeus, 1766, Cape of Good Hope, South
Africa.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Violet-headed sunbird, wedge-tailed sunbird; French:
Souimanga orangé; German: Goldbrust-Nektarvogel: Spanish:
Nectarina de Pecho Anaranjado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Male 5.7-6.5 in (14.5-16.5 cm), female 4.9-5.3 in (12.5-13.5
cm); male 0.32-0.4 oz (9-11.3 g), female 0.3-0.34 oz (8.6-9.7
2). Head metallic green with brown upperparts, orange breast,
and blue band across base of throat.

DISTRIBUTION
West Cape Province to Cape Town, South Africa.

HABITAT
Restricted to the fynbos of South Africa, where found in heath-

lands and protea stands, but also occurs in parks and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Found singly or in pairs during breeding season, but congre-
gates in flocks of up to 100 birds in the nonbreeding period.
Migrates from lower to higher altitudes during the southern
summer in search of flowering plants. Tame.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Closely associated with Erica heaths, taking their nectar by
probing into florets while clinging to stems. Also feeds on in-
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sects, often taking them in the air during spectacular forays
from perches, and on spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Timing of breeding linked to flowering by Erica heaths with
peak activity in May through August. Males defend territories
aggressively, attacking and chasing intruders. Nest unusual for
a sunbird as is ball-shaped and placed in bush and not sus-
pended. Only female builds, using rootlets, leaves from heaths,
twigs and grass, with cobwebs as adhesive. One or two eggs,
mostly white with brown markings, hatch two weeks after be-
ing laid. Both sexes feed young but female does two-thirds of
the work. After fledging, parents tend young for three weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; common in appropriate habitat. Threatened
by urbanization, agricultural developments, and fires.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known apart from role in pollinating proteas, some of
which are sold commercially, and heaths. &

Green-headed sunbird

Cyanomitra verticalis

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Certhia verticalis Linnaeus, 1790, Senegal. Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Green-headed olive sunbird, olive-backed sunbird;
French: Souimanga a téte verte; German: Griinkopf-
Nektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Cabeza Verde.

Anthobaphes violacea

Resident

Cyanomitra verticalis

Resident
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.1-5.7 in (13-14.5 cm); male 0.34-0.55 oz (9.7-15.5 g), female
0.38-0.55 oz (10.7-15.5 g). Long bill with shorter tail; head is
actually metallic blue. Olive upperparts with gray breast to un-
dertail.

DISTRIBUTION

C. v. boebndorffi: southern Cameroon through inland areas to
Angola; C. v. cyanocephala: coasts from mainland Equatorial
Guinea to northwest Democratic Republic of the Congo; C. v.
verticalis: Senegal to Nigeria; C. v. viridisplendens: southern Su-
dan and northeast Democratic Republic of the Congo, east to
Uganda and northwest Kenya, western Tanzania, northern
Malawi, and northeastern Zambia.

HABITAT
Forests and well-wooded savanna, coastal habitats, plantations,
and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Usually forages high in canopy, sometimes in mixed-species
flocks. Males may congregate in fruiting trees and defend feed-
ing territories with aggressive displays, including showing pec-
toral tufts.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Searches leaves and tree bark for insects and also catches in-
sects in flight. Eats small fruits and seeds and oil-palm sap, as
well as nectar from wide variety of flowers.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Territorial. Nest globular, made of grass, bark, and fibers wo-
ven with cobwebs. Suspended, often over water, and some with
long (1.6 ft; 0.5 m) streamers below base. Clutch of two white
or pink eggs with dark dots. Both parents feed young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Scarlet-chested sunbird
Chalcomitra senegalensis

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Certhia senegalensis Linnaeus, 1766, Senegal. Five subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Scarlet-breasted sunbird, scarlet-throated sunbird;
French: Souimanga a poitrine rouge; German: Rotbrust-
Glanzkopfchen; Spanish: Nectarina de Pecho Carmin.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.1-5.9 in (13-15 cm); male 0.26-0.61 oz (7.5-17.2 g), female
0.24-0.54 oz (6.8-15.3 g). Mostly black, fading to brownish
black. Bright red throat and chest with iridescent blue speckles.
Glossy green forehead, crown, and chin.

DISTRIBUTION

C. s. acik: northern Cameroon to western and southern Sudan,
Central African Republic, northeastern Democratic Republic of
the Congo and northeastern Uganda; C. s. cruentata: southeast-
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Family: Sunbirds

Chalcomitra senegalensis

Resident

ern Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, northern Kenya; C. 5. gutturalis:
northern Democratic Republic of the Congo, Angola, northern
Namibia, northern Botswana, northern and eastern South
Africa, Swaziland, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi
and Zanzibar; C. 5. lamperti : Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda, Kenya, southern Sudan,
and western Tanzania; C. 5. senegalensis: Senegal to Nigeria.

HABITAT
Wooded savanna, thorn scrub, gallery forests, inselbergs,
coastal habitats, farmland, plantations, parks, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Partial migrant, with some birds moving with rain fronts; a
banded bird traveled 224 mi (360 km) in Zimbabwe. Noisy and
conspicuous, forming groups of up to 20 birds at flowering
trees. Aggressive, apparently defends feeding territories as well
as breeding domains. Territorial; male advertises presence from
tall perch while singing agitated twittering song.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feeds on nectar and insects such as ants, beetles, moths, and
termites, as well as spiders. Hovers in front of leaves for insects
and flowers for nectar.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Clutch of one to three whitish eggs with brown markings laid
in domed nest with prominent porch of dried grasses above
entrance hole, suspended from tree or human-made support.
May be double- or triple-brooded, sometimes reuses same nest
for each brood. Both parents feed young. Nests parasitized by
Klaas’s cuckoo, emerald cuckoo (Chrysococcyx cupreus), and by
honeyguides, including greater honeyguide (Indicator indicator).

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.
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SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Minor pest in Zimbabwe where it damages commercial crops of
proteas. Also pollinates mistletoe pests of cocoa in West Africa.

Crimson-backed sunbird
Leptocorma minima

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Cinnyris minima Sykes, 1832, Ghauts, Dukhun, India.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Souimanga menu; German: Diumlingsnektarvogel;
Spanish: Nectarina Chica.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

3.5-3.9 in (8.9-9.9 cm); 0.14-0.21 oz (4-6 g). Small bird with
brown wings and tail, lime-green forehead to nape, metallic
purple throat and rump, reddish back and breast, and black
around eye.

DISTRIBUTION
Western India from north of Bombay to hills of southern Ker-
ala. Possibly also occurs in Sri Lanka.

HABITAT
Forest, plantations, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

While singing squeaky song 5 to 10 seconds long, male twists
from side to side. Active, acrobatic when feeding, hovers in
front of flowers and feeds from upside-down poses. Defends
feeding territories against conspecifics and against flowerpeck-
ers. Makes seasonal short-distance movements.
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Takes nectar from mistletoes, Erythrina trees, and other flow-
ers. Also feeds on insects and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Clutch of two white eggs with reddish spots laid in neat pouch
nest made of fibers, moss, and cobwebs suspended from bush.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None apart from pollination roles. ®

Malachite sunbird
Nectarinia famosa

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Certhia famosa Linnaeus, 1766, Cape of Good Hope, South
Africa. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Yellow-tufted malachite sunbird, green sugarbird,
long-tailed emerald sunbird; French: Souimanga malachite;
German: Malachitnektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Copete
Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Male 9.4-10.6 in (24-27 cm), female 5.1-5.9 in (13-15 cm); male
0.42-0.79 oz (12.0-22.5 g), female 0.32-0.62 oz (9.1-17.5 g).
Mostly dark green with long bill and short tail with two elon-
gated tail feathers. Blackish wings with small yellow patch.

Leptocoma minima

Resident

Nectarinia famosa

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

N. f. cupreonitens: highlands of Eritrea, Ethiopia, southern Su-
dan, eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo, Tanzania,
Uganda, Kenya, Zimbabwe, northern Malawi, and northern
Mozambique; N. f. famosa: Namibia, South Africa, Lesotho,
western Swaziland, and Zimbabwe.

HABITAT

In South Africa from coast to 9,200 ft (2,800 m) high in fyn-
bos, karoo vegetation, alpine moorland, and gardens, but not in
forest. Elsewhere found in open areas, moorland, bamboo
zone, and at forest edges.

BEHAVIOR

Often seen singly but may congregate in flocks of more than
1,000 birds in patches of favorite food such as Leonotis leonurus.
Aggressive, defending feeding areas against conspecifics involv-
ing physical duels in mid-air, other species of sunbirds, and
wide variety of other birds. Can lower body temperature dur-
ing cold nights.

Territorial. Males perform elaborate display flights, involv-
ing dive-bombing rivals from high up or twisting flights with
wings stretched out. Song sometimes accompanied by pointing
head upward and displaying pectoral tufts with wings half
open. Courtship display by males involves drooping wings and
whistling, followed by fast warbling and flapping of wings and
showing of pectoral tufts, before vertical flight and landing on
female to copulate.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feeds on flowers to take nectar, especially from proteas, red-
hot pokers, and giant lobelias. Also takes wide variety of in-
sects, sometimes catching them in mid-air like a flycatcher.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Up to three greenish eggs with dark mottles laid in oval nest,
often with porch of grass above entrance hole. Nest may be
suspended or placed in a bush. Female incubates for two
weeks. After two-week nestling period, both parents feed fledg-
lings, who return to nest for roosting. May be double- or
triple-brooded, sometimes reusing same nest. Parasitized by
Klaas’s cuckoo and by red-chested cuckoo (Cuculus solitarius).

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Locally common in highland areas.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Pollinator of proteas and other flowers. ®

Golden-winged sunbird

Drepanorbynchus reichenowi

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Drepanorbynchus reichenowi Fischer, 1884, Lake Naivasha, Kenya.
Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Golden-wing sunbird; French: Souimanga a ailes
dorées; German: Gelbschwanz-Sichelhopf; Spanish: Nectarina

de Alas Doradas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
Male 6.3-9.4 in (16-24 cm), female 5.5-5.9 in (14-15 cm); male
0.45-0.62 oz (12.8-17.5 g), female 0.39-0.56 oz (11-15.9 g).
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Family: Sunbirds

Drepanorhynchus reichenowi

Resident

Mostly chestnut-brown with decurved bill and yellow-golden
wing and lateral tail feathers. Two elongated feathers extended
from tail.

DISTRIBUTION

D. 7. lathburyi: northern Kenya on isolated mountain ranges;
D. r. reichenowi: southern and western Uganda, western and
central Kenya, mountains in northeastern Tanzania; D. 7. shel-
ley: highlands of Democratic Republic of the Congo northwest
of Lake Tanganyika.

HABITAT

Grasslands, clearings, forest edges, and gardens in highlands
above 3,900 ft (1,200 m).

BEHAVIOR

Altitudinal migrant, following flowering seasons. Sometimes
forms large feeding flocks at nectar sources. Has groove in
crown that collects pollen. Territorial; can obtain three-quar-
ters of energy needs from within territory. Song consists of
short twittering and high-pitched “chi-chi-chi.”

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Associated in particular with lion’s claw flower (Crotalaria agat-
iflora) and Leonotis spp. Feeds from aloes and jacarandas, also
on insects that are sometimes caught in flight.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Single white egg, mottled with gray-brown, laid in globular
nest made of grass and other plant material with porch over
entrance hole.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &
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Family: Sunbirds

Olive-bellied sunbird
Cinnyris chloropygius

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Nectarinia chloropygia Jardine, 1842, Aboh, River Niger, Nigeria.
Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Souimanga a ventre olive; German: Olivbauch-Nektar-
vogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Vientre Olivo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.1-4.3 in (10.5-11.0 cm); male 0.17-0.28 oz (4.7-8.0 g), fe-
male 0.18-0.26 oz (5-7.5 g). Glossy dark green forehead to
back and throat; scarlet breast, brown wings and tail, and olive
belly.

DISTRIBUTION

C. c. bineschensis: southwestern Ethiopia; C. ¢. chloropygius:
southeastern Nigeria to Angola; C. ¢. kempi: Senegal to south-
western Nigeria; C. c. orphogaster: Congo River basin and
northeastern Angola through Democratic Republic of the
Congo to Burundi, southern Sudan, Uganda, Kenya, and
northwestern Tanzania.

HABITAT

Lower levels of trees and bushes at edges of forests and in
clearings, plantations, mangroves, farmland, well-wooded sa-
vanna, parks, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR
Noisy, active, tame birds with a rapid flight. Territorial and
aggressive to other sunbirds.
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Commonly feeds on flowers of Hibiscus spp., bougainvillea, and
other garden flowers, but also attracted to banana, cassava, and
coffee flowers; takes small insects, spiders, and seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

One to three white or gray eggs laid in untidy oval nest made
from grass, dead leaves, and bark, and suspended from bush or
palm. Parasitized by emerald cuckoo and by Cassin’s hon-
eyguide (Prodotiscus regulus).

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Greater double-collared sunbird
Cinnyris afra

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Certhia afra Linnaeus, 1766, Cape of Good Hope, South
Africa. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Larger double-collared sunbird, red-breasted sunbird;
French: Souimanga a plastron rouge; German: Grosser Hals-
band-Nektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de Dos Collares
Grande.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
4.5-4.9 in (11.5-12.5 cm); male 0.32-0.64 oz (9.0-18.0 g), fe-
male 0.29-0.49 oz (8.1-14.0 g). Similar in coloring to olive-

Cinnyris chloropygius

Resident

Cinnyris afra

Resident
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bellied sunbird, with a longer bill, larger size, and purplish
bands cross throat and rump.

DISTRIBUTION

C. a. afra: Cape and Western Cape Provinces of South Africa; C.
a. saliens: Eastern Cape, Free State, Northern, and Kwazulu-Na-
tal Provinces of South Africa, Lesotho, and western Swaziland.

HABITAT
Open scrubland, plains, protea moorland, fynbos, parks, gar-
dens, and forest edges.

BEHAVIOR

Aggressive with both sexes chasing each other. Males may fan tail
and display pectoral tufts, and they sing to one another when
perched close and swing bodies from side to side, while pointing
head skyward. Displaying birds sometimes swing upside-down on
perch. Bathe in birdbaths and attack reflections in windows.
Males perform elaborate courtship behaviors, bobbing heads up
and down and swaying sideways; also indulge in display flights.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Takes nectar from flowers such as aloes, proteas, and figs, but
also feeds on juices from figs and grapes, insects, and spiders.
May take latter from their webs in hovering flight. Catches in-
sects on the wing.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous, but extra-pair copulations probably common,
judging by frequency of cloaca-pecking. Female builds nest us-
ing spider webs to hold together grasses, bark twigs, rags,
feathers, wool, and other debris into oval shape. Nest lined
with feathers and wool, decorated with large leaves, lichen, and
even cloth, and either placed in bush or suspended. Two heav-
ily marked whitish eggs are laid at any time of year and incu-
bated by female only for two weeks. Nestlings cared for by
both parents for two weeks. Fledglings return to nest to roost
for first few nights. May be triple-brooded. Parasitized by
Klaas’s cuckoo.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Purple sunbird

Cinnyris asiaticus

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Certhia asiatica Latham, 1790, Gurgaon, India. Three sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Souimanga Asiatique; German: Purpurnektarvogel;
Spanish: Nectarina Asiitica.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4-4.5 in (10.1-11.4 cm); male 0.24-0.39 oz (6.9-11.0 g), female
0.17-0.35 oz (5-10 g). Medium-sized decurved bill. Male all
dark, iridescent during breeding. Female brown and yellow.
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Family: Sunbirds

Cinnyris asiaticus

Resident

DISTRIBUTION

C. a. asiaticus: India south of Himalayas, except northwest and
north, and Sri Lanka; C. 4. brevirostris: southeastern Oman,
southern Iran, Baluchistan, and Pakistan, to western India at
Rajasthan and western Gujarat; C. a. intermedius: India in
northern Andhra Pradesh, Orissa, Assam, and Bangladesh to
Indochina and southern Yunnan.

HABITAT
Deciduous forest, thorn-scrub, farmland and gardens up to
7,875 ft (2,400 m) in hills.

BEHAVIOR
Aggressive, active, and noisy. Probes flowers including mistle-
toes, and catches insects like a flycatcher. In India migrates
northwards March through April, returning August through
September. Also altitudinal migrant, traveling up after breed-
ing. Migratory in Oman.

Male displays to female with slightly open wings to expose
pectoral tufts, raises head and flutters while singing excited
“cheewit-cheewit” song.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mistletoe fruits, nectar, grapes, and small insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Clutch of one to three grayish-white, streaked chocolate, eggs
laid in oblong, purse-shaped nest made of grass, fibers, leaves,
and cobwebs. Nest sometimes decorated with caterpillar drop-
pings, bark, and other debris and is usually suspended. Only fe-
male incubates, but both parents feed young. Parasitized by
plaintive cuckoo (Cacomantis merulinus).

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Has pest status in grape-growing areas of India as it pierces the
fruit and sucks out juices. ®
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Olive-backed sunbird

Cinnyris jugularis

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Certhia jugularis Linnaeus, 1766, Philippines. Twenty-one sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Yellow-bellied sunbird, yellow-breasted sunbird,
black-breasted sunbird, black-throated sunbird; French:
Souimanga a dos vert; German: Griinriicken-Nektarvogel;
Spanish: Nectarina de Lomo Olivo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5 in (11.4 cm); male 0.24-0.37 oz (6.7-10.5 g), female
0.21-0.32 oz (6.0-9.1 g). Dull olive-brown upperparts with
contrasting yellow underparts. Metallic forehead, throat, and
upper breast. All underparts bright yellow in females.

DISTRIBUTION
Myanmar, Thailand, Indochina, Malaysia, southeastern China,
Philippines, New Guinea, and northeastern Australia.

HABITAT
Scrub, mangroves, forest, woodland, farmland, plantations, and
gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Tame but restless. Often in mixed-species groups. Aggressive.
Male displays underneath female, exposing black breast and
pectoral tufts while moving head from side to side and calling.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Often feeds low down. Sometimes hovers in front of flowers,
leaves, and cobwebs to take nectar, insects, and spiders respec-
tively. Also eats small fruits and pollen.
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Oval, purse-shaped nest with hooded side entrance built by fe-
male of grass, moss, lichens, and other vegetable matter. One
to three grayish eggs incubated for two weeks. Young fledge
after further two weeks. In Australia, parasitized by Gould’s
bronze cuckoo (Chrysococcyx russatus).

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Sometimes nests near or on houses, otherwise none known. &

Gould’s sunbird
Aethopyga gouldiae

SUBFAMILY
Nectariniinae

TAXONOMY
Cinnyris gouldine Vigors, 1831, Simla-Almora District,
Himalayas. Four subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Mrs. Gould’s sunbird; French: Souimanga de Gould;
German: Gouldnektarvogel; Spanish: Nectarina de la Gould.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.3 in (11 cm), but male’s tail may be 1.75 in (4.5 cm) longer;
male 0.23-0.28 oz (6.5-8.0 g), female 0.14-0.21 oz (4.0-6.1 g).
A glossy purple head and tail; red back with two stripes to the
bill on each side. Wings dull brown with yellow underparts
and rump.

DISTRIBUTION
A. g. anmamensis: southern Vietnam, southern Laos, and Thai-
land; A. g. dabryii: eastern Nagaland, west central and southern

)

Cinnyris jugularis

Resident

Aethopyga gouldiae

Resident
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China, southeastern Tibet, Manipur, Myanmar; A. g. gouldiae:
Himalayas from Sutlej Valley to Aruchanel Pradesh and south-
eastern Tibet; A. g. isolata: south of River Brahmaputra in
northern Assam, Ngaland, Manipur, and south to Chittagong
Hills and northwestern Myanmar.

HABITAT
Highlands. Coniferous forest, oaks, scrub jungle, and rhodo-
dendrons.

BEHAVIOR
Energetic but shy.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Takes nectar from mistletoes and rhododendrons, and also eats
insects and spiders. Drinks readily from pools.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds as high as 14,000 ft (4,270 m). Clutch of two or three
white eggs with small reddish brown marks laid mid-March to
August. Nest oval and composed of grass, cobwebs, moss,
fibers, and other vegetable matter, lined with down, and sus-
pended from fern or low bush. In India parasitized by Asian
emerald cuckoo (Chrysococcyx maculatus).

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; but uncommon.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow-eared spiderhunter
Arachnothera chrysogenys

SUBFAMILY
Arachnotherinae

TAXONOMY
Nectarinia chrysogenys Temminck, 1826, Bantam District, Java.
Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Lesser yellow-eared spiderhunter; French: Arach-
nothere a joues jaunes; German: Gelbwangen-Spinnenjiger:
Spanish: Arafiera de Orejas Amarillas Menor.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

7 in (17.8 cm). Long-billed bird with greenish head fading to
brown upperparts and yellow underparts. Yellow ear patch and
ring around eye.

Family: Sunbirds

Arachnothera chrysogenys

Resident

DISTRIBUTION

A. c. chrysogenys: southern Myanmar, southern Thailand, penin-
sular Malaysia, western Borneo, Java, and Sumatra; A. c¢. harris-
soni: eastern Borneo.

HABITAT
Tops of trees in primary forest, secondary forests, plantations,
villages, and gardens. Found up to 5,900 ft (1,800 m).

BEHAVIOR
Forages singly or in pairs. Sometimes hovers and also hangs
upside-down when feeding.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on nectar, pollen, seeds, small fruits, insects, and spiders.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest is a neatly woven structure of vegetable matter sewn un-
der banana leaf or palm frond, sometimes with long entrance
tunnel. Inner cup, where eggs laid, made of finer material than
rest of nest. Clutch two white eggs with black lines and speck-
les laid February to September.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Scarce, but not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Resources

Books

Cheke, R. A., C. F. Mann, and R. Allen. Sunbirds: A Guide to
the Sunbirds, Flowerpeckers, Spiderbunters, and Sugarbirds of
the World. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001.
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Fry, C. H., S. Keith, and E. K. Urban, eds. The Birds of Africa.
Vol. 6. London: Academic Press, 2000.

Sibley, C. G., and B. L. Monroe. Distribution and Taxonomy of
Birds of the World. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990.
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Resources

Skead, C. J. The Sunbirds of Southern Africa; Also the Sugarbirds,
the White-Eyes, and the Spotted Creeper. Cape Town: A. A.
Balkema, 1967.

Stattersfield, Alison J., and David R. Capper, eds. Threatened
Birds of the World: The Official Source for Birds on the IUCN
Red List. Barcelona: Lynx Ediciones, 2001.
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Periodicals
Delacour, ]J. A. “Revision of the Family Nectariniidae

(Sunbirds).” Zoologica 29 (1944): 17-38.

Irwin, M. P. S. “The Genus Nectarinia and the Evolution and
Diversification of Sunbirds: An Afrotropical Perspective.”
Honeyguide 45 (1999): 45-58.

Robert Alexander Cheke, PhD
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A
White-eyes
(Zosteropidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Zosteropidae

Thumbnail description

A fairly uniform group of small perching birds,
mostly with a white eye-ring and a brush-tipped
tongue, distributed widely in the Old World
except in Europe and in arctic and arid regions

Size
4-6 in (10-15 cm); 0.3-1.1 oz (8-31 g)

Number of genera, species
13 genera; 86 species

Habitat
Woodlands, forest edges, and gardens

Conservation status
Recently Extinct: 2 species; Critically

Endangered: 6 species; Endangered: 1 species;

Vulnerable: 14 species Distribution

Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, New Guinea, Australia, and Oceania, introduced to Hawaii

and Tahiti

Evolution and systematics

In 1766, Linnaeus named two species of white-eye, but in
early years they were variously placed within wagtails
(Motacilla), northern treecreepers (Certhia), flycatchers (Mus-
cicapa), warblers (Sylvia), and flowerpeckers (Dicaeum). In 1826
Vigors and Horsfield created a new genus, Zosterops, for those
species with a white eye-ring; and Gadow, who figured the
tongue of an Australian species (Z. lateralis), placed the genus
in Meliphagidae (honeyeaters) because of the brush-tipped
tongue. In 1891 Sharpe elevated it to Zosteropidae, on the
mistaken grounds that the tongue of Zosterops resembled that
of a tit (Parus) and that it had no similarity to the brush tongue
of Meliphagidae. In 1888 Newton also separated them as a
single family. Recent molecular work places Zosteropidae un-
der a passerine superfamily Sylvioidea and includes in this
family the Endangered golden white-eye, Cleprornis marchel,
of Mariana Islands and the Bonin white-eye, Apalopteron fa-
miliare, of Ogasawara Islands, which had been placed under
Meliphagidae (honeyeaters) previously.

Those with a white eye-ring, from which the English name
white-eye, the German name Brillenvogel (spectacle-bird), and
the genus name Zosterops are derived, consist of four African
continental, two Gulf of Guinea island, seven Indian Ocean
island, and 49 Asia-Pacific species. This forms an extraordi-
narily uniform genus. For example, the Madagascar white-
eye, Zosterops maderaspatanus, is almost indistinguishable from
the New Guinea white-eye, Z. novaeguineae; the Annobon
white-eye of Gulf of Guinea, Z. griseovirescens, is very similar
to the Christmas Island white-eye from south of Java, Z. na-
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talis; and the Australian yellow white-eye, Z. luteus, has the
same plumage color as the East African subspecies of the
white-breasted white-eye, Z. abyssinicus flavilateralis. Indeed,
the relationships between the African and Asian species of Zos-
terops are yet to be clarified.

Physical characteristics

White-eyes have somewhat rounded wings with only nine
functional primaries (the outermost primary is much re-
duced), and a brush-tipped tongue, quadrifid and fimbriated
both at the sides and at the tip, showing a high degree of spe-
cialization for nectar feeding. In nearly all species, a white
eye-ring appears soon after fledging, formed of minute silky
white feathers. The ring is interrupted usually by the black-
ish lore. Iris color ranges from gray to brown and does not
relate to age, sex, or race. The apposition of melanins and
yellow carotenoids produces various shades of yellow-green,
depending on the amount and distribution of these pigments
and the structure of the feathers. The upperparts are green
to greenish yellow, with gray upperback in some species, and
the underparts are yellowish from throat to undertail coverts
in some species or grayish to white in others. Flank color
varies from light gray to dark brown. There are no seasonal
changes in plumage color and the sexes are similar, though
males tend to be larger and more brightly colored or darker
than females in colder parts of Australia and New Zealand (Z.
lateralis). Their short, thin bill is blackish, slightly decurved,
and sharply pointed. The legs are grayish to brownish, the
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Silvereye (Zosterops lateralis) at its nest in an orange tree. (Photo by
Peter Slater. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

first-year birds having darker colors and young fledglings and
old birds having a pinkish color. Older birds (older than 5

years) molt into longer wing and tail feathers.

Continental species typically have short wings (2.2-2.6 in
[55-65 mm]) and weigh 0.3-0.5 oz (9-15 g), with a cline fol-
lowing Bergmann’s rule (larger in higher latitudes), but the
derived island species and races tend to increase bill, leg, and
body sizes. For example, in the eastern races of silvereyes (Z.
lateralis) in Australia and New Zealand, a comparison between
local populations indicates that the South Island population
of New Zealand is the largest and the northern Australian
population the smallest. At northern sites the winter popula-
tions are diluted by large southern migrants, except on
wooded islands of southern Great Barrier Reef, where the
Capricorn race (Z. lateralis chlorocephalus) is resident and much
larger (body weight 0.49-0.53 oz [14-15 g]) than the main-
land races (0.3 oz [10 g]) that migrate. Another genus of this
family, Lophozosterops, with six species, mostly mountain birds
of Indonesian and Philippine islands (Java, Bali, Sumbawa,
Flores, Sulawesi, Seram, and Mindanao), contains not only
very large species (wing greater than 2.8 in [70 mm]) but also
atypical forms. They have a gray or brown crown, which is
often striped or has small white spots. One species, Lophozos-
terops dobertyi, has a crest. In the giant white-eye, Megazos-
terops palauensis, of Palau island, the wing length reaches 3.3
in (85 mm) and weighs up to 1.1 oz (31 g). In the mountain
blackeye, Chlorocharis emiline, of northern Borneo and Bonin
white-eye, the feathers around the eye are black.

Distribution

White-eyes are distributed widely in sub-Saharan Africa
and the Asia-Pacific region. In Africa four polytypic species
occur on the continent, with one species extending its range
to Yemen. The Gulf of Guinea islands support an endemic
genus and several species. In the Indian Ocean white-eyes are
found in Mauritius, Réunion, Comoros, Aldabra, Madagas-
car, and Seychelles. On the Asian continent they occur from
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Pakistan and Afghanistan in the west to the Amur River in
the north. In the Pacific they occur on Japanese islands in the
north to New Zealand in the south. Practically all wooded is-
lands of the Asia-Pacific region support white-eye popula-
tions, which extend eastward to Samoa. They have been
introduced to Hawaii (Zosterops japonica), Tahit (Z. lateralis),
and Pulo Luar in the Cocos-Keeling Group (Z. natalis).

Habitat

White-eyes live in forest edges and canopy, and they fre-
quent bushes in gardens. They occur from sea level (Z. lu-
teus is associated with mangroves and coastal vegetation) up
to 9,800 ft (3,000 m) of high mountains in Java (Lophozos-
terops javanicus). Z. citrinellus and Z. lateralis chlorocephalus live
on many wooded coral cays that are too small to support a
breeding population of other passerine birds. Other offshore
islands are also colonized by white-eyes. In New Zealand, ex-
plorers and settlers noticed silvereyes (Z. lateralis) in the
South Island in 1832 (Milford Sound) and 1851 (Otago), and
eventually large numbers appeared in the North Island in the
winter of 1856, when the species, not previously known to
the Maori, was given the name tauhon (meaning stranger).
This was indeed the Tasmanian race (Z. lateralis lateralis).
Half a century later, Dr. Metcalfe of Norfolk Island, who
regularly corresponded with the Australian Museum, wrote
in 1904 that a new bird had just arrived on Norfolk Island
and that he was sending the first two specimens to the mu-
seum. It turned out to be the brown-sided Tasmanian race,
considered to have colonized there from New Zealand at that
time. Today, we know that the Tasmanian race contains both
migrants and residents and that migrants do not migrate
every year. Occasionally they must also attempt dispersal
across the ocean.

Behavior

White-eyes are highly social birds, often seen huddling to-
gether. Foraging, bathing (including bathing in dew on
leaves), resting, and roosting activities are governed by social
factors. Sunning is done individually. Allopreening (mutual
preening) occurs between sexual pairs, parent-offspring,
young siblings, and prospective partners in pair formation,
which starts as early as one month of age. Silvereyes in Aus-
tralia normally mate for life and remain in pairs in winter
flocks. On Heron Island in the Great Barrier Reef, older birds
tend to stay near their summer territories while younger birds
range widely in flocks. They continue to improve their for-
aging skills until their third year. They exhibit ritualized forms
of aggression, such as wing fluttering and bill clattering, lead-
ing to dominance hierarchies within flocks. Dominance con-
tributes significantly to differential survival and reproduction
among individuals. Courtship involves horizontal wing quiv-
ering and sometimes motions of nest building without nest
material. Males sing for up to 20 minutes at dawn through-
out the breeding season. Some also sing for a shorter period
at dusk and sporadically through the day. Their melodious
and rich warbles are similar across the different species. Males
also have a soft courtship warble and both sexes have a long-
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drawn plaintive call and short calls. Incessant exchanges of
high-pitched short calls that characterize migratory flocking
and take-off may also be heard in the predawn sky during the
migration. In addition, they have a distinctive alarm call, a
roosting call, a soft huddling call, a begging call, variable ag-

gressive calls, and a distress call.

Continental species in the temperate region migrate to
warmer areas in winter. Zosterops erythropleura, a chestnut-
flanked species, breeds along the lower Amur and Ussuriland
in the high latitudes that no other species of the family has
reached. It migrates a distance of 2,200 mi (3,500 km) to win-
ter in mountain forests of Myanmar, Thailand, and southern
China. In Australia, for a long time Sydney ornithologists
were familiar with yellow-throated and fawn-flanked sil-
vereyes in summer and gray-throated and chestnut-sided sil-
vereyes in winter, and thought that silvereyes had different
plumage in summer and winter, which was accepted as fact
since this species had two molts a year, spring and autumn.
Allen Keast found that only some members of the Sydney
population had brown flanks in winter and that in the aviary
individual birds did not change plumage color over an entire
year. He also noted that the brown-flanked birds did not ap-
pear until late April, long after the molt of the local birds,
and thus concluded that the gray-throated, brown-sided birds
were migrants from Tasmania and did not breed locally in
the Sydney area. Large-scale banding of silvereyes started in
1958, and soon one bird banded in Sydney became the first
of many to be recovered across Bass Strait to prove the mi-
gration theory. Silvereyes are easy to trap and have become
the most popular species among the Australian bird banders.
Between 1953 and 1997, 285,345 silvereyes were banded,
yielding long-distance recoveries of up to 1,000 mi (1,600 km)
and longevity of up to 11 years.

Feeding ecology and diet

Silvereyes in Australia are highly flexible foragers. Foliage
gleaning is the most common mode of foraging, but they also
hawk, snap prey from a substrate (even small insects caught
in spiders’ webs), probe small clefts in clumps of leaves, bark,
buds, flowers, and nests of other birds by forcefully opening
the bill to widen the clefts in search of arthropod prey, and
scavenge on the ground in tourist resort areas. They are the
most common bird at bird tables (bird feeders) in New
Zealand. Flocking in winter helps to locate sources of food
in woodlands as well as to detect predators. They collect nec-
tar with a brush-tipped tongue, peck succulent fruit, and
swallow berries. They are known to disperse figs and other
seeds of trees and shrubs.

Reproductive biology

In Africa and Australia white-eyes have a long breeding
season, normally starting in September or October (triggered
by summer rain) and lasting up to six months. The territory
density of monogamous silvereyes varies from 3.4-8.7 per 25
acres (10 ha) in Canberra suburbs to 75 per 25 acres (10 ha)
at the height of season on Heron Island. Nests and eggs are
known from only about half the species. The nest is cup-
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Yellow white-eye (Zosterops senegalensis) feeding a chick at its nest.
(Photo by Peter Davey. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

shaped and mostly made of plant fibers. It is usually slung in
a slender fork under cover of vegetation at any height. Eggs
are pale blue to bluish green and somewhat glossy (with spots
in four species), measuring 0.55 by 0.43 in (14 by 11 mm) to
0.79 by 0.59 in (20 by 15 mm). Incubation starts when two
eggs are laid out of a normal clutch of three (varies 1-5) and
normally lasts 10 to 12 days. The nestling period is 11 to 15
days depending on food supply. Both parents take part in nest
building, incubation, and feeding of young. Young are nidi-
colous (reared for a time in the nest) and weigh about 0.07
oz (2 g) when born. They are fed with insects when small,
but fruit usually becomes a significant portion of their diet by
fledging. Fledglings are fed for three weeks or more, and the
second clutch usually starts while the first clutch fledglings
are still fed. A new nest is constructed for each clutch and
older pairs may produce up to five successful clutches in a sea-
son while some first-year birds may not breed at all.

Conservation status

Small isolated populations, particularly on islands, are un-
der threat of extinction from the disappearance of habitats.
Two recently Extinct species are both insular species: the ro-
bust white-eye, Zosterops strenuus, of Lord Howe Island be-
came extinct between 1919 and 1938 as a result of predation
by ship rats, which became abundant on the island and caused
extinction of 14 endemic forms of birds on the island, and the
white-chested white-eye, Z. albogularis, of Norfolk Island,
which has not been seen since 1980 and is now considered
extinct as a result of habitat destruction. Of six other species,
which are Critically Endangered, four are on the islands of
Comoro, Mauritius, Seychelles, and Mariana, and two are
known from the mountains of Kenya. One species Endan-
gered is an island species (Truk Islands), and 14 considered
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Vulnerable are also mostly island birds. Population viability
analysis of island birds shows that they are at risk of extinc-
tion in one hundred years even without destruction of habi-
tats, if mortality increases greatly as a result of introduction
of new predators or frequent severe storms. For example, the
golden white-eye, Cleptornis marchei, of Northern Mariana Is-
lands was very common until the brown tree snake, Boiga ir-
regularis, was introduced to Saipan in early 1990s. This
white-eye species is now nearly extinct.
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Significance to humans

White-eyes are valued as cage birds for their songs in some
Asian countries. Because they are difficult to breed in aviaries
they are trapped legally or illegally in the wild each winter.
The trappers and dealers must know how to tell the sex of
the birds, as only the males sing. They are also considered
pests in vineyards and orchards in Southern Africa and Aus-
tralia, though they consume large quantities of aphids and
other pest insects as well as soft fruit.
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1. Japanese white-eye (Zosterops japonicus); 2. Seychelles gray white-eye (Zosterops modestus); 3. Cape white-eye (Zosterops pallidus). (lllus-
tration by Wendy Baker)
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Species accounts

Cape white-eye
Zosterops pallidus

TAXONOMY
Zosterops pallidus Swainson, 1838, Rustenburg, Transvaal, South
Africa. Seven subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: African pale white-eye, pale white-eye; French:
Zostérops du Cap; German: Kapbrillenvogel; Spanish: Oji-
blanco Pilido.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Length, 3.9-5.1 in (10-13 cm); weight, 0.28-0.53 oz (8-15 g);
wing, 2.0-2.7 in (52-68 mm); tail, 1.6-2.2 in (40-56 mm); tar-
sus, 0.6-0.8 in (15-20 mm); culmen, 0.4-0.6 in (9-15 mm).
Underparts gray, upperparts pale green.

DISTRIBUTION
Southern Africa to Ethiopia.

HABITAT
Forests, woodlands, savanna, exotic plantations, and suburban
gardens.

BEHAVIOR
Some migrate while others remain sedentary. Readily come to

bird feeders.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feed on insects, spiders, soft fruit, berries, nectar.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nests at the start and end of the monsoon season, with a peak
between September and December. Two to three eggs per
clutch, incubated for 11-12 days, and nestlings fed for 12-13
days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Abundant in woods and suburban areas.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

A popular species among the bird banders of southern Africa.
Band recoveries have begun to demonstrate the complex nature
of movements, molt patterns, and longevity.

Seychelles gray white-eye

Zosterops modestus

TAXONOMY
Zosterops modestus Newton, 1867, Mahé, Seychelles. Monotypic.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Seychelles white-eye, Seychelles brown white-eye;
French: Zostérops des Seychelles, German: Mahébrillenvogel;
Spanish: Ojiblanco de Seychelles.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
Length 3.9 in (10 cm). A dull olive-gray bird with obscure
eye-ring.

Zosterops pallidus

Resident

Zosterops modestus

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION
Mahé and Conception Islands of Seychelles.

HABITAT
Mixed secondary forest between 1,000 and 2,000 ft (300-600
m), confined to about 2 mi? (5 km?) on Mahé.

BEHAVIOR
Very active in small flocks, giving contact calls frequently.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feed on small insects and berries among shrubs, and search
bark crevices of trees for arthropod prey.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Nests in Oct-Nov and Feb—Mar at start and end of monsoon
season. Clutch size is two.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Critically Endangered. Fewer than 100 left on Mahé but com-
mon on the small island of Conception.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Has the conservation value of being the only species of white-
eye left on Seychelles, as the Seychelles yellow white-eye, the
Seychelles race of the chestnut-sided white-eye, Z. mayottensis
semiflavus, on Marianne is extinct since about 1890. &

Japanese white-eye
Zosterops japonicus

TAXONOMY
Zosterops japonicus Temminck & Schlegel, 1847, Nagasaki,
Japan. 11 subspecies on different islands.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Zosterops des Japon; German: Japanbrillenvogel;
Spanish: Ojiblanco Japonés.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Length, 4.7 in (12 cm); weight, 0.4 oz (11 g); wing, 20.5-25.6 in
(52-65 cm); tail, 13.4-18.1 in (3446 cm); tarsus, 5.5-7.5 in
(14-19 cm); culmen, 3.5-5.1 in (9-13 cm). Olive-green back and
pale gray under, with lemon-yellow throat and undertail coverts.

DISTRIBUTION
Japanese islands, China, Taiwan, Hainan Island, and the
Philippines. Introduced into Hawaii and Bonin Island.

HABITAT
Broadleaf evergreen forests and deciduous forests on lowlands
and foothills of mountains.

Family: White-eyes

Zosterops japonicus

Resident

BEHAVIOR

Form small flocks after breeding, sometimes move in mixed
flocks, to hunt arthropod prey, and soft fruit and berries. Partial
migrant, appearing in villages and suburban gardens in winter.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Apart from arthropod prey, they feed on fruit and nectar. Fa-
mous examples include nectar from camellia on warm temperate
islands and fruit of ripe persimmon on main islands of Japan.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds in spring, each pair holding a small nesting territory.
The cup-shaped nest is hung from a fork in shrubs and 3-4
eggs are incubated for 11 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in most parts, but some isolated
populations on islands are vulnerable.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Males were kept in cages for songs. One of the familiar birds
of the countryside in Japan, often featured in various forms of
art and literature. ¢

Resources
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Collar, N. J., M. J. Crosby, and A. J. Stattersfield. Birds to

Watch 2, The World List of Threatened Birds. Cambridge,
United Kingdom: BirdLife International, 1994.

Kikkawa, J. “Social Relations and Fitness in Silvereyes.” In
Animal Societies: Theories and Facts, edited by Y. Ito, J. L.
Brown, and J. Kikkawa, 253-266. Tokyo: Japan Scientific
Societies Press, 1987.

Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia

Periodicals

Brook, B. W, and J. Kikkawa. “Examining Threats Faced by
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Mees, G. F. “A Systematic Review of the Indo-Australian
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Australian honeyeaters
(Meliphagidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Meliphagidae

Thumbnail description

Mostly small, but some tiny and others jay-
sized; typically dull greenish, olive, or brown;
often seen probing flowers for nectar with
decurved bill; typically active, sometimes noisy
and aggressive

Size
3-20 in (7-50 cm); 0.25-7 oz (7-200 g)

Number of genera, species
42 genera; 182 species

Habitat

Tropical, subtropical, and temperate rainforests,
eucalyptus forest, monsoonal forest, woodlands
with eucalyptus, casuarina, native pine, and
acacia, semi-arid woodland and scrub, desert
shrub-steppe, and coastal and upland heaths;
generally absent from grassland; several
species are common in parks and gardens

Conservation status

Near Threatened: 1 species, 4 subspecies;
Endangered: 2 species; Critically Endangered: 2
species, 1 subspecies; Vulnerable: 5 species;
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Data Deficient: Many Indonesian species
Distribution

Throughout Australia, New Guinea, Melanesia, Moluccas, and Lesser Sundas; west
to Bali, Micronesia, New Caledonia, and New Zealand; through Polynesia to
Hawaiian Islands; sugarbirds occur in southern Africa

Evolution and systematics

Honeyeaters belong to the Australo-Papuan lineage of
passerines. Their nearest relatives are probably fairy wrens
(Maluridae) and Australian warblers (Acanthizidae). The sug-
arbirds (Promerops) of South Africa have been classified as
honeyeaters but are probably starlings. The dwarf and long-
bill honeyeaters of New Guinea have been shown by molec-
ular analysis to be more closely related to flowerpeckers
(Dicaeidae) than to honeyeaters, whereas the Bonin Island
honeyeater (Apalopteron familiare) is a white-eye (Zosteropi-
dae). However, MacGregor’s bird of paradise (Macgregoria
pulchra) appears to be a honeyeater on the basis of mito-

chondrial DNA.

Relationships within the honeyeaters have not yet been
fully unraveled. A few genera, such as Myzomela, Meliphaga,
and Lichenostornus, contain numerous very similar species,
whereas others are artificial and contain unrelated species.
Honeyeaters of New Zealand and Hawaii do not have obvi-
ous close relatives in Australia or New Guinea, and perhaps
some are not honeyeaters. Most genera with more than one
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or two species are centered in Australia. However, Lichmera
and Philernon have many species in Wallacea (Moluccas and
Lesser Sundas). Myzomela is the most widespread genus, oc-
curring from Australia to Sulawesi, Micronesia, and Fiji.

Physical characteristics

Many smaller honeyeaters are olive, green, or brown and
often have yellow on the underparts, as an ear patch, or as
neck plumes. Several smaller species are black and white. Al-
most half of the species are notably sexually dichromatic.
Some of the larger species are gray, black, dark green, or
streaked brown. Some honeyeaters have distinct juvenal
plumages, although in many species the differences from
adults are subtle.

Most honeyeaters have colored bare skin in the form of
a discrete eyepatch, a somewhat swollen gape, elaborate
wattles, knobs on the bill, or a bald head. Many of these fea-
tures change in color or conspicuousness with age, and
sometimes there are seasonal changes in relation to breed-
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A brown-backed honeyeater (Ramsayornis modestus) at its nest.
(Photo by Frithfoto. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

ing. Bill and legs may also be distinctively colored. The bill
ranges from short and straight to slightly decurved to quite
long and markedly decurved. All honeyeaters have a brush
tongue, which is quadrifid, with numerous bristles at the tip;
this morphology is an adaptation to feeding on nectar and
other sugary solutions. Digestion of sugary solutions is very
rapid, and most sugar is absorbed before watery feces are ex-
pelled. Honeyeaters have strong legs and feet and often have
sharp claws.

Distribution

One or more species occurs everywhere in Australia, ex-
cept in extensive grassland with no trees and shrubs. The
greatest diversity of species occurs in eastern Australia, where
many habitats occur close together, and in the rainforests of
New Guinea. Tasmania has four endemic species, all with
fairly clearly identifiable relatives in mainland Australia. A few
species that are widespread in New Guinea have a toehold in
extreme north Queensland. Within New Guinea there is a
changeover of species with altitude. Sulawesi has three hon-
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eyeaters and Timor has six, with from one to four species else-
where on each Lesser Sunda or Moluccan islands.

Two of the honeyeaters in New Zealand are quite wide-
spread in native vegetation and less commonly in modified
vegetation. The other species is restricted to offshore islands.
New Caledonia, Bougainville and Kadavu Island in the Fiji
group all have endemic honeyeaters. All of the main Hawai-
ian islands once had honeyeaters, but most are extinct.

The two species of sugarbirds are found in a limited area
of southern Africa.

Habitat

Honeyeaters occur in subalpine scrub in New Guinea,
through all forest types to the mangroves. In Australia three
species are largely restricted to mangroves. It is not uncom-
mon to find ten or more species at a location in forests and
coastal heathlands. Woodlands, mallee, and other semi-arid
scrubs can also be rich in species. Within forests and wood-
lands, most species occupy the canopy, with some of the more
nectarivorous species feeding more in the shrub layer. Most
of the Wallacean and Pacific island honeyeaters are found in
rainforest or monsoonal woodland. Honeyeaters in many
parts of their range have successfully colonized suburban ar-
eas, especially where native vegetation remains or has been
replanted. African sugarbirds occupy fynbos (equivalent to
coastal Australian heaths), which are dominated by the Pro-
teaceae.

Behavior

Honeyeaters are rarely solitary and often occur in family
groups or loose flocks. Miners occupy colonies that have a
complex structure. Migratory species may occur in large
flocks. Large aggregations gather at rich nectar sources such
as ironbarks (e. g., Eucalyptus sideroxylon), banksias, and bot-
tlebrushes (Callisternon). These groups are frequently noisy,
with much chasing and displacement. Larger species such as
wattlebirds and friarbirds often dominate such gatherings,
with smaller species being displaced to less rich areas. Ag-
gression is often displayed to other nectar feeders. While
breeding and also when molting (which follows breeding),
even aggressive species can become quiet and inconspicuous.

Whereas some honeyeaters are sedentary, most species
show some seasonal movements; these may consist of local
wandering outside the breeding season to visit flowering or
fruiting trees and shrubs. Quite likely there are fairly seden-
tary and more mobile components to the populations of many
species. A few species show clear migratory behavior with large
flocks flying north in autumn and south in spring. Many hon-
eyeaters, especially those of arid and semi-arid habitat, have
been described as nomadic. Whereas their movements may be
complex, they are probably not random but may follow fairly
predictable routes. Where the birds settle, though, probably
depends on the availability of nectar or other food sources.

The calls and songs of honeyeaters range from beautiful
to harsh and grating. Smaller species have whistling calls and
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twittering songs. Medium-sized spiny-cheeked (Acanthagenys
rufogularis) and striped (Plectorbyncha lanceolata) honeyeaters
have attractive repertoires, whereas large wattlebirds emit
harsh cackling and coughing calls. Tuis (Prosthemadera no-
vaeseelandiae) of New Zealand are regarded as one of the finest
singers in the world, while the friarbirds and forest hon-
eyeaters of the Pacific have loud bugling and even comical
calls.

Feeding ecology and diet

All species of honeyeaters consume varying amounts of
nectar and invertebrates, especially insects. Honeyeaters visit
a wide range of native and exotic flowers, with eucalyptus,
banksias, bottlebrushes, grevilleas, and mistletoes being
among the most popular. Sugarbirds favor proteas. Other
sweet food sources include honeydew from bugs (Hemiptera),
manna (sugary exudate from damaged foliage), and lerp (the
sugary coating on scale insects of the family Psyllidae). Hon-
eyeaters also consume sap exuding from scars on branches
caused by gliding possums. Smaller honeyeaters may consume
tiny insects that they capture in flight, and they also glean
caterpillars and beetles from foliage. Strong-billed (Melithrep-
tus validirostris) and white-eared honeyeaters (Lichenostomus
lencops) frequently probe bark for insects and honeydew. Spi-
ders are also taken, and more unusual foods include crus-
taceans and small lizards. A few larger species prey on eggs
and nestling birds. Miners (Manorina) and tawny-crowned
honeyeaters (Phylidonyris melanops) often forage on the ground
and walk well. Fruit is a major food for honeyeaters in the
wetter forests, especially in New Zealand and New Guinea.

Reproductive biology

Many, possibly most, honeyeaters are monogamous, al-
though polygamy or a mixed mating system seems likely in
species with great sexual dimorphism and in colonial species.
Perhaps a third of species are cooperative breeders, ranging
from occasional helpers to complex colonies.

Honeyeaters generally have long breeding seasons. Most
Australian species have breeding seasons for six or more
months. Breeding tends to peak in late winter to late spring
(August to October) for many species. However, in areas
where nectar is most abundant in winter, breeding may peak
in July and August. Several of the friarbirds have a short
breeding season, as do the arid-inhabiting black (Certhionyx
niger) and pied (C. variegatus) honeyeaters. Some species show
differences in breeding season in different parts of their range
(typically earlier in the north than in the south) and from year
to year.

The placement of honeyeater nests ranges from low
bushes, sometimes almost on the ground, to the tops of tall
trees. Most nests are carefully woven and placed in forks or
suspended from foliage. Spider webs, plant down, animal hair,
wool, feathers, artificial materials, and even human hair may
be added to nests. The stitchbird (Notiomystis cincta) of New
Zealand and at least one of the Hawaiian honeyeaters are hol-
low nesters. Eggs range in color from white to pale pink, with
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A New Holland honeyeater (Phylidonyris novaehollandiae) feeding.
(Photo by Michael Morcombe. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by per-
mission.)

purple, red, brown, or black spots and blotches. The typical
clutch size for most species is two eggs, but miners and fri-
arbirds usually lay three or four eggs and some species lay
only one. Eggs are probably laid at intervals of about 24 hours
and are incubated, mostly by the female, for 12 to 17 days.

Both parents and often helpers feed the young; insects com-
pose most of the diet, but the young of some species are fed
nectar. The fledging period ranges from 11 to 20 days, but it
may be as long as 32 days in the hollow-nesting stitchbird.
Success rate of nests varies widely among species, years, and
locations. Most failures are due to predation by corvids, cur-
rawongs (Strepera), butcherbirds (Cracticus), and a range of
other birds, as well as snakes and introduced mammals. Hon-
eyeaters themselves occasionally destroy eggs. Ants also attack
nestlings, as do the parasitic maggots of bot flies (Passeromyia).
Nests are sometimes blown down in storms or drenched by
heavy rain. A range of cuckoos are brood parasites.

Conservation status

Many species of honeyeaters have declined due to the
clearing of forests and woodlands or to the degradation of
their habitat in other ways. Avian malaria, carried by intro-
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duced mosquitoes, contributed to the decline and extinction
of the Hawaiian honeyeaters, whereas introduced mammals
have affected the stitchbird and to a lesser extent the two other
honeyeaters in New Zealand. The brown tree snake Boiga ir-
regularis, from Australia has affected the Micronesian hon-
eyeater (Myzomela cardinalis) on Guam.

Regent honeyeaters (Xanthomyza phrygia) have become
rare in southeastern Australia, but habitat is being protected
and replanted and a captive population has been established.
Black-eared miners (Manorina melanotis) have hybridized with
yellow-throated miners (M. flavigula), and few pure colonies
of the former remain. However, release of captured birds into
new areas of good habitat has proved successful.

Some of the larger honeyeaters have adapted well to frag-
mented habitat and to urban and suburban areas. Noisy (M.

238

Vol. 11: Birds IV

melanocephala) and bell miners (M. melanophrys) have become
locally abundant and pose a threat to other honeyeaters and
insectivores, which they drive out of their colonies.

Significance to humans

Honeyeaters are a conspicuous part of the avifauna, espe-
cially in Australia where many species are common in gardens
and parks. Several species are regarded as minor pests of
grapes and other fruit crops. A few of the larger honeyeaters
have been hunted by humans. Feathers from the stitchbird
and the Hawaiian honeyeaters were used in Polynesian cloaks.
Bell and noisy miners are sometimes culled where they are
perceived to be a threat to other birds. Honeyeaters are ma-
jor pollinators of many native plants. They also disperse seeds,
including some exotic weeds. They consequently play an im-
portant role in the ecosystems that they occupy.
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1. Greater Sulawesi honeyeater (Myza sarasinorum); 2. Western spinebill (Acanthorhynchus superciliosus); 3. Bishop’s oo (Moho bishopi); 4. Cape
sugarbird (Promerops cafer); 5. Rufous-banded honeyeater (Conopophila albogularis); 6. Common smoky honeyeater (Melipotes fumigatus);
7. Tui (Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae); 8. New Holland honeyeater (Phylidonyris novaehollandiae); 9. Belford’s melidectes (Melidectes belfordi)
10. Puff-backed meliphaga (Meliphaga aruensis). (lllustration by Emily Damstra)
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1. Red myzomela (Myzomela cruentata); 2. Brown honeyeater (Lichmera indistincta); 3. Strong-billed honeyeater (Melithreptus validirostris); 4.
Stitchbird (Notiomystis cincta); 5. Regent honeyeater (Xanthomyza phrygia); 6. Yellow-tufted honeyeater (Lichenostomus melanops); 7. Noisy fri-

arbird (Philemon corniculatus); 8. Bell miner (Manorina melanophrys); 9. Striped honeyeater (Plectorhyncha lanceolata); 10. Red wattlebird (An-
thochaera carunculata). (lllustration by Emily Damstra)
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Species

Red wattlebird

Anthochaera carunculata

TAXONOMY
Merops carunculata Shaw, 1790, Port Jackson, New South
Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Wattled honeyeater, gillbird; French: Méliphage
barbe-rouge; German: Rotlappen-Honigfresser; Spanish:
Filemén Rojo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

14 in (35 cm); 4 oz (120 g). Female noticeably smaller than male.
Buff underparts with white streaks and yellowish patch on belly.
Upper feathers darker and white-tipped. White patch under eye
with thin red band across chin.

DISTRIBUTION

Southern Australia, with possible gap across Nullarbor Plain;
separate subspecies in southwest and Mount Lofty Ranges of
South Australia, Kangaroo Island, and eastern Australia. Va-
grant to New Zealand.

HABITAT
Woodland and open forest, typically with eucalyptus, mallee,
heathland, parks, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Occur in pairs and family groups and sometimes loose flocks.
Can be noisy and aggressive but are quiet while breeding. Male
makes a harsh, raucous cough, to which female replies with a

Family: Australian honeyeaters

accounts

more musical plew...plew...plew call. Make other harsh rasping
calls when nest or young threatened. Short distance migrant
and nomad.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Take nectar from flowers, especially eucalyptus, but also
mistletoes and a wide variety of shrubs. Also eat insects from
foliage, bark, or the ground and by aerial capture. Eat fruit less
commonly, and rarely take small reptiles and young birds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Long breeding season, mostly August to December. Lay two
eggs in a stick nest in a tree. Both adults feed young, which
hatch at about 16 days and fledge after a further 16 days. Para-
sitized by pallid cuckoo (Cuculus pallidus).

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

One of the few Australian passerines that was hunted for food,
gillbird pie was once a favorite. They are sometimes shot when
feeding on cultivated fruit. They are successful suburban birds. &

Striped honeyeater
Plectorbyncha lanceolata

TAXONOMY
Plectrorbyncha lanceolata Gould, 1838, New South Wales, Aus-
tralia.

Anthochaera carunculata

Resident

Plectorhyncha lanceolata

Resident
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Lanceolated honeyeater; French: Méliphage lancéolé;
German: Strichelhonigfresser; Spanish: Pijaro Azicar Gris.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8.5 in (22 cm); 1.4 oz (40 g). Cheek and forehead to nape is
dark with white stripes. Underparts a pinkish buff with grayish
upperparts and tail.

DISTRIBUTION

Eastern Australia, from mid-north Queensland to northern
Victoria and west to Yorke Peninsula, especially inland from
Great Dividing Range.

HABITAT
Riparian woodland with Casuarina and mallee and other semi-
arid woodlands with eucalyptus, acacia, and native pine.

BEHAVIOR

In pairs or small groups, emit an attractive whistling song.
Generally sedentary, but exhibit some, probably local, move-
ments.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Take nectar from eucalyptus, mistletoes, and other plants, and
occasionally eat fruits and seeds. Insects and spiders are
gleaned from foliage and bark or captured in the air.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breed from August to January in nest suspended from droop-
ing foliage, often near nests of gray butcherbird (Cracticus
torquatus). Clutch from two to five eggs (usually three). Both
parents apparently incubate and occasionally have helpers feed-
ing young, which hatch at 16-17 days and fledge at 16-17
days. Parasitized by pallid cuckoo.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Occasionally regarded as a pest at orchards. &

Noisy friarbird

Philemon corniculatus

TAXONOMY
Merops corniculatus Latham, 1790, Endeavour River, Queens-
land, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Leatherhead, four-o’clock; French: Polochion criard;
German: Lirmlederkopf; Spanish: Filemén Gritén.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

13 in (33 cm); 3.4-4.4 0z (96-122 g). Bare black head and up-
right knob on bill. White throat, breast, and tail, with darker
upperparts.

DISTRIBUTION

Eastern Australia from coast to edge of plains and along Mur-
ray River. Trans-Fly region of New Guinea. Separate sub-
species in north Queensland and New Guinea.

HABITAT
Woodlands and open forests, coastal heathland, farmland,
parks and gardens.
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Philemon corniculatus

Breeding Nonbreeding

BEHAVIOR

Can be noisy and quarrelsome at flowering trees, but also quiet
and unobtrusive when breeding. Comical calls, like four o’clock,
tobacco, chocka-lock, etc. by males. Calls become more complex
when pairs chase around during breeding season. Pairs may
duet. Also emit softer calls and harsh alarm calls. May strike
predators, including humans, near nest.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Nectar of eucalyptus, mistletoes, or other plants; sometimes eat
native or cultivated fruit. Insects and spiders taken by gleaning
from foliage or capturing in flight, including large scarab bee-
tles and cicadas. Exceptionally take eggs, young birds, and fish.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

May breed from August to March, but season can be short in
any locality. Nests are large and conspicuous and globular,
made of bark, grass, and often wool and placed on outer
branches of eucalyptus and other trees or in saplings. Probably
only female builds nest and incubates. Usually lay three eggs
(occasionally two or four), which hatch after about 16 days.
Young fledge at 16-17 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Sometimes shot at wineries and orchards when feeding on
fruit. ®

Regent honeyeater
Xanthomyza phrygia

TAXONOMY
Merops phrygius Shaw, 1794, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia.
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Xanthomyza phrygia

Resident

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Warty-faced honeyeater; French: Mélephage régent;
German: Warzenhonigfresser; Spanish: Pajaro Azdcar Real.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

9in (22.5 cm); 1.4-1.6 oz (39-45 g). Dark head with orange
eye patch; dark wings and tail with yellowish tips; white under-
parts with black scaly pattern.

DISTRIBUTION

Southeastern Australia from near Brisbane to central Victoria.
Vagrant into Adelaide region and in many parts of range. Main
breeding populations are on northwest slopes of New South
Wiales, west of the Blue Mountains, and in northeast Victoria.

HABITAT
Open forests and woodlands, especially with ironbark, riparian
woodland, coastal heathland, and tall eucalyptus forest.

BEHAVIOR

Often occur in small groups, formally in large flocks, and may
roost communally. Active and sometimes aggressive at flower-
ing trees, but also unobtrusive at times. Vocalizations include
bubbling, tinkling, soft song, bill snaps, trilling, mewing, and
sometimes mimicry of other honeyeaters. Display complex
movements that involve some regularity, particularly to breed-
ing areas, but also more nomadic outside breeding season.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Nectar of eucalyptus, especially ironbarks, mistletoes, banksia,
grevillea, and other shrubs. Sometimes eat fruit as well as lerp
and manna. Insects are taken from foliage and by sallying.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeding season July to January, but mostly September to No-
vember, occasionally at other times. May be loosely colonial.
Nest of sticks and bark in high branches and forks of tall trees
or in mistletoes. Clutch of two to three eggs are incubated for
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14 days. Young are fed insects, nectar, and lerp and fledge at
about 16 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Endangered. Populations have declined greatly in abundance
during the twentieth century, with contraction in breeding
range out of South Australia and western and central Victoria.
Some critical habitats are protected or are being reestablished,
but habitats and foods used in nonbreeding season are poorly
known, which makes conservation difficult. Breed well in cap-
tivity, and releases of captive-bred birds into the wild have ex-
hibited short-term success.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Formerly shot as a pest in orchards, but their striking col-
oration and endangered status make them high profile birds.
The New South Wales town of Barraba has adopted the re-
gent honeyeater as its emblem. &

Bell miner
Manorina melanophrys

TAXONOMY
Turdus melanophrys Latham, 1802, Port Jackson, New South
Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Bellbird; French: Mélephage a sourcils noirs; German:
Glockenhonigfresser; Spanish: Manorina Campanera.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
7.3 in (18.5 cm); 0.9-1.25 oz (25-35 g). Mostly olive-green
with darker wings and yellow-orange eye patch.

DISTRIBUTION
Southeastern Australia from north of Brisbane to Melbourne.

Manorina melanophrys

Resident
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HABITAT

Eucalyptus forests in the ranges and coastal plains, typically in
wet gullies with a good shrub layer. Less commonly in euca-
lyptus woodlands.

BEHAVIOR

Highly colonial, with intense aggression keeping out most other
small and medium-sized birds. Larger birds and mammals are
mobbed. Colonies are easy to locate with the constant bell-like
calls and chipping and chucking calls. Highly sedentary, with
only occasional movements out of the colony.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Glean insects, especially psyllids and their lerp, from foliage.
Less commonly forage on bark. Feed on nectar when available
in their colony.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Coteries in colonies are groups of breeding pairs, among which
there is strong cooperation. May breed at any time of year but
mostly June to November in the north and August to January in
the south. Nests are typically placed in the understory at 3—-10
feet (1-3 m) high and are made of grass and twigs and are built
only by the female. Usually two eggs (occasionally one or three),
which are laid and incubated by the female for about 14 days.
About half of feeding visits to the young are by the parents; the
remainder are by numerous helpers, mostly male, some of which
are breeding themselves. Young fledge at 12 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Bellbirds” aggressive behavior means that they can deter threat-
ened species from remaining in an area. ®

Yellow-tufted honeyeater
Lichenostomus melanops

TAXONOMY
Turdus melanops Latham, 1801, Port Jackson, New South
Wales, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Black-faced honeyeater, golden-tufted honeyeater;
French: Méliphage cornu; German: Gelbstirn-Honigfresser;
Spanish: Melifago de Mofio Amarillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.5-8.3 in (16.5-21 cm); 0.8-1.3 oz (22-36 g). Black head with
yellow crest to nape and chin to throat. Grayish underparts
and dark secondary wing feathers fading to yellowish primaries.

DISTRIBUTION

Southeastern Australia from southeastern Queensland to ex-
treme southeast South Australia. One well-defined subspecies (L.
m. cassidix; helmeted honeyeater) near Melbourne has been re-
garded as a separate species, and several other subspecies exist.

HABITAT

Woodland and open forest dominated by eucalyptus, typically
with well-developed understory and often in gullies. Sometimes
in heathland, mallee, or woodland with native pine.

BEHAVIOR
Often found in loose colonies in which birds may cooperate to
drive out other honeyeaters and small birds and mob predators.
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Lichenostomus melanops

Resident

Mostly sedentary although some movements occur. The single
note calls zsup or see emitted frequently may act as a territorial

call. They also emit a trilling flight call. Noisy calls when birds
gather into corroborees.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Take insects, lerp, and manna from eucalyptus foliage and
sometimes exudates from trunks and branches. May sally and
hover. Also take nectar from eucalyptus and shrubs and occa-
sionally eat fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

May breed throughout the year but mostly September to No-
vember. Apparently monogamous, though with helpers at the
nest. Nests are in shrubs a few feet above the ground. Usually
lay two eggs (occasionally one or three). Females do most in-
cubation, for about 15 days. Young are fed by both parents and
helpers on nectar and insects and fledge at about 16 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Critically Endangered helmeted honeyeaters are confined to
one population of about 100 adults east of Melbourne. Other
subspecies are not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Helmeted honeyeater is Victoria’s state bird. &

Strong-billed honeyeater
Melithreptus validirostris

TAXONOMY
Haematops validirostris Gould, 1837, Tasmania.
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Melithreptus validirostris

Resident

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Black-capped honeyeater; French: Méliphage a bec
fort; German: Starkschnabel-Honigfresser; Spanish: Pdjaro
Miel Picudo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6 in (15 cm); 0.9 oz (25 g). Black head and chin with white
band from eye to nape. White throat and buff belly with dull
olive-brown upperparts.

DISTRIBUTION
Endemic to Tasmania, including King, Flinders, and Cape
Barren Islands.

HABITAT

Eucalyptus forests, especially wet gullies, but also in dry forest,
sometimes in cool temperate rainforest, and occasionally
coastal heathland, parks, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

In pairs, family groups, or small flocks. Sometimes noisy and
aggressive. Emit cheeping and churring calls. Sedentary, al-
though exhibit local movements.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forage on bark more than most honeyeaters do, probing into
rough or peeling bark on trunks and branches of eucalyptus. Use
long, sturdy bill to flake, lever, or tear off pieces or strips of bark
to catch insects and spiders. Less commonly feed on nectar.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Poorly known, but nests found from July to January. They sus-
pend a nest in eucalyptus or tea-tree foliage. Usually lay three
eggs that are incubated by both parents. Incubation and
nestling periods not known. Probably cooperative breeders.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.
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SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Stitchbird

Notiomystis cincta

TAXONOMY
Meliphaga cincta Du Bus, 1839, North Island, New Zealand.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Hihi; French: Méliphage hihi; German: Hihi; Spanish:
Pdjaro Puntado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

7 in (18 cm); female 1.1 oz (30 g), male 1.3 oz (36 g). Dark head,
throat, and upperparts with white patch behind eye. Yellow
breast with white belly; wings black with yellow and white tips.

DISTRIBUTION

Once widespread on North Island, but the only natural popula-
tion is on Little Barrier Island. They have been introduced to
several other islands, including Hen, Cuvier, Kapiti, and Tiritiri
Matingi off North Island and Mokoia Island in Lake Rotorua.

HABITAT
Warm temperate rainforest, especially in gullies.

BEHAVIOR

In pairs in breeding season and small groups at other times.
Male has an aggressive display with tail and ear-tufts raised and
showing off golden shoulders. Although pairs usually mate in
the conventional manner, males sometimes force the female to
copulate by holding her on her back on the ground. Such
males are typically not the partner, and this method of copulat-
ing is apparently unique among birds. High-pitched contact
calls, males give a loud whistling song. Roost in cavities.

Notiomystis cincta

Resident
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Insects are taken by gleaning and sallying. Forage extensively
on nectar and fruit of a wide variety of trees and shrubs, with
proportions varying seasonally.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breed as monogamous pairs but with frequent extra-pair cop-
ulations. Exceptional among honeyeaters in nesting in hol-
lows of dead or living trees. Will use nesting boxes on islands
with insufficient natural hollows. Complex nest built of sticks,
fern rhizomes, and rootlets. The nest is mostly built by fe-
male (occasionally more than one), but male may also collect
sticks. Two to five eggs are incubated solely by female for
about 16 days. Young are fed by both parents and fledge at
26-32 days (an exceptionally long period for a honeyeater).
Young join a creche one week after fledging and are not fed
by their parents.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Vulnerable, with population of about 5,000 on Little Barrier
Island. Populations reestablished on other islands remain small
and precarious. Previous threats included over-collection, loss
of nesting hollows, and introduced predators such as black rats
(Rattus rattus).

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Feathers of a large number of these birds were incorporated
into Maori ceremonial cloaks. ¢

Red myzomela
Myzomela cruentata

TAXONOMY
Myzomela cruentata Meyer, 1875, Arfak Mountains, New Guinea.

Myzomela cruentata

Resident

246

Vol. 11: Birds IV

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Red honeyeater; French: Myzomele vermillion; Ger-
man: Bluthonigfresser; Spanish: Meloncillo Rojo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4 in (11 cm), 0.25-0.30 oz (7-9 g). Small bird with entirely
scarlet plumage, with exception of dark undertail and wing
coverts.

DISTRIBUTION

Mountains of New Guinea from 2,000-4,800 feet (600-1,500
m), Yapen Island, Bismarck Archipelago. One subspecies in
New Guinea and five more on different islands of the Bis-
marcks.

HABITAT
Rainforest.

BEHAVIOR
Generally quiet and inconspicuous. Emit a high-pitched zseet.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed on flowers in tall forest trees as well as in sago. Insects
captured in the air and by probing into moss on high tree
branches. Typically forage in the forest canopy.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Poorly known.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; locally common.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Brown honeyeater
Lichmera indistincta

TAXONOMY
Meliphaga indistincta Vigors and Horsfield, 1827, King George
Sound, Western Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Least honeyeater, warbling honeyeater; French:
Méliphage brunitre; German: Braunhonigfresser; Spanish: Pa-
jaro Miel Castafio.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.3-6.3 in (11-16 cm); 0.3-0.4 oz (9-11 g). Drab olive-brown
upperparts with a whitish patch behind eye. Underparts fade
from light brown throat to whitish belly.

DISTRIBUTION

Most of Australia, except for the southeast, southern coast, and
parts of the center. Trans-Fly region of southern New Guinea,
Aru Islands, and Lesser Sundas from Tanimbar Islands west to
Bali. The only honeyeater to cross Wallace’s Line. The form
found in the Lesser Sundas is sometimes regarded as a distinct
species (L. limbata). Three subspecies recognized in Australia.

HABITAT

Mangroves, paperbark, and eucalyptus forests and woodlands,
heathlands, semi-arid shrublands in Australia; also in parks and
gardens. Mangroves, monsoon woodlands, scrub, secondary
growth, and cultivated areas in Lesser Sundas, from sea level to
8,000 feet (2,600 m).
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Lichmera indistincta

Resident

Phylidonyris novaehollandiae

Resident

BEHAVIOR

Usually singly or in pairs, sometimes in small groups. Present
year-round in many areas but also show local movements in re-
sponse to flowering, and occasionally found outside normal
range. A renowned singer with loud song described as rich,
cheerful, pleasing, and musical.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed on nectar from flowers of trees and shrubs, including
mangroves, eucalyptus, tea trees, and grevilleas. Insects are
taken from foliage and by aerial capture.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Long breeding season, although birds in northern Australia
breed in the dry season from April to September and those in
the south breed in spring and summer (July to January).
Tightly woven cup-shaped nest is usually within 6 ft (2 m) of
the ground. Clutch of two (occasionally one or three) eggs.
Probably only the female incubates, but both sexes feed young.
Incubation period lasts 12-14 days, and fledging occurs at
about 14 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; common in many parts of range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Successful in towns, where their song is appreciated by many.

New Holland honeyeater
Phylidonyris novaehollandiae

TAXONOMY
Certhia novaebollandiae Latham, 1790, Port Jackson, New South
Wales, Australia. Five subspecies.
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OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Yellow-winged honeyeater, white-bearded honeyeater,
white-eyed honeyeater; French: Mélephage de Nouvelle-Hol-
lande; German: Weissaugen-Honigfresser; Spanish: Pdjaro
Azicar de Alas Amarillas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.3-7.9 in (16-20 cm); 0.7 oz (20 g). Black head and upperparts,
white spots above and below eye. Black wings have yellow at
tips. Underparts black under bill fading to white under belly.

DISTRIBUTION
Southwestern Australia and southeastern Australia north to
about Brisbane, Tasmania.

HABITAT
Open forest and woodland with dense understory, heathland,
mallee heath.

BEHAVIOR

One of the best-studied honeyeaters. They are conspicuous,
active, and aggressive. Breeding males defend areas near the
nest by perching in conspicuous locations, calling, and chasing
intruders. May perform corroborees where up to about a dozen
birds gather closely together with much calling and wing flut-
tering. This may involve intraspecific interaction or be a re-
sponse to potential predators. Other displays involve spreading
the white ear-plumes, holding the bill open, and tail flicking.
Show complex but probably mostly local movements in re-
sponse to pattern of flowering. Calls mostly simple whistles,
with stronger calls during corroboree and in response to preda-
tors, and a warbling song flight.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Take nectar from a wide range of native plants, including euca-
lyptus, banksias, heaths, and mistletoes. May defend feeding terri-
tories. Insects mostly taken by sallying, although sometimes taken
from foliage or bark. Also take manna, lerp, and honeydew.
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

May breed at almost any time of year but is mostly concen-
trated in late winter to spring (July to September) with a sec-
ondary peak in autumn in some years and places. Several
attempts are made per year. The cup-shaped nest is placed in a
low shrub. Clutch size is typically two, sometimes three, and
occasionally one egg. Incubation and fledging periods last
about 14 days. Parents are occasionally helped by other birds.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; abundant in many areas.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
A well-known honeyeater in parks and gardens in southern
Australia. ®

Rufous-banded honeyeater
Conopophila albogularis

TAXONOMY
Entomophila albogularis Gould, 1843, Port Essington, Northern
Territory, Australia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Rufous-breasted honeyeater; French: Méliphage a
gorge blanc; German: Rostband-Honigfresser; Spanish: Pdjaro
Azicar de Bandas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.1in (13 cm); 0.4 oz (12 g). Black head, wings, and upperparts
with some yellow on wings. Underparts white, with wide ru-
fous band at breast.

Conopophila albogularis

Resident

248

Vol. 11: Birds IV

DISTRIBUTION
North of Northern Territory and Queensland. Patchily distrib-
uted in lowland New Guinea and on Aru Islands.

HABITAT
Riparian forests of paperbark (Melaleuca), eucalyptus wood-
lands, mangroves, vine thickets, town parks, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Poorly known. Territorial in breeding season, unobtrusive at
other times. Resident, but some evidence of local nomadism.
Emit an attractive, melodious, but squeaky song. Other calls
include zzheep, twittering, and chipping.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Highly insectivorous, foraging from outer foliage, especially of
wattles. Also take nectar from eucalyptus and paperbark flowers
and eat the arils that attach wattle seeds to the pod.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

May breed at any time but main peaks are in late dry (Septem-
ber—November) and late wet (January to March) seasons. The
purse-shaped nest is suspended from outer twigs of wattle or
paperbark, often over water. Usually two to three eggs (occa-
sionally one or four) that are incubated for about 14 days. Both
adults feed young that fledge at 14 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Very common in suburban Darwin.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Western spinebill
Acanthorbynchus superciliosus

TAXONOMY
Acanthorbynchus superciliosus Gould, 1837, Perth, Western Aus-
tralia.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Western spinebilled honeyeater; French: Méliphage
festonné; German: Buntkopf-Honigfresser; Spanish: Pico de
Espina Occidental.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5 in (14 cm); 0.35 oz (10 g). Head black, back and wings
grayish. Rufous band behind neck, and from throat to breast.
Underparts light gray with black and white bands below breast.
White bands behind bill and eye.

DISTRIBUTION
Southwestern Australia.

HABITAT
Heathland, woodland, and open forest with heathy understory.
Sometimes in mallee, rarely in gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Active. White outer tail feathers conspicuous in flight. Produce
audible wing beats. Exhibit flight displays, frequent rapid and
erratic chases, and male displays to female by fanning tail.
Emit twittering and whistling calls and song. Poorly under-
stood movements, perhaps local and in response to flowering
patterns of plants.
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Acanthorhynchus superciliosus

Resident

Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Probe flowers of banksias, eucalyptus, and numerous shrubs,
including Dryandra, Grevillea, Adenanthos, and Calothamnus, as
well as kangaroo paws (Anigozanthos). Also take insects, mostly
captured in the air but also gleaned from plants.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breed July to December, occasionally later. The rounded cup-
shaped nest is placed in a shrub or small tree. Female mostly
incubates the clutch of one or two eggs, but both parents feed
young. Incubation and fledging periods not known.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened, but has declined in northeastern part of range
due to extensive clearing of habitat; also adversely affected by fire.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Thui
Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae

TAXONOMY

Merops novaeseelandine Gmelin, 1788, Queen Charlotte Sound,
New Zealand.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Parson bird; French: Tui cravate-frisée; German: Tui;
Spanish: Pdjaro Sacerdote.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

10.5-12.5 in (27-32 cm); male 4.3 oz (120 g), female 3 oz (85
). Dark, iridescent plumage with two white throat tufts. Back
and flanks dark reddish brown. White collar and wing bars.
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DISTRIBUTION

New Zealand, including North Island, western and southeast-
ern South Island (patchy on the rest of South Island), Stewart
Island, other offshore islands, Chatham Islands, Raoul Island
in Kermadecs, and possibly vagrant on Snares and Auckland
Islands.

HABITAT

Podocarp, broadleaf, and beech forest, including remnants and
regrowth. Also in dense exotic vegetation and in parks and
gardens.

BEHAVIOR

Hold breeding territories and occur in loose groups outside
breeding season, when males dominate females and tuis domi-
nate other honeyeaters. May perform corroborees in small
groups near the ground. Resident, but with local movements;
more common in winter in urban areas. Males display song
flights. Song is highly complex, and tuis have been deemed
among the best singers in the world. The song is rich, melodi-
ous, and includes soft liquid warbling notes, bell-like calls, and
chimes interspersed with sighs, sobs, coughs, laughs, sneezes,
etc. Noisy flight is due to wing slots.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed on nectar from a wide range of plants, including Mez-
rosideros, Fuchsia, and New Zealand flax (Phormium tenax).
Glean insects, especially from foliage, and even sandhoppers
(Amphipoda). Fruit is also an important component of the diet
from late summer to winter. Honeydew is consumed from
scale insects on beech trees.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breed mostly October to January. The large, untidy nest is
placed in fork or shrub or tree. The clutch of two to four (oc-
casionally five) eggs is incubated by the female. Incubation and
fledging periods are about 14 days. Young are fed by both par-
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ents, but more by female. Nests preyed on by introduced
mammals and birds.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened, but has declined in many areas during nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries due to habitat loss, hunting, and
predation by introduced mammals and birds.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Hunted by Maoris, especially consumed at feasts, and Euro-
peans, who made pasties (pies) from them. Skins have been
used in ladies’ hats. Occasionally kept as pets. ®

Bishop’s oo
Mobho bishopi

TAXONOMY
Acrulocercus bishopi Rothschild, 1893, Molokai Island, Hawaii.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Molokai oo; French: Moho de Bishop; German:
Ohrbiischelmoho; Spanish: Oo Obispo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

12 in (31 cm). Smoky black neck, back, and underparts with
narrow white shaft lines on feathers. Wings and tail black.
Tufts of golden feathers at ear coverts, undertail, and axillary.

DISTRIBUTION
Maui Island, formerly Molokai Island, Hawaiian Islands.

HABITAT
Dense rainforest in mountains.

BEHAVIOR
Inquisitive but timid and alert. Very loud owow, owow-ow call.
The long graduated tail of male oos may have been used, along
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with the yellow feathers on wing, neck, and tail coverts, to dis-
play to the female.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feed on nectar from lobelia flowers. Also take insects from up-
per canopy.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Not known, but possibly a hollow nester like the Kauai oo.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Critically Endangered, last seen on Molokai in 1904. Rediscov-
ered on Maui in 1981. Probably wiped out on Molokai due to
habitat loss and introduced malaria. Perhaps restricted to high-
est parts of Maui due to introduced malaria in the lowlands.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Snared by native Hawaiians for its yellow plumes, which were
used for ceremonial cloaks. ¢

Greater Sulawesi honeyeater
Myza sarasinorum

TAXONOMY
Myza sarasinorum Meyer and Wiglesworth, 1895, Matinan
Mountains, north Celebes (Sulawesi).

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: White-eared myza, greater streaked honeyeater, spot-
headed honeyeater; French: Méliphage a points; German: Saras-
inhonigfresser; Spanish: Pdjaro Azicar de Cabeza Moteada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
8 in (20 cm); weight about 1 oz (30 g). Long body and long,
decurved bill. Head black with pinkish white patch behind eye.

Moho bishopi

Resident

Myza sarasinorum

Resident
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Rufous from chin to vent, with breast and back mottled rufous
brown. Brown rump and tail.

DISTRIBUTION
Sulawesi, with separate subspecies in northern, central, and
southeastern parts of the island.

HABITAT

Montane and elfin moss forest, at 5,000-8,500 ft (1,700-2,800 m).

BEHAVIOR

Ocecur singly or in pairs, active and pugnacious. Described as
squirrel-like in the way that they scurry about the branches of
moss-draped trees. Wide variety of calls, including zunk, kep,
kik, kuik, zip, and tuck. Also emit a high-pitched squeaky song.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forage from the understory to the treetops, taking arthropods
from epiphytes and probing flowers, especially flowers of
gingers.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Not known.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common in suitable habitat.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Puff-backed meliphaga
Meliphaga aruensis

TAXONOMY
Meliphaga auriculata Salvadori, 1881, Utanata River, New
Guinea.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Puff-backed honeyeater; French: Méliphage bouffant;
German: Aruhonigfresser; Spanish: Melifago de Lomo Inflado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.7 in (17 cm); 1.1 oz (30 g). Olive-green upperparts with nar-
row yellowish rictal spot on sides of head; blackish lores; and
gray underparts washed yellow, darker on flanks. Feet dull
gray, bill blackish brown.

DISTRIBUTION
New Guinea from sea level to 4,000 ft (1,200 m), Aru, Yapen,
West Papuan, D’Entrecasteaux, and Trobriand Islands.

HABITAT
Lowland rainforest, especially in dense regrowth after distur-
bance in both secondary and primary forest.

BEHAVIOR

Shy, usually hidden and very hard to identify from several sim-
ilar meliphagas with which they may occur. Voice is a rapid se-
ries of mellow staccato notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Take fruit, nectar, and insects by gleaning in the understory
and lower canopy.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Breeding recorded March through April and August through
December. The cup-shaped nest of dead leaves and bark is sus-
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Meliphaga aruensis

Resident

pended in shrub or sapling. Female incubates one or two eggs,
and both adults feed young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Belford’s melidectes
Melidectes belfordi

TAXONOMY
Melirrhophetes belfordi De Vis, 1890, Mount Knutsford, New
Guinea. Seven subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Belford’s honeyeater; French: Méliphage de Belford,;
German: Belfordhonigfresser; Spanish: Pdjaro Miel de Belford.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

10.7 in (27 cm); female 2.1 oz (60 g), male 2.6 oz (74 g). Light
blue bare face skin and whitish wattles. Crown, lores, cheeks,
and throat black, with white brow stripe and broad white
streaks at side of throat. Gray underparts with brownish belly
and undertail.

DISTRIBUTION

Central ranges of New Guinea from 5,250 to 12,500 ft (1,600
to 3,800 m). They also hybridize with yellow-browed
melidectes (M. rufocrissalis) in the eastern part of range.

HABITAT
Mountain rainforests, extending into pockets of shrubbery in
subalpine grasslands.
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Melidectes belfordi

Resident

Melipotes fumigatus

Resident

BEHAVIOR

Boisterous and aggressive toward other species at flowering
trees. Sail across openings with wings held widely spread, with
infrequent flaps. Noisy, loud, and repeated calls, with gurgling,
coughing, cackling, cawing, and piping notes.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feed in canopy on nectar, arthropods, and some fruit. Glean
from vines and foliage and probe into moss and epiphytes.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeding season April to July or later. The deep cup-shaped
nest is made of moss, twigs, and hairs from the fronds of tree
ferns. Egg apparently undescribed.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Common smoky honeyeater
Melipotes fumigatus

TAXONOMY
Melipotes fumigatus Meyer, 1886, southeast New Guinea.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Common melipotes, smoky honeyeater; French:
Méliphage enfumé; German: Aschbrust-Honigfresser; Spanish:
Pijaro Azdcar Comun.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
8.6 in (22 cm); female 1.9 oz (52 g), male 2.1 oz (58 g). Orange-
yellow face skin and ear wattle; blackish brown upperparts. Un-
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derparts are dark gray-brown, paler on throat and abdomen. Bill
blackish; legs sooty gray.

DISTRIBUTION
Central ranges of New Guinea, and Kumawa, Fakfak, Foya,
and Cyclops ranges, at 3,000-13,000 ft (1,000-4,200 m).

HABITAT
Montane rainforest, forest edge, secondary growth, and gardens.

BEHAVIOR
Quiet and sluggish for a honeyeater, although sometimes ag-
gressive. Call is a weak, monotonous swit...swit...swit....

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feed mostly on small fruits in mid-story and canopy. Also eat
small insects by gleaning and sallying.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nest August to October. The nest is loose and cup-shaped and
made of leaves and moss and is held together with black fibers
from a fungus. Females lay one egg. Young are fed on fruit.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Cape sugarbird

Promerops cafer

TAXONOMY
Merops cafer Linnaeus, 1758, Cape of Good Hope, South Africa.

Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia



Vol. 11: Birds IV

Promerops cafer

Resident

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Sugarbird; French: Promérops du cap; German: Ka-
phonigfresser; Spanish: Pdjaro Azicar de el Cabo.

Family: Australian honeyeaters

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Females 9.5-11.5 in (24-29 cm), males 14.5-17 in (37-44 cm),
including long tail; 1.5 oz (42 g). Rufous head and breast. Dis-
tinctive long bill and long, brownish tail feathers. Chin is white
with a moustachial dark streak. Abdomen is whitish, vent yellow.

DISTRIBUTION
South Cape Province, South Africa.

HABITAT
Fynbos (coastal heathland).

BEHAVIOR

Single or paired, sometimes in small flocks. Males in breeding
season perform aerial displays in which wings are clapped to-
gether and tail is held high. Both sexes defend flowering
bushes from other sugarbirds and sunbirds. Song is a sustained
jumble of discordant notes. Emit harsh alarm call of chicks and
clatters. Show local and altitudinal movements in response to
flowering of proteas.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage on nectar, especially of Proteaceae, and on insects cap-
tured in flight or gleaned from plants.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breed from February to August, but varies with local timing of
flowering. The deep cup-shaped nest is placed in a bush or low
tree and is made from grass and twigs and lined with plant
down. Lay two buff to reddish brown eggs with brown spots,
streaks, and blotches.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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A
Vireos and peppershrikes
(Vireonidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Vireonidae

Thumbnail description

A group of small, plain-colored songbirds of
forests and woodlands; they feed by gleaning
invertebrates from plants and may also eat
small berries

Size
4-7 in (10-18 cm)

Number of genera, species
4 genera; 43 species

Habitat
A wide range of types of forests, woodlands,
and shrublands, from boreal to humid tropical

Conservation status

Critically Endangered: 1 species; Endangered: 1
species; Vulnerable: 1 species; Near
Threatened: 2 species

Distribution

Boreal regions of North America, tropics of Central and South America, and
temperate woodlands of southern South America

Evolution and systematics

Vireonidae is comprised of 43 species of small arboreal
songbirds, divided into four genera. The phylogenetic rela-
tionships of the Vireonidae with other families are not totally
clear, but they appear to be closely related to the New World
warblers (family Parulidae).

Vireonidae is divided into three subfamilies: the Vireoni-
nae, consisting of the true vireos (genus Vireo) and greenlets
(Hylophilus); the Cyclarhidinae or peppershrikes (Cyclarbis);

and the Vireolaniinae or shrike-vireos (Vireolanius).

Physical characteristics

The vireos are small, plain-colored songbirds; the name
vireo is derived from the Latin word for “greenish.” The bird
has a short, somewhat heavy, pointed beak, with a small hook
at the end formed by the overhanging tip of the upper
mandible. The wings may be rounded at the end, or may be
more pointed. The legs are short but strong. Vireos are typ-
ically colored olive gray, olive brown, greenish, or yellowish
above; they have a white, light gray, yellow, or yellow-washed
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breast and belly. Most species have a black line through the
eye and a white stripe above it, but some have a light-colored
eye-ring. A pale wing bar is generally present. The sexes are
colored similarly.

Distribution

Vireos and their allies range widely over the Americas,
from the boreal and temperate regions of North America,
through the tropics of Central and South America, to the tem-
perate woodlands of southern South America. They occur in
northern Canada; throughout most of the United States,
Mexico, and Central America; and in most of South Amer-
ica, as far south as Uruguay, northern Argentina, and north-
ern Chile. Northern species of vireos are migratory, while
those breeding in the tropics and subtropics are resident.

Habitat

These birds inhabit a wide range of forests and woodlands,
including boreal, temperate, and tropical types.
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A black-capped vireo (Vireo atricapillus) feeds its young. (Photo by S.
& S. Rucker/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

Behavior

Vireos are usually solitary, or they appear as a breeding
pair or family group. They sometimes participate in mixed-
species foraging flocks during the nonbreeding season. They
are deliberate but active birds. Their song is generally loud
and melodic, and consists of several repeated phrases. Songs
are varied and rather complex, and species may have from
about 10 to more than 100 song types. The males sing fre-
quently and persistently, often while foraging; they may even
sing while on the nest.

Feeding ecology and diet

Vireos and their allies feed by gleaning insects, spiders, and
other invertebrates from foliage, flowers, bark, and other plant
surfaces. They also may eat small berries and other fruits.

Reproductive biology

Migratory species pair up soon after their arrival on the
breeding grounds in the spring, with the male delimiting and
defending the territory by song. The open, cup-shaped nest
is made of spider and silkworm webbing, fine grass stems,
other plant fibers, lichens, mosses, and feathers. The nest is
usually located at the fork of a branch, hanging below the
place of attachment, either close to the ground or high in the
canopy.

The clutch size is two to five, and the eggs vary in color
from whitish to speckled. Both sexes share in incubating the
eggs and caring for the young. The incubation period is typ-
ically 12-14 days, and the nestlings fledge at nine to 11 days.
The fledglings cannot fly well at first but are good at scram-
bling on branches and in shrubs. They are fed by the parents
for about three weeks after leaving the nest.

Migratory species try to nest two to three times each sea-
son. Nesting vireos are highly vulnerable to parasitism by
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species of cowbirds, and to predation by small mammals,

snakes, and predatory birds.

Conservation status

The IUCN lists five species in the Vireonidae as being at
risk due to loss of habitat as a result of agricultural conver-
sion of forest, logging, and other human activities. The Saint
Andrew vireo (Vireo caribaeus) of the Caribbean island of Saint
Andrew is listed as Critically Endangered. The Choco vireo
(Viireo masteri) is known only from a tiny range in Colombia;
it is Endangered because of the loss of most of its montane
tropical rainforest habitat. The black-capped vireo (Vireo atr-
icapillus) of Mexico and the southern United States is Vul-
nerable. The Noronha vireo (Vireo gracilirostris) of Brazil and
the Blue Mountain vireo (Vireo osburni) of Jamaica are Near
Threatened, but they too have suffered large population de-
clines due to the loss and fragmentation of their habitats.

Significance to humans

Vireos and their allies are not of direct importance to hu-
mans. It is important that research be undertaken to better
understand the biology and habitat needs of the rare and en-
dangered species of vireonids.

Red-eyed vireo (Vireo olivaceus) nest with a cowbird’s egg. (Photo by
Mary M. Thacher. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by permission.)
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1. Red-eyed vireo (Vireo olivaceus); 2. Bell’s vireo (Vireo bellii); 3. Warbling vireo (Vireo gilvus); 4. Rufous-browed peppershrike (Cyclarhis guja-
nensis); 5. Lemon-chested greenlet (Hylophilus thoracicus); 6. Slaty-capped shrike-vireo (Vireolanius leucotis); 7. Black-capped vireo (Vireo atri-
capillus). (Illustration by Michelle Meneghini)
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Species accounts

Red-eyed vireo
Vireo olivaceus

TAXONOMY
Vireo olivaceus Linneaus, 1766.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Noronha vireo, yellow-green vireo; French: Viréo aux
yeux rouges; German: Rotaugenvireo; Spanish: Vireo de Ojos
Rojos.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6 in (15 cm). Olive green upperparts; white breast and belly.
Dark tips on wings, but no wing-bars. Dark red iris; a black

line through the eye and a white one above. Head has a gray
crown.

Vireo olivaceus

Breeding Nonbreeding
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DISTRIBUTION

Breeds throughout much of the United States and Canada;
winters in Central America and South America as far south as
Argentina.

HABITAT
Deciduous-dominated forest and woodlands.

BEHAVIOR

A migratory species that defends a breeding territory. The
robinlike song is a series of loud, high-pitched, melodious,
whistled phrases.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Eats small invertebrates. Usually forages on foliage, flowers,
and limb surfaces, but will also capture flying insects; feeds on
small fruits when invertebrates are not abundant.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a small, cup-shaped nest that hangs from a fork in a tree
branch. Lays two to four eggs, incubated by both parents for
11-14 days. Often raises two broods per season.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened, but its numbers are declining in some parts of
its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Birdwatchers may look for this species. 4

Bell’s vireo
Vireo bellii

TAXONOMY
Vireo bellii Audubon, 1844.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Viréo de Bell; German: Braunaugenvireo; Spanish:
Vireo de Bell.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4 in (11 cm). A relatively small and dull-colored vireo, with
olive-gray upperparts, white underneath, a broken (or incom-
plete) white eye-ring, and faint whitish wing-bars.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds in the southwestern and central United States and
south to parts of northern Mexico; winters from Baja Califor-
nia to Honduras.

HABITAT
Shrubby vegetation, such as thickets of willows and mesquite,
especially in riparian habitat near streams and rivers.

BEHAVIOR

A migratory species that defends a breeding territory. The
song is a loud, high-pitched, melodious series of simple
phrases.
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Vireo bellii

Breeding Nonbreeding

Vireo atricapillus

Breeding Nonbreeding

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feeds actively on invertebrates in foliage, flowers, and limb
surfaces. Also eats small berries when invertebrates are not
abundant.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a small, cup-shaped nest that hangs from a fork in a tree
branch. Lays three or four eggs, incubated by both parents for
about 14 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened by IUCN criteria; relatively widespread and
abundant. Some populations are threatened by habitat loss
due to agriculture, mining, flood-control projects, and reser-
voir construction. In 1986, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice placed a subspecies, the least Bell’s vireo (Vireo bellii
pusillus), on the U.S. Endangered Species List. The Fish and
Wildlife Service regulates human activities in riparian habitat
used by the least Bell’s vireo in southern California and else-
where in its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Black-capped vireo

Vireo atricapillus

TAXONOMY
Vireo atricapillus Woodhouse, 1852.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

French: Viréo a téte noire; German: Schwarzkopfvireo; Span-
ish: Vireo de Capa Negra.
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

About 4.5 in (12 cm); a small vireo with olive-colored upper-
parts, white underneath, a yellow wash beneath the wings, yel-
low wing-bars, and a red iris. Males have a glossy black head
and white eye-rings that resemble eyeglasses. Females are simi-
lar, but the head is slate gray.

DISTRIBUTION
Breeds in parts of Texas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Missouri, and
north-central Mexico; winters along the west coast of Mexico.

HABITAT

Open, grassy woodlands with clumps of shrubs and trees.
Prefers the low-lying vegetation that grows back after a fire in
juniper and oak woodlands.

BEHAVIOR
A short-distance migrant. Defends a breeding territory. The
song is a series of slowly repeated, husky, complex phrases.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Primarily feeds on invertebrates gleaned from leaves of trees
and shrubs, but also eats small fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped, hanging nest at a branch fork of a shrub
or low tree. Lays three or four eggs, which are incubated for

14-19 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened by IUCN criteria, though some populations
are threatened by habitat loss caused by agriculture, mining,
flood-control projects, and reservoir construction. Subject to
severe nest parasitism by cowbirds. In 1986, the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service placed it on the U.S. Endangered Species List
in recognition of extensive habitat loss and damage. Efforts are
underway in Texas and Oklahoma to trap cowbirds and remove
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them from nesting areas of the black-capped vireo. The Fish
and Wildlife Service regulates human activities in critical ripar-
ian habitat used by the black-capped vireo.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Warbling vireo
Vireo gilvus

TAXONOMY
Vireo gilva Vieillot, 1808.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Eastern warbling-vireo, brown-capped vireo, Western
warbling-vireo; French: Viréo mélodieux; German: Sigervireo,
Braunkappenvireo; Spanish: Vireo Chipe.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

About 5.5 in (14 cm). The upper body is uniformly gray, with
white underparts, light-yellow flanks, and a white line over
the eye.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds widely in southern and western Canada, through most
of the United States, and in part of north-central Mexico; win-
ters in Mexico and Guatemala.

HABITAT
Hardwood-dominated forests.

BEHAVIOR
A migratory species that defends a breeding territory. The
song is a slow warble.
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FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on invertebrates gleaned from leaves, flowers, and
branches, and also eats small fruits.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Builds a small, cup-shaped nest that hangs from a forked tree
branch. Lays three or four eggs, incubated by both parents for
about 14 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. A widespread and abundant songbird, but its
numbers are declining in some parts of its breeding range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, except indirect economic benefits of birding. &

Lemon-chested greenlet
Hylophilus thoracicus

TAXONOMY
Hylophilus thoracicus Temminck, 1822.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Rio de Janeiro greenlet; French: Viréon a plastron;
German: Gelbbrustvireo; Spanish: Vireillo de Pecho Limén.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

About 5 in (13 cm). A slim-bodied bird with a short, pointed
beak. The upperparts are uniformly olive-green, the chest yel-
low, the belly and chin light gray, and the iris white.

Vireo gilvus

Breeding Nonbreeding

Hylophilus thoracicus

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

Northern South America, southeastern Venezuela and Colom-
bia, eastern Peru, northern Bolivia, and southeastern and Ama-
zonian Brazil.

HABITAT

Humid tropical forest and forest edges, as high as about 2,000
ft (600 m).

BEHAVIOR
A nonmigratory species that defends a breeding territory. The
song is a series of rapid, rolling “peeer” phrases.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

An extremely active forager for insects and other invertebrates,
gleaned from foliage, flowers, and limbs; also eats small fruits.
Occurs in mixed-species foraging flocks.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest that hangs from a forked tree branch.
Both parents incubate the eggs and care for the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Rufous-browed peppershrike

Cyclarhis gujanensis

TAXONOMY
Cyclarbis gujanensis Gmelin J.F., 1789.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Sourciroux mélodieux; German: Rostbrauenvireo;
Spanish: Alegrin de Cejas Rojizas.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5-6 in (14-15 cm). The body is relatively heavy, the head
large, and the beak stout. The back is dark olive-green, the
chest and flanks are yellow, the belly white, the top of the head
gray, and a broad rufous stripe over the eye.

DISTRIBUTION
Widespread from southeastern Mexico to central Argentina,
but missing from most of Amazonia.

HABITAT

Dry and moist forest borders, scrub, and clearings with trees
present, as high as about 6,600 ft (2,000 m).

BEHAVIOR

A nonmigratory species; defends a breeding territory. The
song—a repeated, musical phrase—is given throughout the
year. Individual birds have several song types, and there are re-
gional dialects.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feeds on insects and other invertebrates gleaned from foliage,
flowers, and limbs; also eats small fruits. Occurs in mixed-
species foraging flocks.
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Cyclarhis gujanensis

Resident

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Pairs stay together throughout the year. Builds a cup-shaped
nest that hangs from a forked tree branch. Both parents incu-
bate the eggs and care for the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Slaty-capped shrike-vireo

Vireolanius leucotis

TAXONOMY
Vireolanius leucotis Swainson, 1838.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Smaragdan oreillard; German: Scieferkoptvireo; Span-
ish: Follajero de Capa Oscura.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

About 5.5 in (14 cm). The body is relatively heavy, the head
large, and the beak stout. The back is olive green, the chest
and belly are yellow, the top of the head and cheeks gray, with
a broad yellow stripe over the eye.
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Vireolanius leucotis

Resident

Vol. 11: Birds IV

DISTRIBUTION

Widespread in northern South America, including parts of
Colombia, Ecuador, southern Venezuela, the Guianas, much of
Amazonian Brazil, northern Bolivia, and eastern Peru.

HABITAT
Humid tropical forest, as high as about 6,250 ft (1,800 m).

BEHAVIOR
A nonmigratory species that defends a breeding territory. The
song is a loud, repeated, simple phrase.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feeds on insects and other invertebrates gleaned from foliage,
flowers, and limbs.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Builds a cup-shaped nest that hangs from a forked tree branch.
Both parents incubate the eggs and care for the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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New World finches

(Emberizidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Emberizidae

Thumbnail description

Small to medium-sized, highly vocal songbirds
with short, conical bill and short to medium-
length tail; most species have brown, olive, or
gray plumage, but many are brightly colored

Size
4-9.5 in (10-24 cm); 0.3-2.6 oz (8-75 g)

Number of genera, species
72 genera; 291 species

Habitat

Grasslands, marshes, arctic tundra, alpine
meadows, open woodlands, park land, and
hedgerows

Distribution

Conservation status

Critically Endangered: 6 species; Endangered: 7
species; Vulnerable: 9 species; Near
Threatened: 2 species

Evolution and systematics

Buntings and New World sparrows are variously treated
as a family (Emberizidae; New World finches) or as a sub-
family (Emberizinae) of the Fringillidae. Most commonly,
however, these are recognized as distinct families. No di-
rect information exists about the origin of these closely re-
lated families, but scientists believe that they must have
evolved in the New World. Currently all but the Ember-
izidae are restricted to the New World, and even the
buntings are most diverse in the Americas (only 42 species
in five genera are found elsewhere). All of the known fos-
sils are from the New World and date from the Lower
Pliocene to the Holocene.

Physical characteristics

Emberizids range in size from petite blue-black grassquits
(Volatinia jacarina) that weigh as little as 0.28 oz (8 g) to Cal-
ifornia towhees (Pipilo crissalis) that weigh up to 2 oz (60 g).
Many species have subdued brown, beige, or gray colors,
commonly with complex facial patterns of black, white, buff,
and sometime yellow stripes. Males generally are somewhat
larger than females. In many species the sexes are alike in
plumage pattern, but in others males and females look strik-
ingly different. Many buntings feed on the ground and have
medium-sized legs with rather large feet; some hop on the
ground whereas others run. Relatively short, conical bills are
characteristic.
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Practically worldwide; absent from extreme Southeast Asia, Australasia (introduced
into New Zealand), and Madagascar

Distribution

Emberizids are found throughout the New World, from
Greenland to the islands in Arctic Canada and south to Cape
Horn. Several species live in the Galdpagos Islands. In the
Old World, buntings are found across Eurasia south to India,
Malaysia, the Philippines, and Borneo (in winter), and
throughout Africa (but not Madagascar). They are not found
in extreme southeastern Asia or in New Guinea or Australia;
two species have been introduced into New Zealand.

Habitat

Buntings and New World sparrows live in a variety of habi-
tats, but most inhabit fairly open, brushy, or grassland areas.
Of the many species of buntings that breed and winter in
grasslands, some inhabit short, dry grasslands, whereas oth-
ers live in tall grass in wet meadows. Some emberizids inhabit
arctic or alpine tundra; others breed in marshes or woodlands.

Behavior

Although sparrows commonly sing at night during breed-
ing season, they are diurnal. Most sparrows and buntings are
territorial, and territorial males use song, chasing, and fights
to defend their territories, which generally serve as a place to
build a nest and to forage. When singing, males often sit in
a conspicuous place and throw back their head to sing. Com-
monly, they sing with the feathers of their crown or rump
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1. Lapland longspur female (Calcarius lapponicus) solicitation display; 2. Snow bunting (Plectrophenax nivalis) song-flight; 3. Reed bunting (Em-
beriza schoeniclus) singing with rump feathers ruffed; 4. Corn bunting (Emberiza calandra) dangling-legs display. (lllustration by Bruce Worden)

ruffed. Many species, especially those that live in tundra or
prairies, sing their songs while in flight as a part of an elab-
orate flight display. When soliciting food or copulation, spar-
rows generally point their head forward, more-or-less parallel
with the ground, elevate their tail, and shiver their wings.

During migration and winter, sparrows may be seen in
small, loose, often mixed-species flocks. Some species, how-
ever, form large flocks.

Feeding ecology and diet

Most sparrows feed on or near the ground as they pick up
insects or fallen grass seeds. Some scratch away leaf litter to
find food. Towhees (Pipilo) use a distinctive double scratch
when feeding: they remain stationary while scratching back-
ward simultaneously with both feet. The conical bill efficiently
handles and shells seeds; large-billed species can crack hard
seeds that many other birds could not eat. Some species, espe-
cially seedeaters (Sporophila) and grassquits (Volitinia and Tiaris),
feed almost exclusively on seeds; they cling to tall grass and
pick seeds from seed heads. Although seeds are an important
part of the winter diet of almost all species, during nesting sea-
sons most feed insects to their nestlings. Fruit is eaten when
available. Woodpecker finches (Cactospiza pallida) of the Gala-
pagos Islands hold a cactus spine or stick in their bill and use
it to pry insects and their larvae from dead branches.
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Reproductive biology

Most buntings and New World sparrows are socially
monogamous (during any single breeding season a single male
is associated with a single female), but there are exceptions.
In some species, and in some populations within a species,

A painted bunting (Passerina ciris) bathes in shallow water. (Photo by
B. Schorre/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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A black-throated sparrow (Amphispiza bilineata) drinks from an outside
faucet. (Photo by Sam Fried/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

A woodpecker finch (Cactospiza pallida) uses a small twig to retrieve
insects from a hole in a branch. One of “Darwin’s finches,” the wood-
pecker finch is found in the Galapagos Islands. (Photo by Alan
Root/Okapia. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

Le Conte’s sparrow (Ammodramus leconteii) singing in Montana.
A large cactus ground-finch (Geospiza conirostris) feeds on a cactus (Photo by Anthony Mercieca. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by
flower. (Photo by K. Schafer/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.) permission.)
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A small ground-finch (Geospiza fuliginosa) picks ticks from a marine iguana on Fernandina Island in the Galapagos Islands. (Photo by Tui De Roy.
Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

males are polygynous (one male mated with two or more fe-
males). Polygyny in sparrows often seems to occur when birds
nest in high density. In a few sparrow species no pair bond is
formed. Rather, during any breeding season individuals of
both sexes mate promiscuously. In all sparrows the female
alone incubates the eggs, but in general, both members of a
pair help to feed and care for the young.

Conservation status

Seven emberizid species are listed as Endangered, six as
Ciritically Endangered, nine as Vulnerable, and two as Lower
Risk/Near Threatened. For example, pale-headed brush-
finches (Atlapetes pallidiceps), a species found only in south-
western Ecuador, is threatened by the near total removal of
vegetation in its tiny range, and it may be extinct. Sierra Madre
sparrows (Xenospiza baileyi) of south central Mexico were
never widespread but now are limited to a small area of bunch-
grass habitat just south of Mexico City. Cuban sparrows
(Torreornis inexpectata) are scrub-dwelling birds found in three
different areas of Cuba; each of these populations is small,
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and they are threatened by habitat destruction. In eastern
North America, many sparrows are declining in numbers or
have disappeared as marginal farms have been abandoned and
reverted to woodlands or as urban development has replaced
meadows. Similarly, in northwestern Europe, some species
that inhabit open country have declined in numbers, proba-
bly because of changes in farming practices. In central and
western North America, many grassland species are declining
as a consequence of habitat degradation. Many of the Cen-
tral and South American seedeaters are popular cage birds,
and intense commercial trapping, particularly in northern Ar-
gentina, has led to substantial declines in many populations.

Significance to humans

Many species of buntings have pretty songs and are pop-
ular as cage birds in many parts of the world. Although many
species eat substantial numbers of insects that may be agri-
cultural pests, they probably do not destroy insects in suffi-
cient quantities to be of economic significance.
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1. Chipping sparrow (Spizella passerina); 2. Savannah sparrow (Passerculus sandwichensis); 3. Blue-black grassquit (Volatinia jacarina); 4. Lark
bunting (Calamospiza melanocorys); 5. Chestnut-capped brush-finch (Atlapetes brunneinucha); 6. Variable seedeater (Sporophila americana); 7.
Plumbeous sierra-finch (Phrygilus unicolor); 8. Bachman’s sparrow (Aimophila aestivalis); 9. Eastern towhee (Pipilo erythrophthalmus); 10. Wood-
pecker finch (Cactospiza pallida). (Illustration by Bruce Worden)
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1. Reed bunting (Emberiza schoeniclus); 2. White-throated sparrow (Zonotrichia albicollis); 3. Snow bunting (Plectrophenax nivalis); 4. Rock bunting
(Emberiza cia); 5. Corn bunting (Miliaria calandra); 6. Yellowhammer (Emberiza citrinella); 7. Lapland longspur (Calcarius lapponicus); 8. Dark-
eyed junco (Junco hyemalis); 9. Nelson’s sharp-tailed sparrow (Ammodramus nelsoni); 10. Song sparrow (Melospiza melodia); 11. Crested bunting
(Melophus lathami). (lllustration by Bruce Worden)
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Species

Nelson’s sharp-tailed sparrow
Ammodyamus nelsoni

TAXONOMY
Ammodramus caudacutus var. nelsoni Allen, 1875, Cook Co.,
Illinois. Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Nelson’s sparrow, Acadian sparrow, sharp-tailed spar-
row; French: Bruant des Nelson; German: Nelsonammer;
Spanish: Gorrién Coliagudo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5-5 in (11-13 cm); 0.14-0.74 oz (14-21 g). Small, sharp-
tailed sparrows with broad median crown stripe outlined by
brown lateral crown stripe, a yellow-ochre stripe above the eye,
a brown stripe through the eye, and gray ear coverts and nape.
The back is dark brown, usually with distinct grayish or white
stripes. Underparts are pale yellow with faint brown streaks on
side of throat and flanks. Birds breeding in the maritimes of
Canada and coastal Maine are less brightly colored. Sexes are
alike. Juveniles lack the grayish color.

DISTRIBUTION

A. n. nelsoni breeds from north Alberta, central Saskatchewan,
and south Manitoba to northeast South Dakota and winters
along the Gulf Coast and southern coast of California. 4. .
alterus breeds on the south coast of Hudson Bay and James Bay
and winters along the coast of the United States from New
York to southern Texas. A. n. subvirgatus breeds along the
coast of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, the coast of Quebec, Nova

Ammodramus nelsoni

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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Scotia, and New Brunswick to central Maine and winters from
coastal Massachusetts to northern Florida.

HABITAT

In the prairies, breed in freshwater marshes where cordgrass
and whitetop are common. Along the shores of James and
Hudson Bays, they are found in dense sedge bogs, generally
where there are a few dwarf birch trees. In the maritime
provinces and Quebec they are found in rank, wet grassland
and salt marshes. During migration, they may be found in wet
fields and marshes, often in cattail. In winter they are found
along the coast in freshwater and salt marsh habitats, but most
commonly in brackish marshes.

BEHAVIOR

Males sing persistently during breeding season and commonly
sing at night. They may sing from a bush, from the ground,
or during an elaborate aerial display. On the ground, they
commonly run.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

During breeding season they principally feed on insects and
other arthropods but also on small mollusks. In fall and winter
seeds become important. They feed while walking through
dense grasses or while clambering in vegetation.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Nonterritorial and promiscuous. Only the female provides
parental care. The nest is usually a simple cup of coarse grass
placed on the ground or just above water in marshes. Nesting
takes place in June and July. Incubation of four to five eggs
lasts about 12 days, and the young fledge after about 10 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened, though marsh degradation and loss have
caused serious problems in some populations.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Song sparrow
Melospiza melodia

TAXONOMY
Fringilla melodia Wilson, 1810, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
Thirty-eight subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Bruant chanteur; German: Singammer; Spanish: Gorrién
Cantor.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5-7 in (12-17 cm); 0.67-1.5 oz (19-42 g). Song sparrows are
medium to large sized sparrows with a long, round tail. The
head is brown to light rusty with paler median crown stripe,
grayish stripe above the eye, conspicuous brown malar stripes, a
brown mottled back, and heavily streaked breast with a dark
central breast spot. Sexes are alike. Juveniles have brown crowns,
are heavily streaked below, and are generally more buff in color
than adults. This species is highly variable geographically.
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Melospiza melodia

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

DISTRIBUTION

Breed from the Aleutian Islands, along the southern coast of
Alaska, east across southern Nunavut, northern Ontario, and
central Quebec to southwest Newfoundland, and south to
Georgia, Missouri, Nebraska, New Mexico, Arizona, and Cali-
fornia. Locally resident in Baja California and central Mexico.
Resident in Alaska and along the Pacific coast, but most north-
ern-breeding birds migrate in winter to southern Florida, the
Gulf Coast, northern Mexico, and southern Baja California.

HABITAT
Generally found in open brushy habitats, often near ponds,
streams, or marshes. In winter, they are found in brush and

woodland edge.

BEHAVIOR

Generally stay low in vegetation, but they often perch conspic-
uously in a tree, bush, or on top of a weed when singing. In
flight they appear to pump the tail, and they hop or run on the
ground. They defend territories with chases and fights. In win-
ter, they can be found in loose flocks that often contain other
species of sparrows.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

In summer, they eat primarily insects and other invertebrates,
but in winter they eat mostly seeds. Song sparrows feed on the
ground or by picking food from vegetation.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Socially monogamous. The nest is a bulky cup of leaves, strips
of bark, grass, and other plants, commonly placed on the
ground among grasses, low in a bush, or rarely in a cavity.
They usually lay three to six eggs. Nesting takes place from
late February (in the southern parts of their range) into Au-
gust. Incubation takes 10-14 days, and young fledge in 7-14
days. Both parents feed the young.
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CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

White-throated sparrow
Zonotrichia albicollis

TAXONOMY
Fringilla albicollis Gmelin, 1789, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: White throat, Canada bird; French: Bruant a gorge
blanche; German: Weisskehlammer; Spanish: Gorrién
Gorjiblanco.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6-7 in (15-17 cm); 0.9 oz (26 g). Adults have a pale or white
stripe above the eye that is yellow in front of the eye, a pale
or white median crown stripe, a white throat, brown or rusty
brown back, and a pale grayish brown breast that often is
slightly streaked. Sexes similar. Juveniles have an indistinct
median crown stripe and their breast and flanks are heavily
streaked with brown.

DISTRIBUTION

Breed from central Yukon to northern Manitoba and across
northern Ontario through central Quebec and Newfoundland;
also south to New York, Michigan, Manitoba, and British
Columbia. Winter along the Pacific Coast and in the east from
Ontario, Michigan, and Colorado to Texas, the Gulf Coast,
and Florida.

Zonotrichia albicollis

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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HABITAT

Inhabit brush during all seasons. They most often breed in
fairly open mixed woodlands, commonly where spruce, balsam
fir, birch, and aspens predominate. In winter they are found in
dense deciduous thickets or brush piles, often along the edge
of woodlands or in woodland clearings.

BEHAVIOR

During breeding season, males sing persistently, usually from
an inconspicuous perch. In winter, they are often found in
small, loose flocks and sometimes associate with other species
of sparrow.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
In breeding season, they principally eat insects, but during mi-
gration and in winter they eat mostly seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The nest is placed on or near the ground in ar-
eas where there are small trees interspersed with low vegeta-
tion. Nesting occurs from late May through early July. Three
to seven (usually four) eggs are incubated for 11-13 days, and
young fledge after 8-9 days. Both parents feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Dark-eyed junco

Funco hyemalis

TAXONOMY
Fringilla byemalis Linnaeus, 1758, South Carolina. Sixteen sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Gray-headed junco, pink-sided junco, red-backed
junco, Schufeldt’s junco, slate-colored junco, Thurber’s junco,
Townsend’s junco; French: Junco ardoisé German: Junko;
Spanish: Junco Ojioscuro.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5-6.5 in (13-17 cm); 0.5-0.88 oz (15-25 g). Medium-sized
sparrows that lack breast streaking and have white outer tail
feathers. They are geographically variable, and the 16 sub-
species can be divided into five subspecies groups. Slate-col-
ored juncos (7. b. hyemalis) are found in eastern North America
west to Alaska and the mountains of British Columbia. Adults
have pink bills and are uniformly gray above, with a white
belly; females are similar to males, but are paler gray, often
washed with brownish. White-winged juncos (7. b. aikeni,)
breed in southeast Montana, western South Dakota, and north-
west Nebraska. They are grayish above, with a white belly and
two white wing bars. Pink-sided juncos (7. b. mearnsi) breed in
southeast Alberta, southwest Saskatachewan, and south to
southeast Idaho. They have a dull brown back and pink flanks.
Gray-headed juncos (7. b. caniceps) breed in the Rocky Moun-
tains. They have a gray head with dark gray around the eye
and a rusty-red mantle. The 7. b. oreganus group have a dark
gray head, cinnamon brown upperparts, and pinkish washed
flanks. Juvenile juncos are dusky, and heavily streaked both on
the back and breast, with whitish bellies.
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Junco hyemalis

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds north to the limit of trees in Alaska and Canada and
south to northern Georgia, northern Ohio, northern Min-
nesota, central Saskatchewan, and in the mountains to central
New Mexico and Arizona, and northern Baja California, Mex-
ico. Winters along the Pacific Coast of southern Alaska, south-
ern Yukon, and northeast British Columbia, east through
central British Columbia, southern Manitoba, southern Que-
bec, and southern Newfoundland, south to south Florida, the
Gulf Coast, and northern Mexico.

HABITAT
Breed in a variety of habitats, but especially in open coniferous
or mixed woodlands. In winter, they are found in brush, wood-

land edge, and hedgerows.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial and found in pairs or family groups during the
breeding season. Males sing from an exposed perch in a tree,
often from near the top of a small conifer. In winter, they of-
ten occur in loose flocks and frequently associate with other
species of sparrows. They hop or run on the ground.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Juncos feed on the ground. In summer their diet is mostly in-
sects; seeds are the principal winter food.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The nest, which is a cup of woven grasses and
rootlets, usually is placed on the ground but occasionally is
found low in a bush. Nesting takes place from May through
July. They lay three to six eggs. Incubation lasts 11-13 days,
and the young fledge after 9-13 days. Both parents feed the
young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.
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SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Lapland longspur

Calcarius lapponicus

TAXONOMY
Fringilla lapponica Linnaeus 1758, Lapland. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Alaska longspur, lapland bunting; French: Bruant
lapon; German: Spornammer; Spanish: Escribano Lapén.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5-7 in (23.5-17 cm); 0.95 oz (27 g). Lapland longspurs are
large, strong-flying sparrows. The sexes differ in color. Breed-
ing males have a black face outlined with buff white stripes
above the eye and behind the ear, the back of the head and
nape are bright rusty, and the bill is bright yellow with a black
tip; they also have a black bib. Females have a buff stripe over
the eye and buff ear coverts that are outlined in black, and the
throat is blackish. Juveniles have streaking on the crown, in the
buff line over the eye, and on their underparts.

DISTRIBUTION

Circumpolar. In Eurasia, they breed from Finland west across
northern Russia and Siberia to the Kamchatka Peninsula and
winter from northern Europe and northern Asia south to the
British Isles, France, southern Russia, Mongolia, and northern
China. In North America, they breed from the Aleutian Is-
lands, Alaska east across arctic Alaska and Canada (including
the arctic islands) to the coast of eastern Greenland and winter
from the central Great Plains and southern Wisconsin, south-
ern Ontario, and central Nova Scotia south to the Gulf Coast
and northern Florida. C. /. alascensis breeds in north and west
Alaska including the Aleutian Islands and islands in the Bering
Sea. C. I. coloratus breeds in eastern Siberia, the Kamchatka
Peninsula, and Commander Islands, and occasionally east to
Attu Island, Alaska.

HABITAT

They are generally the most common birds of the high arctic
where they can be found in a variety of tundra habitats. During
migration and winter, they can be found in fallow fields, short
pastures, and along beaches.
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BEHAVIOR

Males arrive on the breeding ground before females and start
defending and advertising a territory by giving a flight song
and chasing intruders from their territory. They also sing from
a rock, the top of a sedge tussock, or phone wires. During
courtship, the pair engages in reciprocal chasing. During mi-
gration and winter, they are often found in large flocks, some-
times of more than a million individuals. They may also be
found with horned larks (Eremophila alpestris), pipits (Anthus),
other longspurs, or snow buntings (Plectrophenax nivalis).

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

They feed on the ground and, in summer, they eat insects
and other invertebrates. In winter they eat primarily seeds and
grain.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The nest is a cup of rather coarse sedges placed
in a depression in the ground. They lay one to six (usually five)
eggs; incubation requires 10-14 days, and the young fledge af-
ter 8-10 days. Both parents feed the young. Nesting takes
place from late May through early July.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Snow bunting
Plectropbenax nivalis

TAXONOMY
Emberiza nivalis Linnaeus 1758, Lapland. Two subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Snowflake, snowbird; French: Bruant blanc; German:
Schneeammer; Spanish: Escribano Nival.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6-7.5 in (15-19 cm); 1.5 oz (42 g). Sexes differ in color. Males
in summer have a white head, a black back sometimes mottled
with brown, a black rump mottled with white, white outer tail
feathers partially tipped with black, and white underparts. In
winter, the white areas are washed with pale rusty brown.

Calcarius lapponicus

Breeding Nonbreeding

Plectrophenax nivalis

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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Females in summer resemble breeding males, but the crown is
dusky and black areas are paler, often brownish. In winter they
resemble winter males. Juveniles are grayish with pale bellies.

DISTRIBUTION

Circumpolar. Breeds from Iceland, northern Scotland, the
mountains of Norway and Sweden, Spitzbergen, Franz Joseph
Land, north Kola Peninsula, Novaya Zemlya, northern Russia
and northern Siberia east to Wrangel Island, the Bering Strait,
and south to east Kamchatka, northern Alaska and mountains
of Alaska, northern Canada north to Labrador, and the coast
of Greenland. Winters south to British Isles, coast of northern
France, Denmark, Germany, Poland, southern Russia,
Manchuria, Korea, Kuril Islands, and Hokkaido, and in North
America to western and southern Alaska and from central and
southern Canada south along the Pacific coast to northern
California, the central Plains, and coastal North Carolina. P. .
insulae breeds in Iceland, and P. n. vlasowae breeds in northeast
Russia east through Siberia and to the Bering Strait.

HABITAT

Breed in the high Arctic in sparse, dry, rocky areas such as
shores, mountain slopes, and rocky outcrops. During migration
and winter they are characteristically found in field, pastures,
roadsides, and along the shore.

BEHAVIOR

Males arrive on the breeding grounds well before females.
When the weather begins to warm, they establish territories,
and chasing, flight-singing, and fights are common. When on
the ground, they run rather than hop. In winter they are often
found in fairly large flocks. As they move through a field, they
appear to roll along like blowing snow as the birds at the back
of the flock leap-frog over those toward the front. Although
they generally stay on the ground, they sometimes will fly up
into a tree. They are sometimes associated with horned larks
(Eremophila alpestris) and Lapland longspurs (Calcarius
lapponicus).

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

They feed on the ground. In summer they take insects and
other invertebrates, but in winter they eat principally seeds
and grain.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Most are monogamous, but individuals of either sex may have
two mates. Nesting takes place from late May through July.
The nest, which is a large thick-walled bulky cup of dried
sedges, grasses, and lichens, is placed on the ground, often in a
crevice in rocks. They lay three to nine (usually four to seven)
eggs. Incubation lasts 10-15 days, and the young fledge after
10-17 days. Both parents feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellowhammer
Emberiza citrinella

TAXONOMY
Emberiza citrinella Linnaeus, 1758, Sweden. Three subspecies.
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Emberiza citrinella

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Bruant jaune; German: Goldammer; Spanish: Escribano

Cerillo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.3-6.5 in (16-16.5 cm); 0.88-1.1 oz (25-31 g). Sexes differ in
color. Males have a streaked yellow head, a cinnamon-washed
black and breast, and a chestnut rump. Females and juveniles

have much less yellow and are more heavily streaked.

DISTRIBUTION

E. c. citrinella breeds from southeast England, northern and
western Europe east to Russia and south to northern Portugal
and Spain, central Italy, northern Greece, Bulgaria, Rumania,
Poland, and south in Russia to Moscow. In eastern and south-
eastern Europe they intergrade with E. c. erythrogenys, which is
found west to central Siberia. They winter from central Europe
south to northern Africa, Iraq, and northern Mongolia. E. c.
caliginosa is resident in Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and northern
and western England.

HABITAT
Open country in hedgerows, the edge of woods, or in bushes.
In winter they are found in cultivated fields or woodland edge.

BEHAVIOR

During the breeding season they are territorial, and males
defend the territory by singing from an exposed perch, such as
a wire. In fall and winter they form loose flocks, sometimes of
up to 1,000 individuals.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed almost entirely on the ground, in pastures, cultivated
ground, stubble, or waste ground. In summer they eat seeds,
insects, and other invertebrates, but in winter they chiefly eat
seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Socially Monogamous. Eggs are laid from April through early
September. The nest is nearly always placed on the ground and
is well hidden among the vegetation; two to six (usually four to
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five) eggs are laid. Incubation lasts 12-14 days, and the young
fledge at 11-13 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Their numbers have declined in many Euro-
pean countries but have increased in Finland, all apparently as
a consequence of changing farming practices.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Rock bunting

Emberiza cia

TAXONOMY
Emberiza cia Linnaeus, 1766, Austria. Ten subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Bruant fou; German: Zippammer; Spanish: Escribano
Montesino.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.3 in (16 cm); 0.7-0.9 oz (20-25 g). Sexes differ in color.
Males have a gray, black, and white patterned head with a gray
throat, a chestnut-streaked back, a rufous breast, belly, and
rump, and a white-edged tail. Females and juveniles are much
duller.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from southern France and southern Germany south to
Spain, Portugal, North Africa, Italy, and Greece, Turkey,
north and central Iran, southern Turkistan, northwest India,
western Himalayas, and western Nepal. Some birds move
south or to lower elevation in winter.

HABITAT
Inhabit dry, rocky hillsides, and, in winter, weedy or grassy
areas with hedges and trees. They often roost in trees.
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BEHAVIOR

Territorial during breeding season. They defend their territory
with song, which is emitted from a perch on the top of a bush
or rock. Outside of the breeding season they occur singly or in
small groups. Wintering flocks form in late summer and may
contain other Emberiza species.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Primarily feed on the ground among rocks and shrubs. In sum-
mer they take insects and other invertebrates (including small
snails), as well as seeds. Winter diet is principally seeds, which
they find in pastures, cultivated land, and gardens.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Eggs are laid from May through July. The nest
is placed on or close to the ground and is well concealed in
vegetation. They lay three to six (usually four to five) eggs; in-
cubation lasts 12-14 days, and young fledge at 10-13 days of
age. Both parents feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Reed bunting

Emberiza schoeniclus

TAXONOMY
Emperiza schoeniclus Linnaeus, 1758, Sweden. Fourteen sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Bruant des roseaux; German: Rohrammer; Spanish:
Escribano Palustre.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
6-6.5 in (15-16.5 cm); 0.6-0.8 oz (17.5-22 g). Sexes differ in

Emberiza cia

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

Emberiza schoeniclus

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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color. Males have a black head and throat and a white collar.
The back and rump are brown and streaked, and the belly is
whitish with varying amounts of black streaking, especially on
the flanks. Females have a brown head with a buff stripe above
the eye and around the ear coverts, a streaked brown back, and
a light buff breast with brown streaks. Young birds resemble
females.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds throughout Europe (except for southern Greece) east
into Russia (northern Kazakhstan) and southwest Siberia, south-
west Mongolia, and locally in China (Xinjiang (E. s. pyrvhuloides),
Heilongjiang (E. 5. minor), and in northeast Siberia, Kamchatka,
Kurile Island, and Hokkaido (E. s. pyrrbulina). Winters in west-
ern and southern Europe, Turkey, southeast China, and Japan.

HABITAT

Breed in tall reeds, swamps, sewage farms, and marshy areas
adjacent to fresh and brackish marshes. In winter, they are
found in cultivated fields, farm lands, and open woodlands,
often not near water.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial in summer, and males advertise their territory by
singing. They regularly form flocks outside the breeding season,
often flocking with other Emberiza species. These flocks form
in September.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed on the ground or in vegetation. They commonly catch
flying insects in sally flights. They sometimes make holes in
bullrush stems to extract insect larvae. In the breeding season,
they principally eat invertebrates (especially insects) but in
winter take many seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous, but extrapair fertilizations are common and
bigamy occurs in some populations (probably where densities are
high). The nesting season is geographically variable. The well-
hidden nest is usually placed on the ground but may be placed in
a bush or small tree. They lay two to six (usually five) eggs. Incu-
bation lasts 12-15 (commonly 13) days, and the young fledge af-
ter 9-13 (usually 10-12) days. Both parents feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. There are no consistent population trends,
and the species is common in many parts of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Corn bunting
Miliaria calandra

TAXONOMY
Emberiza calandra Linnaeus, 1758, Sweden. Several subspecies
have been described, but geographic variation is slight.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Bruant proyer; German: Grauammer; Spanish:

Triguero.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

7 in (18 cm); 1.2-1.75 oz (35-50 g). A large bunting with a
stout bill. Sexes are alike in color, but males are larger than
females. They are uniformly brownish and streaked with
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Miliaria calandra

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

brown, with underparts paler than upperparts; some have a
blackish spot on the breast.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from Britain, southern Sweden, and Lithuania southeast
across Russia to the Caspian Sea and south through all of
eastern Europe and the Mediterranean islands to the Canary
Islands, North Africa, Syria, northern Iraq, Iran, northern
Afghanistan and Tajikistan, and western Tianshan, China.
Winters in the breeding range south to Israel and southern
Iraq and Iran.

HABITAT
Live in open country with few bushes, especially in farmlands.

BEHAVIOR

In the breeding season, males advertise by singing. They often
give a flight song with their legs dangling in a distinctive way
and their wings uplifted. They flock outside of the breeding
season, often with other seed-eating birds; flocks start to form
after the end of the breeding season.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed on the ground in fields, damp meadows, and in short
grass. In the breeding season they take animal material (arthro-
pods, snails, earthworms) and seeds, and in winter they eat
seeds (especially cereals).

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Mostly monogamous, but in some populations about 20% of
the males are polygynous. The nest is placed on the ground in
thick tangled grass or in a shrub or depression. They lay two
to seven (usually four to five) eggs. Incubation takes 12-14
days, and young fledge in 9-13 days. The female does most of
the feeding, but males with more than one mate tend to feed
more than males in a monogamous pair.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened, though populations of corn buntings have de-
clined in most places in Europe, due mainly to changes in agri-
cultural practices.
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SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Crested bunting
Melophus lathami

TAXONOMY
Emberiza lathami J. E. Gray, Canton, Kwangtung, China. Two
subspecies are little different and not recognized by all authors.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Bruant huppé; German: Haubenammer; Spanish:
Pinzén Capitén.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.5-7 in (16.5-17 cm); 0.63-0.88 oz (18-25 g). Sexes differ in
color. Males are blackish with a prominent crest and rusty
wings and tail, which is black-tipped; females are brown,
crested, and have rusty edges to the wing and tail feathers.
Juveniles are paler than females with thin streaks on the
breast.

DISTRIBUTION

M. I. lathami is resident in central, southeast, and southwest
China south to North Vietnam. M. I subcristatus is resident
from western Pakistan east through northern India, Nepal,
Sikkim, Bhutan, and Myanmar. There is some altitudinal mi-
gration.

HABITAT

Inhabit rocky, grassy hillsides with sparse shrubs and dry rice
paddies in China. In southeast China they often nest in tea
fields.

BEHAVIOR

Gregarious outside of the breeding season, when they form
loose flocks.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feed on the ground on seeds and invertebrates.
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Nesting takes place between April and August
during the local wet season. The nest is a neat cup of woven
grass placed on the ground under vegetation or a rock or in a
crevice. They lay three to five eggs; no data on incubation and
fledging. Both parents feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Blue-black grassquit

Volatinia jacarina

TAXONOMY
Tanagra jacarina Linnaeus, 1766, northeastern Brazil. Two sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Jacarini noir; German: Jacariniammer; Spanish: Semil-
lerito Negriazulado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4-4.3 in (10-4,3 cm); 0.34 oz (9.7 g). Sexes differ in color.
Males are uniformly blue-black. Females are brown, paler be-
low, with dark-streaked chest. Juveniles resemble females.
Males obtain breeding plumage at about one year of age.

Melophus lathami

Resident Nonbreeding

Volatinia jacarina

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

V. j. jacarina resident from central and eastern Brazil south to
central Argentina and northern Chile; V. j. splendens resident
from central Mexico south to Venezuela and Colombia; also on
Grenada in the Lesser Antilles.

HABITAT

Low, seasonally wet grassland, arid lowland scrub, and weedy
fields.

BEHAVIOR

Males sing conspicuously from fences and display by jumping
upward with a flick of their wings. In winter, they are found in
flocks, some containing a few hundred birds; they sometimes
flock with other small seed-eating birds.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

The diet is almost exclusively grass seeds, although they eat
some insects and berries. They feed by picking seeds from
grass seed heads and will pick grit and seeds from roads.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The nest is placed low to the ground to 10 ft (3
m) high. Commonly three, less often two, eggs are laid from
May through October. Data on incubation and fledging not
available.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; locally abundant.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Woodpecker finch
Cactospiza pallida

TAXONOMY
Cactornis pallida Slavin and Slavin, 1870, Galdpagos Islands.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Géospize pique-bois; German: Spechtfink; Spanish:
Chimbito Pilido.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6 in (15 cm). Sexes similar in color. Upperparts brown or
olive-brown, with little streaking. Underparts whitish with
slight streaking on breast.

DISTRIBUTION
Galdpagos Islands.

HABITAT
Mixed cactus and trees with dense understory; less common in
arid areas.

BEHAVIOR
Solitary or occurring in small groups, probably family groups.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Eat largish insects that they find behind bark. They probe into
dead wood, in bark, or by flaking off bark using a cactus spine
or twig,

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Not available.
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Cactospiza pallida

Resident

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Fairly common on several islands.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Variable seedeater
Sporophila americana

TAXONOMY
Loxia americana Gmelin, 1789, Cayenne. Three subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Wing-barred seedeater, black seedeater; French:
Sporophile variable; German: Wechselpfiffchen; Spanish:
Semillero Variable.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.2-4.5 in (11-11.5; cm); 3.5-0.4 oz (10-11 g). Sexes differ in
color. Males from Mexico to Costa Rica are black with white
at the base of their primaries; males from Costa Rica to north-
east Peru and Amazonian Brazil are highly variable, with white
on the throat and side of the neck, a black chest band, and a
white belly and gray rump (and in some places in South Amer-
ica two thin white wing bars). Females uniformly olive-brown.
Juveniles resemble females.

DISTRIBUTION

S. a. americana resident from northeast Venezuela south to
northeast Brazil; A. 4. aurita resident from western Costa Rica
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Sporophila americana

Resident

east to northeast Venezuela; A. a. corvina resident from eastern
Mexico south to western Panama.

HABITAT
Second-growth scrub, weedy fields, woodland edge, and sec-
ondary forest.

BEHAVIOR

Males sing from a bush or a tree, usually from a low perch.
When not breeding they occur in small flocks in which young
birds and females usually are more common than males.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed almost exclusively on grass seeds. They sit on grasses and
pick seeds from grass heads; sometimes they fly to a grass head
and bend it to the ground, making feeding easier. They also
feed on grass growing in water well away from land.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The nest cup is low to mid-level in a bush.
Commonly two, but occasionally three, eggs are laid during
the time of year when their food is most abundant, which
varies seasonally and geographically. The incubation period is
about 12 days; young fledge after 11-13 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened; locally abundant.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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Chestnut-capped brush-finch

Atlapetes brunneinucha

TAXONOMY
Embernagra brunnei-nucha Lafresnaye, 1839, Veracruz, Mexico.
Nine subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Tohi a2 nuque brune; German: Braunkopf-Buscham-
mer; Spanish: Saltén Gorricastiafo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

7-7.5 in (17.19.5 cm); 1.2 oz (33 g). Sexes similar in color. A
medium-sized sparrow with a chestnut cap, black forehead and
side of face, a black band across the throat (lacking in some
populations), a white throat, gray flanks, and olive-green back,
wings, and tail. Juveniles have a blackish brown head with
brownish olive upperparts, white mottling on the throat, and a
yellow-streaked belly.

DISTRIBUTION

Resident from southern Veracruz and Guerrero south to
Panama, and in South America from northern Venezuela and
Colombia to southern Peru.

HABITAT
Montane evergreen forest and secondary forest.

Atlapetes brunneinucha

Resident
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BEHAVIOR

Do not form flocks, but individuals of a pair stay together, and
when young are fledged the family group feeds together for
some time. They live in dense undergrowth and rarely sing
from an exposed perch. They commonly puff out their white
throats.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forage on the ground primarily for insects. They lurk on the
outskirts of a column of army ants where they presumably cap-
ture insects that are flushed by the ants.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous, and the individuals of the pair are always found
close together. They seem to produce one brood per year, and
the clutch contains one to two eggs. Nests are placed near the
ground. Incubation and fledging periods are unknown.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Eastern towhee
Pipilo erythrophthalmus

TAXONOMY
Fringilla erythrophthalma Linnaeus, 1758, South Carolina. Four
subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Red-eyed towhee, rufous-sided towhee; French: Tohia
flancs roux; German: Rételgrundammer; Spanish: Rascador
Ojirrojo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

7-8 in (17-20.5 cm); 1.2-1.8 oz (35-50 g). Sexually dimorphic,
large, long-tailed sparrows. Males have a black head, throat
back, and tail, white at the base of the primary wing feathers,
rusty flanks, and a white belly. Females are patterned as males
but are a warm brown where the males are black. Eye color
varies from bright red in the north to yellowish or whitish in
the southeast United States. Juveniles are brownish and are
streaked below.

DISTRIBUTION

Breed from southern Manitoba, east across southern Canada,
and south to Florida and the Gulf Coast (west to Texas). In
winter, they migrate from the northern part of the breeding
range southward and to eastern Texas and central Oklahoma.
The four subspecies differ slightly in size and in eye color.

HABITAT
Inhabit dense deciduous thickets or edges of woodlands. In the
South they may be found in scrub palmetto.

BEHAVIOR

Solitary or occur in pairs or family groups. Males often sing
from a conspicuous perch in the top of a tall bush or from a
tree. When not singing they can be difficult to see.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage on the ground by scratching in leaf litter for insects or
seeds.
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Pipilo erythrophthalmus

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The nest is placed in a depression in the ground
under a bush or occasionally low in a bush or vine. Nesting oc-
curs between April and mid-August. Clutch size is two to six
(usually three to four) eggs. Incubation takes 10-12 days and
young leave the nest after 8-10 days. Both parents feed the
young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Plumbeous sierra-finch
Phrygilus unicolor

TAXONOMY
Emberiza unicolor Lafresnaye and d’Orbigny, 1837, Tacora,
Tacna, Peru. Six subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Phrygile gris-de-plomb; German: Bleidmmerling;
Spanish: Frigilo Plomizo.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6 in (15 cm); 0.75 oz (21 g). Sexually dimorphic, rather large
sparrows of the high mountains. Males are uniformly leaden
gray; females are streaked throughout with a coarsely streaked
breast and grayish rump. Juveniles resemble females.

DISTRIBUTION
Resident in the Andes from western Venezuela south to Argen-
tine Tierra del Fuego.
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Phrygilus unicolor

Resident

HABITAT
Found in pastures, meadows, shrubby edges, especially along
rivulets in paramo, and rarely up to the snowline.

BEHAVIOR

Not shy, they allow close approach; they crouch low to the
ground before flushing. After flying a short distance they drop
back into the paramo vegetation where they can be difficult to
see. Found in pairs or in small groups.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feed on the ground, probably on seeds and invertebrates

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Probably monogamous. Breeding season varies geographically.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Bachman’s sparrow
Aimophila aestivalis

TAXONOMY
Fringilla aestivalis Lichtenstein, 1823, Georgia, U.S.A. Three
subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Pine-wood sparrow; French: Bruant des pinedes; Ger-
man: Bachmanammer; Spanish: Zacatonero de Bachman.
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Aimophila aestivalis

Resident

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5-6 in (12-16 cm); 0.7 oz (20 g). A fairly large, large-billed,
round-tailed sparrow with reddish brown lateral crown stripes,
streaked scapulars and back, gray chin and throat, and un-
streaked breast. Sexes are alike in color. Birds from the south-
eastern United States are more rufous in coloration than are
western birds.

DISTRIBUTION

A. a. aestivalis and A. a. bachmani, which are very similar in ap-
pearance, breed from Virginia to Florida and west to
Louisiana. A. a. illinoensis breed from southern Missouri to
central Louisiana and eastern Texas. They migrate from the
northern part of their range in winter.

HABITAT

Inhabit open pine woods with fairly rank understory of wire-
grass, palmettos, and weeds. They also occur in oak-palmetto
scrub and in grasslands away from pine woods and in degraded
pastures.

BEHAVIOR

In the breeding season, males sing persistently from an ex-
posed perch, commonly in a pine tree. At other times they are
secretive and hard to see and may run rather than fly when
pursued.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Feed on the ground, eating insects, other invertebrates, and
seeds. In winter they principally eat seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Socially monogamous. Nests are placed on the ground, usually
in dense cover, and are well concealed by vegetation. Two to
five (usually four) eggs are laid from mid-April through July
(commonly in June). Incubation lasts 12-14 days, and the
young fledge after about 10 days.
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CONSERVATION STATUS
Near Threatened. Has declined in numbers since the 1930s
and is extirpated in the northern parts of its range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Chipping sparrow

Spizella passerina

TAXONOMY
Fringilla passerina Bechstein, 1798, Quebec. Six subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Chippy; French: Bruant familier; German: Schwirram-
mer; Spanish: Gorrién Cejiblanco.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5-5.5 in (12-14 cm); 0.4 oz (12 g). A small, slim sparrow with
a long, notched tail. Sexes are similar in color. Adults have a ru-
fous cap with a white stripe over the eye, a black eyeline stripe,
a gray nape and rump, and pale gray, unstreaked underparts.
Juveniles are like adults but buff, with a streaked, brown cap.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from southeast Alaska east across Canada to southwest
Newfoundland and south to Florida, the Gulf Coast west to
northern Baja California, and south in the highlands of Mex-
ico to Guatemala. Winters in southern United States and
Mexico.

HABITAT

Breed in dry, open woodlands and woodland edge with fairly
open understory and in urban parks and golf courses. They are
found in deciduous, coniferous, or mixed woods.

Family: New World finches

BEHAVIOR

During breeding season, males sing persistently from a tree, usu-
ally not from an exposed perch. During migration they often oc-
cur in large, loose flocks. Their flight is strong, fast, and direct.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Feed both in trees and on the ground. During migration, they
often feed on the ground in loose flocks. In summer, their diet
consists principally of insects; in winter, they eat mainly seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The cup-like nest is placed in a tree, commonly
a conifer, from 3 to 56 ft (1-19 m) high; nest rarely found on
the ground. Three to five (usually four) eggs are laid from
March through July. Incubation takes 11-14 days, and the
young fledge after 9-12 days. Both parents feed the young.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Lark bunting

Calamospiza melanocorys

TAXONOMY
Fringilla bicolor J. K. Townsend, 1837, Nebraska. Calamospiza
melanocorys, Stejneger, 1885; Fringilla bicolor preoccupied.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: White-winged blackbird, prairie bobolink; French:
Bruant noir et blanc; German: Pririeammer; Spanish: Gorrién

Alipalido.

Spizella passerina

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

Calamospiza melanocorys

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5-7 in (14-18 cm); 1.4 oz (40 g). A large, chunky sparrow
with a large bill. Sexes differ in color. Males in breeding
plumage are black with conspicuous white patches in the wing
and white corners to the tail. Females are heavily streaked
with chocolate-brown, with whitish buff in the wings and
white or light buff corners to the tail. Juveniles are similar in
color to females but with a yellowish cast to their plumage.
Males in winter resemble females but usually have some black
feathers.

DISTRIBUTION

Breed from the southern Canadian prairies south to eastern
New Mexico and northwest Texas. Winters from southern
Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, and central Texas south through
Baja California and northern Mexico.

HABITAT

Breed in shortgrass prairie interspersed with sage or other
shrubs. In winter then are found in weedy, dry grasslands or
open farmland.

BEHAVIOR

On the breeding ground, they are conspicuous birds, with
males frequently giving an elaborate stiff-winged flight display.
They run or hop on the ground. In winter they are found in

flocks.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage on the ground, eating mostly insects in the summer
and seeds in the winter.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Usually monogamous, although some males, especially where
density is high, have two or more mates. The cup-shaped nest
is placed on the ground, under a bush or in taller vegetation
where it is protected from the sun. Three to seven (usually four
to five) eggs are laid from mid-May through mid-July. Incuba-
tion lasts 12 days, and the young leave the nest after 8-9 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Savannah sparrow
Passerculus sandwichensis

TAXONOMY
Emberiza sandwichensis Gmelin, 1789, Unalaska, Alaska.
Twenty-one subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Belding’s sparrow, Bryant’s sparrow, Ipswich sparrow,
large-billed sparrow, marsh sparrow, San Benito sparrow, sea-
shore sparrow; French: Bruant des prés; German: Grasammer;
Spanish: Sabanero Zanjero.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.6-6 in (11-15 cm); 0.6-1.1 oz (17-30 g). Typically brown or
dark brown streaked on the back and breast, with pink legs, a
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Passerculus sandwichensis

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

yellow stripe above the eye, a pale median crown stripe, and a
rather short, notched tail. Sexes are alike in color, but they are
geographically variable.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from northern Alaska, northern Canada (absent on the
arctic islands), south to northern Georgia, the central Great
Plains, and south in the mountains to Guatemala. They winter
along the east coast of the United States, west through the
central Plains, and south to northern Central America. They
are resident along the west coast from southern British Colum-
bia south to southern Baja California, along the west coast of
Mexico, south to central Sinaloa, and in the highlands of cen-
tral Mexico.

HABITAT

Inhabit open country, such as grassy meadows, cultivated
fields, pastures, roadsides, sedge bogs, the edge of salt marshes,
and tundra.

BEHAVIOR

Found in pairs and family groups in summer. Territorial males
typically sing from an exposed perch. On the ground they run
or hop. During migration and winter they can be found in
small, loose flocks. Flight is strong and direct.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

In summer, they eat a variety of invertebrates, especially in-
sects, but also some seeds and fruit. In winter, they princi-
pally eat seeds. They forage on the ground, low in bushes
and weeds, or along the tide line on beaches and in beach
wrack.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Generally monogamous, but in some populations a male may
have two mates (bigamy). The nest is a woven cup of grasses
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and other vegetation that is placed on the ground or in a slight
depression and is partly covered by grasses and other vegeta-
tion. Two to six (usually four to five) eggs are laid from Febru-
ary to August. Incubation usually lasts about 12 days, and
young usually fledge after 10-12 days. Both parents feed the

young.

Family: New World finches

CONSERVATION STATUS
Common throughout its range, but declining in eastern North
America as marginal pastures are reverting to woodland.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢
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A
New World warblers

(Parulidae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Parulidae

Thumbnail description

Small- to medium-sized songbirds with nine
primaries (outer flight feathers); very fine, thin
bills; and often with colorful plumage

Size
4-7.5 in (10-19 cm)

Number of genera, species
About 28 genera; 126 species

Habitat

Varies among species from heavily wooded
deciduous and coniferous forests, marshes, and
swamps to semi-open shrubby areas

Conservation status

Critically Endangered: 3 species; Endangered: 5
species; Vulnerable: 6 species; Near
Threatened: 7 species

Distribution

North, Central, and South America, and the West Indies

Evolution and systematics

The wood warbler family (Parulidae) was once, and occa-
sionally still is, split into two subfamilies. The “wood war-
blers proper” (Parulinae) includes about 26 genera and 116
species, and are most numerous in North America. The “ba-
nanaquits” (Coerebinae) has one species, which is common in
the Caribbean. Many classifications, including the one cur-
rently in use by the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU),
now place that species in its own family, the Coerebidae. In
addition, some classifications also place the nine species of
conebills (Conirostrum spp.) in the Parulidae, which would
change the family totals to 27 genera and 125 species. Vari-
ous additional changes have occurred over the years, and sev-
eral will be addressed below.

As one of the largest bird families, the Parulidae presents
a number of challenges to taxonomists, and the most vexing
of these center around whether a group of birds warrants the
title of species, subspecies, or simple variant. Perhaps the
most well-known example involves a group of birds that have
fallen under four common names: the blue-winged, golden-
winged, Brewster’s, and Lawrence’s warblers. The two
prominent groups—the blue- and golden-wings—look quite
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different. A blue-wing (Vermivora pinus) has a golden head
and underside, with a darker back, a black eye stripe, and a
blue-gray tail and wings, which feature two conspicuous white
wing bars. A golden-wing (Vermivora chrysoptera) has a yel-
low crown and two yellow wing bars, and the rest of the bird
resembles the white, black, and gray pattern of a chickadee,
with a gray back and wings, white underside, and black eye
mask and throat. Historically, the two birds were separated
geographically, with the blue-wings tending toward the cen-
tral United States and the golden-wings remaining in the
East. Both preferred the low bushes of semi-open, shrubby
woodlands often at the edges of forests, and remained fairly
well separated as long as large expanses of open field existed
between them. The open fields persisted into the early and
mid-1800s, but woodlands slowly began to take over the
fields, and the blue-wings expanded their range to overlap
that of the golden-wings. Although the two looked dissimi-
lar and had distinct songs, they interbred and produced fer-
tile offspring. The confusion escalated when birders
identified the offspring as two additional species, the Brew-
ster’s and Lawrence’s warblers. A Brewster’s looks like a blue-
wing, except that its wing bars are yellow instead of white,
and it has a whitish instead of yellow underside. The
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@21002

Sexually dimorphic plumage in black-throated blue warblers (Dendroica
caerulescens). The female is on the nest, while the male perches on
a nearby branch. (lllustration by Gillian Harris)

Lawrence’s, on the other hand, resembles the golden-wing,
but with a yellow rather than white underside.

For years, taxonomists were left scratching their heads.
The first to consider the possibility that blue- and golden-
wings were the same species, and were producing hybrid off-
spring, was probably John James Audubon, who apparently
examined one of the earliest collected specimens of a Brew-
ster’s warbler. Through his astute observational skills, he
noted the similarities to the blue-winged and golden-winged
warblers, and asserted in a letter dated 1835 that the three
were likely the same species. His later writings made no ref-
erence to this contention, however, and the puzzle continued
for several decades until the early 1900s when birder Walter
Faxon found a mating pair made up of a female blue-winged
and male golden-winged, and discovered the progeny all to
be Brewster’s warblers. Lawrence’s warblers were later simi-
larly discovered to be hybrids. Although the findings settled
the classification of Lawrence’s and Brewster’s, the status of
the blue-winged and golden-winged warblers was much less
certain. Currently, taxonomists regard them as two separate
species, as they do with some other occasional interbreeders,
like the hermit (Dendroica occidentalis) and Townsend’s war-
blers (D. townsendi). On the other hand, taxonomists have de-
termined that two formerly separate species, known as the
myrtle and Audubon’s warblers, are actually one species with
two plumage patterns. The birds, which still retain their com-
mon names (Audubon’s warbler in western North America
and myrtle warbler in the East), are now both listed as the
yellow-rumped warbler (D. coronata).

The phylogenetic relationship of Parulidae to other bird
families is also less than clear-cut. Some taxonomists have
placed them closest to the tanager family, Thraupidae (some-
times treated as a subfamily, Thraupinae, of Emberizidae),
while others feel they are nearest to the New World finches
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family, Emberizidae. In some classifications, the wood warblers
are actually listed as a subfamily, Parulinae, within Emberizidae.

Without a substantial fossil trail to follow, taxonomists in
the past relied mainly on anatomical, morphological, and be-
havioral characteristics to deduce the family’s evolutionary
history. DNA-comparison technology, however, has now al-
lowed scientists to obtain a different view of phylogenies. One
group compared the genetic code of different birds, and de-
termined that the wood warblers are genetically so similar to
other groups of birds, including the blackbirds, buntings, car-
dinals, and tangers that they together should make up just one
of three subfamilies within the family Fringillidae. While the
work is intriguing, most birders, including the AOU, still use
the more traditional arrangement with the wood warblers in
their own family, the Parulidae. The AOU has, however, de-
termined that one of the warblers is different enough from
the other wood warblers to justify its own family. That bird
is the olive warbler (Peucedramus taeniatus), which may reside
alone in the Peucedramidae family.

Other taxonomists have used DNA to determine how long
ago the wood warblers split from their ancestral rootstock into
the many species that occur today. For example, one group
compared the timing of the speciation of New World wood
warblers vs. Old World warblers (Sylviidae) by studying dif-
ferences in one specific gene, the mitochondrial cytochrome
b gene. From the 13 wood warblers and 8 Old World war-
blers they studied, they determined that the wood warblers
experienced an explosive radiation in the late Pliocene or early

A prairie warbler (Dendroica discolor) adult watches its chick eating.
(Photo by B. Henry/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)
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Family: New World warblers

Different foraging methods in warblers: American redstart (Setophaga ruticilla) (top) sallying into the air to hawk insects; northern parula (Parula
americana) (middle left) hangs from a branch tip to glean foliage; bay-breasted warbler (Dendroica castanea) (middle right) cleans branches and
foliage; northern waterthrush (Seiurus noveboracensis) (bottom) hunts through leaf debris and at the water’s edge. (lllustration by Gillian Harris)

Pleistocene, much later than the other families within the
Passeriformes order, including the Old World warblers. The
research team suggested that changing environmental condi-
tions in the late Pliocene opened new habitats to the ances-
tral wood warblers, and speciation followed. Another study
conducted by a separate research group also used analyses of
mitochondrial DNA to take a closer look at wood warbler
phylogeny. In this study, the scientists investigated the Den-
droica genus, which includes more than two dozen wood war-
bler species, and concluded that the Dendroica speciation dated
back as far as the late Miocene or early Pliocene, making the
extant species the current end-points of ancient lineages.
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Although DNA studies may ultimately produce a defini-
tive phylogeny for the wood warblers, much work remains as
scientists examine additional species, struggle to sift through
the mounting, and sometimes conflicting, genetic data, and
determine how to apply the new knowledge appropriately.

Physical characteristics

The Parulidae is a vast group, yet the wood warblers share
a number of traits. Most have slender or flat beaks that are
pointy, but short. Some wood warblers, like the yellow-
breasted chat (Icteria virens) and yellow-rumped warbler, have
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A Connecticut warbler (Oporornis agilis) in flight. (Photo by Doug Wech-
sler/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

more robust bills, while the American redstart (Sezophaga ru-
ticilla) sports distinctive rictal bristles, which are stiff, modi-
fied feathers at the base of its flat bill. Most wood warblers
are small birds, tending toward the smaller side of the fam-
ily’s 4-7.5 in (10.2-19.1 cm) range. They are characterized
by legs that look no more sturdy than a toothpick, and have
the typical three-toes-forward foot structure of other birds in
the Passeriformes order.

Wood warbler plumage ranges widely in color. These
“jewels of the forest” generally have yellow, red, black, gray,
or green areas of plumage, with yellow and olive the pre-
dominant colors within the family. Males of the temperate
species are usually much brighter in color and have sharper
patterns than do the females, but males of some species be-
come duller and resemble the females in fall and winter. Ju-
venal plumage is frequently similar to the female’s, but duller
still. Among the more tropical species, the males and females
generally look alike. In some species of wood warbler, like the
yellow warbler (Dendroica petechia), the male is slightly larger
than the female. A unifying trait among all wood warblers is
the presence of nine functional primary feathers. Other song-

birds typically have 10.

Another identifying feature of many wood warblers is their
seemingly constant movement. They flit from branch to
branch, usually giving observers only a quick glimpse of color
before they fly off to another spot. A birder can spend hours
in the field listening to a common yellowthroat (Geothlypis
trichas) or yellow warbler singing nearby, but may be unable
to focus the binoculars on anything more than a branch left
swaying by the bird that just left.

Finally, one of the most distinguishing characteristics of
the wood warblers is their songs, which add greatly to na-
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ture’s symphony. Prime examples include the Louisiana wa-
terthrush (Seiurus motacilla), an insignificant-looking ground
dweller that often utters its loud, pleasant tune to a back-
ground of rushing water; and the yellow-breasted chat, which
has a loud, flutelike and gurgling song. The ovenbird (Seiu-
rus aurocapillus) is much less melodious, with a blunt cry that
sounds like “teacher, teacher.” In contrast, the feeble “heee-
bsss” song of the blue-winged warbler sounds like an insect
and is often identified as such by inexperienced human ob-
servers.

Distribution

The wood warblers are distributed over almost all of the
New World from Alaska and northern Canada to northern
Chile and Argentina. More than 50 species breed within the
central and eastern portions of North America from about the
middle half of the United States to the southern half of
Canada.

Many wood warblers are wide-ranging. The yellow war-
bler and common yellowthroat, for example, breed from coast
to coast in North America, throughout the United States and
well into Canada and Mexico. On the opposite end of the
spectrum, the Kirtland’s warbler (Dendroica kirtlandii) occu-
pies a tiny breeding range in north-central Michigan.

Habitat

These songbirds occupy a great number of habitats from
thick to semi-open woodlands, to marshes and swamps, to for-
est edges. They generally prefer areas that have dense shrubs
or thickets, where they often spend much of their time. While
most favor woodlands or woodland edges, others tend toward
more exotic habitats. The hermit warbler (Dendroica occiden-
talis), for instance, lives in the fairly open coniferous forests
along the west coast of the United States, whereas the cerulean
warbler (Dendroica cerulea) inhabits the dense deciduous
forests in the eastern half of the United States, and the Kirt-
land’s warbler breeds in stands of young jack pines in Michi-
gan. The northern waterthrush (Seiurus noveboracensis) lives in
the swamps of Canada, Alaska, and the northernmost United
States, while the worm-eating warbler (Helmitheros ver-
mivorus) exists in dry woodlots in the central-eastern United
States, and Lucy’s warbler (Vermivora luciae) makes a living
in the mesquite deserts of the southwestern United States and
Mexico.

This family has infiltrated many niches, much as the Old
World warblers have done in the Eastern Hemisphere. While
individual species of wood warblers are not gregarious dur-
ing the breeding season, several different species frequently
coexist. From a good vantage point along the edge of a for-
est in the northeastern United States, a birder can expect to
hear upwards of eight to 10 different species of wood war-
blers singing in early summer.

It is important to point out that most of what is known of
the wood warblers is based on information collected during
the North American species’ breeding seasons. Although the
species spend about eight months on average in their winter
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homes and only four in their breeding areas, North America
has many more birders, as well as organized research projects,
in place to study them.

Behavior

Most North American wood warblers are long-distance
migrants. Their regular passage is one of the most striking
features of North American bird life. During the height of
the spring migration in May, it is possible to see up to 30
species in a day in eastern North America. The North Amer-
ican species winter mainly in Central America and northern
South America, but a few resistant species winter in the
United States, while others move as far south as Argentina.

Although the birds are fairly small, they travel very long
distances between their summer breeding grounds and win-
ter homes, with some species traveling 3,000 mi (4,800 km)
and more each way—quite a feat for such a small bird. The
birds use almost their entire fat stores during the flight. An
American redstart with summer territory in New Hampshire,
for example, loses about 50% of its premigration weight dur-
ing its 1,800 mi (2,900 km) autumn flight to its wintering site
in Jamaica. Yellow warblers travel even farther. With resi-
dences in Central and South America, but summer breeding
grounds reaching into northern Canada and Alaska, the birds
can face treks upwards of 3,000 mi (4,800 km).

The birds generally migrate from dusk to dawn during
their spring and fall migrations. With top speeds of 30 mph
(48 kph), the birds can cover considerable ground—often
more than 100 mi (160 km) a night—when wind and weather
conditions are right. Upon landing, these energy-starved birds
spend little time resting, instead filling the day by filling their
stomachs. During these flights, different species will often
flock together, presenting a spectacular viewing opportunity
for human observers. At night, the warblers are visible as they
fly in front of a bright moon. During the day, the multispecies
flocks land en masse, making quite a racket while searching
for insects. Males and females will chip and chirp in flight and
on their feeding forays, and males add to the daytime chatter
in the spring by performing a few prebreeding songs.

Once the birds reach the breeding grounds, most wood
warblers become territorial toward other birds of the same
species. While a 20-acre (8-hectare) New England forest may
contain 10 or more different warbler species, males of the
same species separate themselves from one another. Terri-
tory sizes depend on the availability of food and nesting sites,
but usually range from about a third of an acre (0.13 ha) to
five acres (2 ha) or more. Males typically rely on their songs
and visual displays to ward off intruding males. American red-
starts have a particularly elaborate display, involving a suc-
cession of circling movements that serve to confirm their
territorial boundaries.

In addition to visual cues, wood warblers communicate
through their songs, which are used only by the males in all
but a few species, and through their calls. Bird calls are the
nonmelodic “chips” that both males and females utter year-
round. Wood warblers, like all other songbirds in the Oscines
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A black-and-white warbler (Mniotilta varia) perches on a small branch.
(Photo by G. Bailey/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

suborder of the Passeriformes, learn their songs. The learn-
ing begins within the first week after hatching, with the males
learning to sing songs, and the females learning to recognize
them. An exception to the rule is the female painted redstart
(Myioborus pictus), whose song rivals that of the males of the
species.

Feeding ecology and diet

Wood warblers feed mainly on insects, which they seek
busily everywhere, much like the Old World leaf warblers.
While searching for food, they move on the ground amid
grass, on bushes, or in the foliage—in some cases also on tree
bark. Several species are able to live and feed together in over-
lapping habitats because of the availability of their primary
food source, as well as the slightly different feeding habits
many exhibit.

Although small arthropods are the main food of wood war-
blers, some species occasionally take berries, seeds, or even
the juice inside fruits. Regardless of their fare, wood warblers
have bills suited to the job at hand. Their typically thin and
pointy bills allow them to extricate insects and spiders from
tiny splits in bark or spaces between grass blades. The sharper
bill of many other warblers expands their feeding range into
seeds and berries. Species like the myrtle warbler/yellow-
rumped warbler can only survive the winter in eastern North
America by feeding on berries and sometimes seeds. Others,
like the blue-winged warbler, have longer bills that provide
access to insects buried within flowers. The American red-
start is unusual in its bill structure and its feeding habits. Its
relatively short and broad bill combine with its quick reflexes
and excellent flying ability to give it the tools required for
in-flight insect capture, much like the flycatchers (family
Tyrannidae).
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A pair of chestnut-sided warblers (Dendroica pensylvanica) at their nest
with chicks. (Photo by B. Henry/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

While wood warblers retain their general feeding habits
all year, they typically are territorial among their own species
only when they are on summer breeding grounds. During
the migratory flights and at their winter residences, most
warblers are communal, if not necessarily gregarious. In
some species, the males and females separate and tend toward
different habitats in the winter, so an observer might spot a

group of males in the woods and a small flock of females in
a field.

Reproductive biology

The reproductive biology of wood warblers, like most
other birds, is highly cyclical. In general, wood warblers fol-
low this annual pattern: following a spring migration, males
arrive in their breeding grounds and use their voice and vi-
sual displays to set up territories and attract mates. Males and
females form pairs that are monogamous at least for the sea-
son. Although yearlings engage in the mating activities, they
are typically less successful than older birds.

Of all of the warblers’ activities, their songs draw the most
attention. According to several studies, warblers appear to use
one variation of their song to establish and defend territory
boundaries, and a second variation to attract females. Several
studies have investigated the importance of this song in the
female’s choice of a mate, as well as the long-term effects of
such sexual selection. One study has suggested that a supe-
rior singing voice in a male songbird is related to the level of
development of specific learning areas in the brain, and that
development hinges on how well the male overcame nutri-
tional stresses as a hatchling and young fledgling when those
learning areas were forming. The birds that fared best, the
author argues, have the most well-developed learning areas
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with which to build singing and perhaps other skills. By se-
lecting the best singers, then, the females are actually choos-
ing the highest-quality mates.

After a pair forms, the majority of the 53 North American
wood warblers remain monogamous for the breeding season,
while Central and South American pairs may persist for longer
periods. Among some species, females may pair socially with
one male, but mate with another. As a result some males help
rear hatchlings that are not their own. Among yellow war-
blers, one of the most common of the North American war-
blers, females that engage in this so-called “extra-pair mating”
most frequently do so with males that are large in size and
have extra brown streaking on their yellow breasts, thus per-
petuating these male traits through sexual selection.

Nesting is species-specific in wood warblers, and experi-
enced ornithologists can often identify the species just by
looking at its nest. Wood warbler nests are frequently cup-
shaped, and may be on the ground, among grass, in bushes,
or on trees, often more than 50 ft (15 m) high. They are usu-
ally firm, densely woven structures, generally with an inner
lining layer of rootlets or moss. Nonetheless, nests among
species in this family exhibit considerable variation. The pro-
thonotary warbler (Protonotaria citrea) makes its nest in tree
cavities, while the Louisiana waterthrush prefers a hole dug
into a stream bank. Grace’s warbler (Dendroica graciae) builds
its small cup high on pine branches, but the ovenbird makes
a roof of leaves to hide its ground-level nest.

The clutch size varies a great deal within the family, but
four eggs per nest is typical of North American warblers and
three is common among the tropical genera. Food supply of-
ten regulates clutch size, with sparse years producing fewer
eggs per pair. The eggs are usually white with pale reddish
brown or black markings, sometimes arranged as in a wreath.
If the birds breed early enough, they sometimes have time to
lay another clutch if the first fails. Through the incubation
period, the female stays with the eggs, and the male brings
her food. Eggs, on average, hatch in 12 days, at which time
both the female and male take on feeding duty. The young
fledge in about 10 days, and although they have already
reached 90% of their adult weight, they lack adequate flight
muscles or coordination. The parents continue feeding them
for several more weeks, with the male generally responsible
for half the fledglings and the female accountable for the other
half. After that, the young birds are on their own.

Conservation status

In the wood warbler family, the IUCN lists seven as
Near Threatened, seven as Vulnerable (including one
conebill), five as Endangered, and three as Critically Endan-
gered species. Of the Critically Endangered, two are feared
to already be Extinct. They are the Semper’s warbler (Leu-
copeza semperi) of the mountains of St. Lucia in the West In-
dies, and Bachman’s warbler (Vermivora bachmanii), a once
abundant North American breeding bird that wintered in
West Indies’ forests. As might be expected, the remaining at-
risk species are typified by small ranges, where even small
habitat destruction can be disastrous. Of the at-risk species,
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many breed in North America, including one Near Threat-
ened, five Vulnerable, three Endangered, and two Critically
Endangered species.

Vulnerable species include: Pirre warbler (Basileuterus ig-
notus), elfin-wood warbler (Dendroica angelae), Kirtland’s war-
bler, pink-headed warbler (Ergaticus versicolor), Altamira
yellowthroat (Geothlypis flavovelata), white-winged (ground)
warbler (Xenoligea montana), and Tamarugo conebill (Coniro-
strum tamarugense). 'The Endangered species include: gray-
headed warbler (Basileuterus griseiceps), whistling warbler
(Catharopeza  bishopi), golden-cheeked warbler (Dendroica
chrysoparia), black-polled yellowthroat (Geothlypis speciosa), and
Paria redstart (Myioborus pariae), which also goes by the com-
mon names of Paria whitestart and yellow-faced redstart. Be-
sides the Semper’s and Bachman’s warblers, Belding’s
yellowthroat (Geothlypis beldingi) is Critically Endangered and
faces extinction from the handful of small sites it occupies in
the Baja California peninsula of Mexico.

In addition to the at-risk species, scientists are also con-
cerned about other songbirds, even those with more vast
ranges. In the 1970s and 1980s, birders began to notice and
report precipitous declines in populations of many common
wood warblers, such as the cerulean warbler and the Ken-
tucky warbler (Oporornis formosus), both of which breed in the
central and eastern United States. The reports prompted re-
search, which has since found the major culprit to be habitat
destruction in the wintering grounds combined with habitat
fragmentation in the breeding grounds. Many North Amer-
ican wood warblers share wintering grounds in Costa Rica,
Guatemala, and other Neotropical and tropical countries that
have undergone extensive deforestation, so scientists have
taken a particularly close look at the relationship between
habitat loss and songbird declines. A study of American red-
starts, a black-and-orange bird that breeds in a swath across
North America from western Canada south and east to the
Atlantic coast of Canada and the United States, showed that
the birds’ success in the breeding season relied on the quan-
tity and quality of their wintering habitat in Jamaica. With
less habitat to go around, some redstarts wintered in lush, rich
forests, while others were relegated to dry scrublands. Those
in the rich forests found more food, faced less overall stress,
and were in prime condition to leave on their spring migra-
tions up to four weeks earlier than the less fortunate birds ek-
ing out a living in the scrublands. The earlier arrival in North
America of the healthier warblers meant less competition for
choice nesting sites and mates.

Other research has placed the blame for songbird declines
on changes in breeding habitat, particularly fragmentation
that involves breaking up large expanses of open land, usually
with developments. The fragmentation of habitat has obvi-
ous impacts on species that require large territories, but the
primary detriment to songbirds is that fragmentation paves
the way for the many predatory animals that thrive along habi-
tat edges. One particularly devastating animal is the brown-
headed cowbird (Molothrus ater), a brood parasite that lays its
eggs in the nests of other birds, including warblers. The cow-
bird hatchlings are much larger and can outcompete with their
nest mates for food from the warbler parents, which typically
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Prairie warbler (Dendroica discolor) female pants to keep her eggs cool

in Perry County, Pennsylvania. (Photo by Jeff Lepore. Photo Re-
searchers, Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

feed whichever hatchling makes its mouth most available. The
cowbird hatchlings become stronger and bigger, and those
young warblers that avoid being crushed or simply pushed out
of the nest by the cowbird hatchlings usually starve to death.
Besides cowbirds, egg-eating raccoons and opossums also
flourish in edge areas, and can devastate the warblers that nest
on the ground.

Many efforts are now under way to combat warbler de-
clines, and several have been quite successful. The Kirtland’s
warbler is one example. Due to habitat restoration efforts,
populations have risen in recent years, and the bird has been
upgraded from its 1994 ranking as Endangered to a 1996
placement at Vulnerable, where it has remained.

Significance to humans

Too tiny to be much of a source of food or feathers, war-
blers still play an important role in human existence. Perhaps
their greatest significance lies in their aesthetic beauty. Noth-
ing lifts the spirit quite like a common yellowthroat alighting
just for a moment on a sun-streaked branch, or the bright,
tinkling song of a yellow warbler on a warm, late spring morn-
ing in the northern woods. These birds fill the skies during
migration, breaking the spell of winter in the north, or dance
back home to Central and South America in autumn. No
other group of animals could take the place of these bundles
of energy in inviting people to come outside and revel in na-
ture’s splendor.

291



10

GILLIAN HARRIS
©2002

1. Kirtland’s warbler (Dendroica kirtlandii); 2. Cerulean warbler (Dendroica cerulea); 3. Yellow warbler (Dendroica petechia); 4. Hooded warbler
(Wilsonia citrina); 5. Yellow-breasted chat (Icteria virens); 6. Blue-winged warbler (Vermivora pinus); 7. Golden-winged warbler (Vermivora
chrysoptera); 8. Black-and-white warbler (Mniotilta varia); 9. Ovenbird (Seiurus aurocapillus); 10. Prothonotary warbler (Protonotaria citrea). (lI-
lustration by Gillian Harris)
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Species

Yellow-breasted chat
Icteria virens

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Icteria virens Linnaeus, 1758, South Carolina.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Ictérie a poitrine jaune; German: Gelbbrust-Wald-
sanger; Spanish: Reinita Grande.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

With a length of up to 7.5 in (19 cm), it is the largest wood
warbler. Upperparts are olive, throat and breast are bright yel-
low, and the rest of the underside is white. Face is blackish
with a white eye stripe and eye circle, and it sports a plump,
conical bill unlike the typical warbler bill of the family. The fe-

male and male are similar in appearance.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from east to west in the United States, north into
southern Canada and south into Mexico. Winters from Mexico
south to Panama.

HABITAT
Prefers to be near water, spending most of its time hidden
among tangles and thickets.

BEHAVIOR
Unlike other warblers that flit among branches, the yellow-
breasted chat takes more of a bull-in-a-china-shop approach—

Family: New World warblers

accounts

flopping, falling, and tail-swooning through the thickets. Its
songs, some of which it performs at night, combine a few
melodious bursts interspersed with gobbles, caws, and other
less delicate sounds. It also has been described as a ventrilo-
quist in that it can throw its voice and fool even experienced
birders.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly insects, but also eats berries.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Cup-like nests rest in the tangles and brambles, and typically
hold up to six brown-and-purple-speckled eggs. More than one
pair may share a nesting site.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Widespread and fairly common.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Song and behavior provide enjoyment for birders. ¢

Golden-winged warbler
Vermivora chrysoptera

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Vermivora chrysoptera Linnaeus, 1766, Pennsylvania.

Icteria virens

Breeding Nonbreeding

Vermivora chrysoptera

Breeding Nonbreeding
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OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Paruline 2 ailes dorées; German: Goldfligel-Wald-
singer; Spanish: Reinita Gusanera.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5-5 in (11.4-12.7 cm). The very thin-billed golden-winged
warbler has a yellow crown, and two yellow wing bars. The re-
maining plumage has a white, black, and gray pattern reminiscent
of a chickadee, with a gray back and wings, white underside, and
black eye mask and throat. The female is similar, but duller, with
more olive coloration than gray and black.

DISTRIBUTION
Breed in northern United States, winter in Central America.

HABITAT
Forest edges and swamps.

BEHAVIOR
Has a buzzing song. Often seen hanging upside-down on
branches, much as chickadees do.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds in low bushes, building cup-shaped nests on or close to
the ground. Average clutch is five to seven speckled eggs that
hatch in less than two weeks. Sometimes occurs side by side
with blue-winged warblers, and the two produce viable hybrid
offspring, known by the common names of Brewster’s and
Lawrence’s warblers.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened, but appears to be on the decline where its
habitat overlaps with that of blue-winged warblers.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Blue-winged warbler
Vermivora pinus

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Vermivora pinus Linnaeus, 1766, Pennsylvania.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Blue-winged yellow warbler; French: Paruline 2 ailes
bleues; German: Blaufliigel-Waldsinger; Spanish: Reinita Aliazul.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5-5 in (11.4-12.7 cm). Golden head with a black eye stripe,
golden underside, darker back, blue-gray tail and wings, and

two white wing bars. Males and females have similar appear-
ance.

DISTRIBUTION
Breeds in northern United States, winters from Mexico to
Panama in Central America.

HABITAT
Forest edges and swamps.

BEHAVIOR

Moves rather deliberately through trees, sometimes hanging
upside-down from branches. Often pauses for lengths of time
on favorite perches.
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Vermivora pinus

Breeding Nonbreeding

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Breeds in low bushes, building cup-shaped nests on or close to
the ground. Average clutch is four to seven finely speckled
eggs that hatch in less than two weeks. Sometimes occurs side
by side with golden-winged warblers, and the two produce vi-
able hybrid offspring, known by the common names of Brew-
ster’s and Lawrence’s warblers.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Appears to be replacing golden-winged war-
blers in areas where they overlap.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Prothonotary warbler
Protonotaria citrea

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Protonotaria citrea Boddaert, 1783, Louisiana.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Paruline protonotaire; German: Orangefleck-Wald-
singer; Spanish: Reinita Cabecidorada.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
5-5.5 in (12.7—14 cm). Long, thin bill, bright golden yellow
and gray plumage, and a fairly short tail. Its name comes from
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Family: New World warblers

Protonotaria citrea

Breeding Nonbreeding

a resemblance of its plumage to the garb of court clerks,
known as prothonotaries. The female is similar but less

brightly colored.

DISTRIBUTION

Breed from Florida west to Texas and north to Minnesota,
southern Ontario and Pennsylvania. Winters in pristine rain-
forest habitats from southern Mexico to Venezuela.

HABITAT
Wooded swamps.

BEHAVIOR
Song is a repeated series of “tweets.” Often seen poking into
the saturated logs of the swamps, where it resides.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Unusual for warblers, it builds its mainly moss nests in tree
holes such as old woodpecker holes, or in nest boxes. Average
clutch size is three to eight, with speckled light pink eggs that
hatch in about two weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Black-and-white warbler
Mniotilta varia

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Mniotilta varia Linnaeus, 1766, Hispaniola.
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Mniotilta varia

Breeding Nonbreeding

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Black-and-white nuthatch; French: Paruline noir et
blanc; German: Kletterwaldsinger; Spanish: Reinita Trepadora.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5-5.5 in (11.4-14 cm). The only bird in its genus, it is an
abundantly striped black-and-white bird. Males have a black
bib; females do not. The rear toe and claw are unusually long,
and ideal for its creeper-like habits.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from the southern and central United States and far
north into western Canada. Winters from the far southern
Gulf states to the northern reaches of South America.

HABITAT
Coniferous or deciduous forests, particularly common in more
northern areas.

BEHAVIOR

It has a soft, often-repeated “wee-ee” song. It pecks its food
out of clefts in the bark of trees, which it searches carefully,
usually by working over one tree trunk after another from near
the ground by creeping upwards, much as nuthatches (Sitta

spp.) do.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly arthropods.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

It is one of the earliest wood warblers to return to North
America in the spring. It builds its nest of strips of bark,
moss, grass, and other materials, behind a piece of bark on
the lower part of a tree trunk or more frequently on the
ground beneath a tree where it covers it partly with leaves.
Produces four to five speckled eggs, which hatch in a week
and a half.
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CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Widespread and common in northern North
America.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow warbler
Dendroica petechia

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Dendroica petechia Linnaeus, 1766, Barbados. More than six
subspecies.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Summer yellow bird, wild canary; French: Paruline
jaune; German: Goldwaldsinger; Spanish: Reinita Amarilla.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

4.5-5.5 in (11.4-14 cm). Primarily bright yellow bird with
olive hint on upperparts. Breast of male is streaked with rusty
color, female has no or only light streaking. Two yellow wing
bars are present on its yellow-and-olive-colored wings.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds in most of North America from Alaska and far northern
Canada south to northwest Mexico. Winters from Mexico to
Peru.

HABITAT
Often seen in gardens, its wild habitat includes woods and
brushy areas near water.

BEHAVIOR
Songs are bright and repeated during the breeding season and
beyond, often beginning before sunrise. The songs draw the

Dendroica petechia

Breeding Nonbreeding
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attention of birders, but the birds seldom sit still long enough
for a thorough viewing.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly arthropods.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Begin mating shortly after arriving on the breeding grounds in
early spring. Occasionally females will socially pair with one
male, but mate with another. Eggs can be sired by either male.
Nests are typically constructed of grass and plant materials in
the crook of a branch about 6-8 ft (1.8-2.4 m) above the
ground in small trees or shrubs. Eggs number four or five, of-
ten have a grayish or greenish white hue, and hatch in about a

week and a half.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Their numbers, however, have been affected by
cowbird brood parasitism. Yellow warblers often readily rear
cowbird young, but occasionally will reject the parasitized brood
altogether and built a new nest, often on top of the old one.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Ovenbird

Seiurus aurocapillus

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Seiurus aurocapillus Linnaeus, 1766, at sea off Haiti. Two sub-
species.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Teacherbird; French: Paruline couronnée; German:
Pieperwaldsinger; Spanish: Reinita Hornera.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5.5-6.5 in (14-16.5 cm). Brownish upperparts, two black
stripes on crown of head with a rusty orange patch between.
White throat with brown stripes. Underparts are white with
mottled-brown breast, somewhat similar in appearance to a
wood thrush.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds in the northern half of the United States from the east-
ern coast through the Midwest and into Montana, and well
into Canada from the Atlantic Ocean to Alberta.

HABITAT
Mixed and deciduous woods lacking dense bushy undergrowth.

BEHAVIOR

Instead of flitting from tree to tree in characteristic warbler
fashion, it runs about the fallen leaves and tosses them aside in
its search for hidden arthropods. It responds to the presence of
an intruder, particularly when the latter is near the nest, by fly-
ing up, uttering “tick” calls or even by erecting the orange-
colored feathers of its crown patch. It also sometimes mimics
an injured bird to draw away the intruder. Its song is one of
the best-known North American bird songs, and consists of a
sequence of “teach-er, teach-er teach-er,” which gets progres-
sively louder. The popular name “teacherbird” derives from
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Family: New World warblers

Seiurus aurocapillus

Breeding Nonbreeding

Wilsonia citrina

Breeding Nonbreeding

the song, which is delivered from the ground or from low to

fairly high-placed branches.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly arthropods, earthworms, and snails.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Courtship involves in-flight singing, posturing, and pursuit by
the males. The ovenbird makes its nests on the ground, using
grass and stems topped with leaves for the roof, and grass and
hair for the interior lining. The nest resembles a Dutch oven,
and is responsible for the bird’s common name. Typically lay
three to six speckled eggs, which hatch about two weeks later.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Their nests, however, are becoming more vul-
nerable to predators that prefer fragmented habitat, which is
becoming more plentiful in their breeding grounds.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Particularly valued for their songs—they are seldom seen but
frequently heard. ¢

Hooded warbler

Wilsonia citrina

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Wilsonia citrina Boddaert, 1783, Louisiana.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Paruline a capuchon; German: Kapuzenwaldsinger;
Spanish: Reinita Encapuchada.
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

5-6 in (12.7-15.3 cm). Dark olive above, yellow below, and a
yellow face. Conspicuous bristles at the angles of its fairly wide
bill. Male also has a black cowl that extends from his throat to
the top of his head.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds in the eastern half of the United States from the Gulf
states north to central Iowa, Ohio, and parts of New York.
Winters in Central America.

HABITAT
Undergrowth of mature deciduous woods.

BEHAVIOR

Like a flycatcher, the male often catches flying arthropods on
the wing. The females, however, generally forage on foliage
and branches nearer ground level. The male’s loud ringing
song, “wee te wee tee 0,” proclaims its presence in thickets, of-
ten near water. Unlike most other warblers, the sexes fre-
quently segregate in the wintering grounds.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly arthropods.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

It builds its nest among bushes and climbers. The nest itself is
firmly built of leaves and grasses and lined with rootlets or fine
grass. The female lays three or four speckled eggs, similar to
those of many other wood warblers. The young hatch a little
more than a week later. This species typically produces two
broods a year.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &
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Kirtland’s warbler

Dendroica kirtlandii

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Dendroica kirtlandii Baird, 1852, Ohio.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Paruline de Kirtland; German: Michiganwaldsinger;
Spanish: Reinita Kirtland.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

A dark gray and yellow bird that reaches 6 in (15.3) in length.
The body is essentially split by color, with gray above and yel-
low below. The underparts are mostly yellow with a bit of gray
streaking along the sides. Males are more brightly colored than
the females and sport a dark mask, which the females lack.

DISTRIBUTION
Breeds in numbers only in central Michigan. Winters primarily
in the Bahamas.

HABITAT
Jack pine stands, preferring those with younger trees.

BEHAVIOR

Frequently spotted among jack pine trees, searching for insects
and pecking at sap, which they also consume. The males have a
distinctive, loud, and somewhat low-pitched song.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Mainly insects, but also some plant materials and berries.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Breeding begins shortly after the birds’ arrival in the spring.
They build their cup-shaped nests of grass and other plant ma-

Dendroica kirtlandii

Breeding Nonbreeding
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terials, and conceal them on the ground beneath the branches
of young jack pines. Clutch size is generally four or five speck-
led eggs that are either white or tinged with pink. Hatching
occurs about two weeks later.

CONSERVATION STATUS

The TUCN Red List for 2000 lists the birds as Vulnerable, an
improvement from their 1990 and 1994 rankings of Endan-
gered. The upgraded status results, at least in part, from efforts
to improve their habitat. These efforts have included periodic
burns of jack pine stands to trigger the stubborn cones to
open, release their seeds, and start new growth. Despite the in-
crease in breeding pairs, the species’ range is still small enough
to warrant the Vulnerable status. It is also one of the birds that
has fallen victim to the cowbird’s brood parasitism.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

They have become the source of some economic benefit in
Michigan, as the birds attract visitors, who wish to catch a
glimpse of this “poster child” of United States at-risk
species. @

Cerulean warbler
Dendroica cerulea

SUBFAMILY
Parulinae

TAXONOMY
Dendroica cerulea Wilson, 1810, Hispaniola.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Paruline d’azur; German: Pappelwaldsinger; Spanish:
Reinita Cerilea.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
A blue, black, and white bird that reaches 4-5 in (10.2-12.7
cm) long. Its upperparts are blue to blue-gray with a few black

Dendroica cerulea

Breeding Nonbreeding
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streaks, and the underparts are mostly white. The wings fea-
ture two white bars. The female looks similar, but substitutes a
soft olive for the blue plumage, and lacks the black neck ring
the males have.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds mostly in the eastern half of the United States, north
into the southernmost points in Ontario, south to North Car-
olina, and southwest to Louisiana. Winters primarily in rain-
forests of northern South America.

HABITAT
Deciduous forests, particularly among maples, elms, and
black ash.

BEHAVIOR

These birds remain among the treetops most of the time,
much to the chagrin of birders. They are always on the move,
seldom staying still for more than a few minutes before moving
to another perch. The birds sing throughout the day.

Family: New World warblers

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Insects.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

The cup-shaped, neat nest, which the bird builds high up in
the trees, consists mostly of moss and lichens. The white to
greenish white, speckled eggs usually number four, and they
hatch in about two weeks.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Although not threatened under IUCN criteria, cerulean warbler
populations have declined by as much as 70% over the last
three decades. The primary cause appears to be habitat destruc-
tion in both their breeding and wintering grounds. Efforts are
currently under way to protect their northern and southern
habitats.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
They have some economic benefit, as they bring to the northern
woods birders who are seeking a challenge in bird observation. ¢
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A
New World blackbirds and orioles

(Icteridae)

Class Aves

Order Passeriformes
Suborder Passeri (Oscines)
Family Icteridae

Thumbnail description

Medium to large-sized songbirds with short and

massive to rather long and slender conical bills;
many are colorful and sexually dimorphic in both
size and coloration

Size
6.7-21.5 in (17-55 cm); 0.6 0z-1.2 Ib (16-528
g

Number of genera, species
25 genera; 103 species

Habitat
Forest, woodlands, marshes, and grassland

Conservation status

Critically Endangered: 3 species; Endangered: 4
species; Vulnerable: 4 species; Near
Threatened: 1 species; Extinct: 1 species

Distribution

North, Central, and South America (Alaska to Cape Horn)

Evolution and systematics

The New World blackbirds, troupials, and meadowlarks
(Icteridae) include the beautiful orioles (Icterus) and caciques
(Cacicus), as well as many other colorful songbirds. The
icterids are variously treated as a family, subfamily, or tribe
in a more inclusive family (Emberizidae or Fringillidae) that
also contains a number of other songbirds having only nine
primary wing feathers. Most sources separate these at the fa-
milial level. Other groups of birds that are closely related to
the blackbirds are the olive warbler (Peucedramus taeniatus),
bananaquit (Coereba flaveola), and other New World warblers
(Parulidae), and the tanagers, buntings, and other New World
finches (Emberizidae). These birds no doubt evolved in the
New World, and today all, with the exception of the Ember-
izidae, are confined in their distribution to the New World.
The Icteridae almost certainly evolved in South America
where today the largest number of species occur. One large
genus of blackbirds, the orioles, may be of Central American
origin. These families probably differentiated rather recently
in geological time, perhaps during the Pliocene. All of the
fossils of icterids, however, are from the Pleistocene or
Holocene.

Grzimek’s Animal Life Encyclopedia

Molecular studies delineate five distinct lineages within the
Icteridae. These are: (1) the grackles and allies (including Age-
laius, Euphagus, Quiscalus, Molothrus, and 11 other genera), (2)
the caciques and oropendolas (Cacicus and Psarocolius), (3) the
orioles (Icterus), (4) the meadowlarks and allies (Dolichonyx,
Xanthocephalus, Sturnella, and Leistes), and (5) the cup-nesting
caciques (Amblycercus holosericeus).

Physical characteristics

Icterids are remarkably diverse in size. They range from
the slim orchard oriole (Icterus spurius), which weighs as little
as 0.6 0z (16 g), to the robust Montezuma’s oropendola (Psaro-
colius montezuma), which can weigh as much as 1.2 1b (528 g),
making it one of the largest songbirds. Most species are
brightly colored, commonly with black (often with a bright
metallic gloss) and yellow, but many species have prominent
red coloration, and some of the oropendolas are greenish.
Some species have a neck ruff; others, a sparse crest.

The family name comes from the Greek zkteros which was
a yellow bird, perhaps the golden oriole (Oriolus) which was
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A Scott’s oriole (Icterus parisorum) sings from its perch. (Photo by R.
& N. Bowers/VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

thought to cure jaundice. The English vernacular name for
the New World orioles (Icterus) was given to them by early
naturalists who thought them to be related to the Oriolus ori-
oles of the Old World, but today it is realized that these birds
are not closely related.

There is a great deal of variation in bill size and shape in
the Icteridae. Many blackbirds have rather long, stout, and
pointed bills; the ridge of the upper mandible is often straight
in profile, and may extend onto the forehead, forming a
frontal shield. Some of the orioles have slim, gracile bills that
are slightly downturned, and the bobolink (Dolichonyx
oryzivorus) and some of the cowbirds (Molothrus) have a finch-
like conical bill. Blackbirds—particularly those species that
forage extensively on the ground—have rather large legs and
long claws.

Many species of blackbirds are strikingly sexually dimor-
phic in size. This is especially true in species where males are
commonly polygynous (a male will be mated to two or more
females in a single breeding season), e.g., Psarocolius, Agelaius,
Quiscalus, and Xanthocephalus. As well, many blackbirds are
sexually dimorphic in color. In dimorphic species, the males
tend to have a bright display plumage whereas females are
dull and relatively inconspicuous; the young tend to resem-
ble females, and males may not develop their full display
plumage until they are two years of age. Plumage dimorphism
is characteristic of icterids that breed in north temperate ar-
eas. Within the orioles, the species that breed in North Amer-

ica, including some of the Mexican species, are dimorphic in
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color, whereas the tropical species (including the three South
American species) are monomorphic (although the female is
sometimes somewhat less brightly colored).

Distribution

New World blackbirds are widespread in the New World,
and, with the exception of a few records of vagrant individu-
als, they are confined to the New World. The species with
the northern-most range, the rusty blackbird (Eupbagus car-
olinus), breeds from the limit of trees in northern Alaska,
northern Yukon, southwestern Nunavut, and Labrador south-
ward into central Alberta and into northern-most parts of the
northeastern United States. The species with the southern-
most range, the austral blackbird (Curaeus curaeus), is found
south to Cape Horn, and the long-tailed meadowlark (Stur-
nella loyca) breeds from Chile and Argentina south to the Bea-
gle Channel Islands in Tierra del Fuego and in the Falkland
Islands. Between these extremes, there is no place in the
Americas where there is not at least one breeding icterid. The
areas of the greatest richness of species are southern Mexico,
northwestern South America, and southern Brazil, Paraguay,
Uruguay, and northeastern Argentina. The genus with the
largest number of species, Icterus, reaches its greatest richness
in Central America where nine species breed, and an addi-
tional three species winter. The oropendolas (Psarocolins),
which are forest dwelling, are confined to the Neotropics; two
species are found north to the humid forests of southern Mex-
ico. Nine of the 10 species of caciques likewise are limited to
the Neotropics, although one species does range north to the
Pacific coastal lowlands of central Sinaloa. The genus Euph-
agus, with two species, is the only genus restricted in range
to North America (one winters south to central Mexico). The
grackles (Quiscalus), which are closely related to the Euphagus
blackbirds, are also found in North America, but some species
are also found in Central and northern South America and in
the Caribbean. Several studies have indicated that the black-
birds that are presently placed in the genus Agelzius should
be divided into two genera, one found in North and Central
America and the Caribbean, and the other confined to South
America.

Habitat
New World blackbirds are found in a variety of different

habitats, such as forests, savanna, grasslands, deserts, marshes,
and bogs. The caciques and oropendolas are all found in
forests, commonly humid lowland tropical forests. Many
species, however, are associated with forest edge or clearings
and are not generally found in the forest interior, and some
are found in montane cloud forests. The yellow-winged
cacique (Cacicus melanicterus), which occurs north to at least
central Sinaloa, Mexico, may be found in thorn scrub, plan-
tations (coconuts, mangos) and other settled areas, and in
mangroves.

Most of the orioles (Icterus), the melodious, Brewer’s, and
yellow-shouldered blackbirds (Dives dives, Euphagus cyanoceph-
alus, and Agelaius xanthomus), and the common and greater
Antillean grackles (Quiscalus quiscula and Q. niger) are found
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in open woods, early successional habitats, riparian woods, sa-
vannas, or urban areas. The bobolink, meadowlarks (Stur-
nella), and the brown-headed cowbird (Molothrus ater) are
found in grasslands, the yellow oriole (I. nigrogularis) and Bo-
livian blackbird (Oreopsar bolivianus) are found deserts, and the
rusty blackbird occurs in boreal bogs. Lastly, a large number
of blackbirds nest in marshes. Included in this group are the
widespread and familiar North American red-winged black-
bird (Agelaius phoenicens) and other species in this genus, the
yellow-headed blackbird (Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus), the
marshbirds (Pseudoleistes), and the scarlet-headed blackbird
(Amblyramphus bolosericens) of South America, and several of
the grackles. Many of these marsh-nesting blackbirds are
colonial or breed in grouped territories.

Behavior
Although they may occasionally sing during the night,

blackbirds are diurnal. During migration and winter, many
species form flocks—sometimes huge flocks—when they are
both foraging and roosting. In the mid-1970s, there were 723
major roosting flocks in the United States containing an es-
timated 438 million blackbirds. An estimated 200 million
icterids winter in Arkansas, Louisiana, Tennessee, and Mis-
sissippi. In the west, particularly in rice growing areas of east
Texas and California, another 139 million icterids winter, and
in North Carolina about 76 million winter. There are ad-
vantages to the birds in these large roosting flocks. There is
strength in numbers: there are more birds to sight potential
predators, and it can be dangerous for flying predators to en-
ter a large flock of birds. There is also protection from rain,
wind, and heat loss in a large flock. A disadvantage is that
there is not sufficient food close to a large roost to feed the
large numbers of birds present, and some individuals must
travel up to 60 mi (100 km) each direction every day to reach
feeding areas where the food has not already been depleted.
Migrating and wintering blackbirds often forage in flocks as
well, but foraging flocks are generally smaller than roosting
ones. New World blackbirds walk rather than hop on the
ground.

Blackbirds perform a wide variety of displays, many of
which are quite interesting to watch. One common and wide-
spread icterid display is the “song-spread” (or “rough-out”)
display. In this display, the bird (most commonly a male, but
females of some species also do this) spreads its wings some-
what, and raises the feathers on its shoulders, back, and neck;
on the red-winged blackbird this displays the bright red
epaulets prominently. Some birds, such as some of the cow-
birds (Molothrus), have a neck ruff that is exaggerated during
this display. The “song-spread” display is accompanied by
song. The “song-spread” appears to function both in territo-
rial defense and for mate attraction. The “bill-tilt” display is
another display that many blackbirds use. In this display, the
feathers are sleeked, and the bill, head, and body are pointed
upward. “Bill-tilting” is aggressive, and is used during en-
counters both within and between sexes. Many blackbirds
have “flight-song” displays, and in some species these displays
can be spectacular. Male white-browed blackbirds (Sturnella
superciliaris) fly to a height of about 60 ft (20 m) and para-
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Baltimore oriole (Icterus galbula) female builds her nest. (Photo by Gre-
gory K. Scott. Photo Researchers, Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

chute to the ground while giving their song. The “flight-song”
of the bobolink is also spectacular. The male, with a fluttery
flight and wings bowed—not rising above the horizontal, and
tail pointed downward, fly up to perhaps 30 ft (10 m) from
the ground while uttering their bubbling song. Male red-
winged blackbirds commonly give a rapid series of notes,
“tseee tch-tch-tch-tch chee-chee-chee” while in flight. Fe-
male blackbirds characteristically arch their backs, and with
their heads down raise their tails and shiver their wings in a
pre-copulatory display. Injury feigning distractions are given
by some blackbirds, but are not common in the family. Male
oropendolas perform a “bow-display.” In this display, the male
sits on a branch, partially opens his wings, thrusts his head
downward and tail upward, until he is completely upside
down, with his tail at right a right angle to his body, then
rights himself as he finishes his song, and shakes his wings.

Feeding ecology and diet

The largely arboreal oropendolas, caciques, and orioles
commonly forage by gleaning food from vegetation in trees.
These birds, like many other blackbirds, often feed by
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An eastern meadowlark (Sturnella magna) sings in eastern Michigan.
(Photo by John Shaw. Bruce Coleman Inc. Reproduced by permission.)

gaping—inserting their closed bills into a flower, fruit, or
stem, then opening the bill to expose food or facilitate nec-
tar feeding. Twigs and branches often harbor small insects,
especially ants. By gaping into these branches, birds capture
these insects. Bark can be pried loose by gaping, and yellow-
backed orioles (Icterus chrysater) gape under the scales of pine
cones, as well as flake away bark, in the search for insects.
Black caciques, such as the Ecuadorian cacique (Cacicus scla-
teri), split the slender stems of bamboo to find insects, but
like most blackbirds are generalists when foraging, eating
fruit and nectar in addition to insects. An oriole often gapes
when eating fruit: it thrusts its closed beak into the fruit,
then opens it and uses its tongue to drink the laked juice.
They also forage for nectar (or sugar in hummingbird or ori-
ole feeders) and many commonly forage on the ground.

The species of blackbirds that live in grasslands feed mostly
on the ground, and the marsh-dwelling species also commonly
feed on the ground, especially in the winter. Meadowlarks
commonly feed by gaping. They insert their long bills into
the ground, then open the mandibles to expose insect prey or
grain; the muscles used for opening the bill are particularly
well-developed in these birds. Particularly during the winter,
many blackbirds forage extensively on the ground for grain
and other seeds, and some species eat small vertebrate ani-
mals. Red-winged blackbirds have been observed to eat Nel-
son’s sharp-tailed sparrows (Ammodramus nelsoni), and rusty
blackbirds and grackles have been observed eating birds as
large as white-throated sparrows (Zonotrichia albicollis). Grack-
les are also adept at catching small fish in shallow waters, and
they can crush acorns with their powerful bills. Black-backed
orioles (I. abeillei) are one of the few birds that will eat the of-
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ten toxic monarch butterflies (Danaus plexippus). The toxicity
of these butterflies is derived from some of the plants that
they eat, and the majority of the butterflies are only weakly
toxic. The orioles taste each butterfly that they capture, and
release the more toxic ones. Blackbirds are not adept at fly-
catching, but they do take some low-flying insects. In winter,
many species of blackbirds forage in flocks on the ground.
Commonly these flocks are composed of mixed species. In
North America, flocks often contain a combination of cow-
birds, grackles, red-winged blackbirds and, in the west, yel-
low-headed blackbirds and Brewer’s blackbirds. When the
birds are foraging, these flocks appear to roll along as the
birds toward the back of the flock fly to the front of the flock
as it moves along.

Reproductive biology

Most icterids build an open cup-shaped nest, woven into
supporting vegetation or in a crotch in a shrub. Hole nest-
ing is extremely rare in blackbirds, but occasionally nests are
placed cavities. The only species that regularly nests in holes
is the Bolivian blackbird, which nests in arid areas on the east-
ern slope of the Andes, where there are few trees or shrubs.
Thus, it is not surprising that they place their nests in crevices
in cliffs. Baywings (formerly called the bay-winged cowbird)
(Agelaioides badius) usually lay their eggs in nests built by other
species of birds, and they seem to prefer the domed nests of
ovenbirds (Furnariidae); they also will nest in nest boxes. Ori-
oles, caciques, and oropendolas weave distinctive pendant bag
nests, which are suspended from the branches of trees, al-
though in Louisiana, where they often nest in marshes; or-
chard orioles (Icterus spurius) often weave their nests into
supporting reeds. Nests of oropendolas may be over 50 in
(125 cm) long. The nests of grassland icterids usually are
placed on the ground, often a nest woven of fine grass, and
placed at the base of a tuft of grass that may overhang the
nest. The nests of some of the meadowlarks are domed, and
there may be runways in the grass leading to the nest. The
cowbirds (Molothrus) are brood parasites, that is, they lay their
eggs in the nests of other species of bird. Some of these, such
as the brown-headed and shiny cowbirds (M. ater and M.
bonariensis) parasitize a large number of host species, but the
screaming cowbirds (M. rufoaxillaris) lay their eggs only in
the nests of baywings, and a few other species of blackbirds.
Many species of blackbirds are colonial, or at least have
grouped territories. Nest building is done exclusively or prin-
cipally by the female. The number of eggs and their shape
and coloration varies among species. Some oropendolas may
lay only a single egg, whereas the parasitic brown-headed
cowbird may lay a great many eggs in any season (perhaps
30; one captive female laid 77), but these tend to be laid daily,
in sequences of one to seven eggs. They vary in shape from
rather round to elongated; they are glossy and tend to be
marked with spots and blotches, although some cowbirds may
lay unmarked eggs.

Most blackbirds are at least socially monogamous, but a
great many species are polygynous. Polygyny seems to be par-
ticularly frequent in colonial marsh-nesting blackbirds and
many of the colonial caciques and oropendolas. In the polyg-
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ynous crested oropendola (Psarocolius decumanus), females
greatly outnumber males, perhaps by as much as 10 to one in
some populations. The much-studied red-winged blackbird
commonly is polygynous, but some individuals are monoga-
mous; in this species—and probably many others—extra-pair
copulations are common. Females appear to solicit such cop-
ulations. A male red-winged blackbird may have as many as
15 mates. Not surprisingly, males give more assistance to fe-
males in monogamous pairs than in polygynous ones. The
marsh-nesting scarlet-headed blackbird of South America, and

some other marsh-nesting species, however, are monogamous.

Conservation status

Many species in the Icteridae are among the most numer-
ous and successful of American songbirds. They are a con-
spicuous component of the fauna of many grasslands and
marshes, and some, such as many of the grackles and cow-
birds, have adjusted well to human-induced changes to the
environment. Nonetheless, some 7% of the species are clas-
sified as being under some level of threat, ranging from en-
dangered to further protection desirable.

The Martinique oriole (Icterus bonana) is Vulnerable, and
Forbes’s blackbird (Curaeus forbesi) is listed as Critically En-
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dangered. The oriole is endemic on the West Indian island
of Martinique where it was originally distributed throughout
the forested areas of the island at lower elevations. The prin-
cipal threat to this species is brood-parasitism from the shiny
cowbird, which colonized the island during the late 1940s and
is increasing in abundance. Today, about 75% of the nests
are parasitized by cowbirds. Forbe’s blackbird is known with
certainty from only two regions near the Atlantic coast of
Brazil. In the 1880s, when this species was first described, it
was said to be local in occurrence, but apparently common
where found; however, they are very similar in appearance to
the chopi blackbird (Gnorimopsar chopi), so there is some un-
certainty about their status because many so-called records of
Forbe’s blackbirds may have been of chopi blackbirds. Forbe’s
blackbird is threatened by deforestation and by pressure from
parasitism by shiny cowbirds.

The pampas meadowlark (Sturnella defilippii) is Vulnera-
ble, and the Baud6 oropendola (Psarocolius cassini) and red-
bellied grackle (Hypopyrrbus pyrobypogaster) are listed as
Endangered. The meadowlark was apparently always rare in
Uruguay and Brazil, but was formerly common in central-
eastern Argentina. Today, however, cultivation and over-
grazing has resulted in a serious decline in their numbers. The
red-bellied grackle is endemic to the Andes of Colombia. Al-

though in the past these were not uncommon birds in humid
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A hooded oriole (Icterus cucullatus) feeds on a flower. (Photo by H.P.
Smith Jr./VIREO. Reproduced by permission.)

tropical forests, habitat destruction has led to declines in num-
bers, and today they are local in distribution, although com-
mon in a few sites. The saffron-cowled blackbird (Xanthopsar
flavus) is a Vulnerable bird of moist grasslands, marshes, agri-
cultural fields, and dry bushy areas of southern Brazil,
Paraguay, eastern Argentina, and Uruguay. For reasons that
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are not well known, but include habitat destruction, their
numbers have declined sharply in the last century, especially
since the 1970s. The selva cacique (Cacicus koepckeae) is Vul-
nerable as well. This cacique is known only from the type-
locality (the site where it was first collected), in the lowlands
of Peru, although there are other sight records from Manu
National Park in Peru. Little is known of their biology, but
they are probably extremely rare. Although only seven of the
approximately 103 species of blackbirds are listed, three of
these represent monotypic genera (that is, they are the only
species in that genus). In other words, if those three species
were to go extinct, three of 25 genera, or approximately 12%,
would be lost, leading to a fairly substantial loss of the diver-
sity that has evolved in the Icteridae.

Significance to humans

Many North American blackbirds are considered agricul-
tural pests in many areas where flocks of them descend to feed
in grain fields (rice, corn) or feed lots, and thus compete with
humans and their livestock for food. As well, they often con-
gregate in immense flocks in migration and winter, and when
these flocks gather in densely inhabited areas—as they fre-
quently do—concern is often expressed that they could con-
stitute a threat to human health. Additionally, many people
find the noise associated with a blackbird flock to be un-
pleasant and the excrement unaesthetic, particularly when
they are roosting in a city park. Consequently, there is often
pressure on government and game officials for mass extermi-
nation, and millions have been destroyed.

New World blackbirds have also played an important part
in biological research, in part because many are common, con-
spicuous, and easily observed, and in part because of the great
diversity of lifestyles and behaviors represented in the family.
Therefore, they have been important subjects of many major
studies of behavior, breeding biology, mating systems, and
ecology. In North America, studies of the yellow-headed and
red-winged blackbirds have been important in the develop-
ment and testing of theories about territoriality and mating
systems of birds, and the paternity of young. These studies
have helped to answer many general questions in biology.
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1. Rusty blackbird (Euphagus carolinus), nonbreeding plumage; 2. Bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus); 3. Chopi blackbird (Gnorimopsar chopi);
4. Great-tailed grackle (Quiscalus mexicanus); 5. Western meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta); 6. Brown-headed cowbird (Molothrus ater); 7. Baywing
(Agelaioides badius); 8. Brown-and-yellow marshbird (Pseudoleistes virescens); 9. Melodious blackbird (Dives dives); 10. Long-tailed meadowlark
(Sturnella loyca). (lllustration by Gillian Harris)
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1. Jamaican blackbird (Nesopsar nigerrimus); 2. Yellow-billed cacique (Amblycercus holosericeus); 3. Yellow-headed blackbird (Xanthocephalus
xanthocephalus); 4. Baltimore oriole (Icterus galbula); 5. Yellow-hooded blackbird (Agelaius icterocephalus); 6. White-browed blackbird (Sturnella
superciliaris); 7. Red-winged blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus); 8. Yellow-rumped cacique (Cacicus cela); 9. Female Montezuma oropendola (Psaro-
colius montezuma); 10. Oriole blackbird (Gymnomystax mexicanus). (lllustration by Emily Damstra)
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Species

Montezuma’s oropendola
Psarocolius montezuma

TAXONOMY
Cacicus montezuma Lesson, 1830, Mexico.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

French: Cassique de Montezuma; German: Montezumastirnvo-
gel; Spanish: Chacarero de Montezuma, Oropéndola de
Moctezuma.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

15-20 in (38-50.5 cm); female 7-9 oz (198-254 g), male 12.5
0z-1.2 1b (353-528 g). Sexes similar in color. A large chestnut
oropendola with a black head, a bare blue cheek patch, a small
pink patch at the base of the lower bill, orange-tipped black
bill, and yellow lateral tail feathers.

DISTRIBUTION
Resident from southeastern Mexico south to central Panama.

HABITAT

Tropical lowland forests and secondary forests, to 3,300 ft
(1,000 m).

BEHAVIOR

During the breeding season they are highly colonial. Females
forage away from the colony in small groups. Males often feed
solitarily. Males have an elaborate courtship display: they bow
forward, pointing their bill downward, and fan their tail, while
uttering a characteristic vocalization.

Psarocolius montezuma

Resident

Family: New World blackbirds and orioles

accounts

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage in trees; their diet is almost exclusively fruit.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Highly polygamous; successful males mate with several differ-
ent females. Females weave a long basket-like nest of grasses
and other fibers, which is suspended from the tips of branches
of a tree; nests are up to 47 in (120 cm) in length. Oropen-
dolas are highly colonial with over 60 nests in some colonies.
Nesting trees are characteristically tall trees that are away from
other trees (so that it is difficult for monkeys and other arbo-
real predators to get to them). Generally two eggs are laid
January—May. Incubation about 15 days; young fledge about
30 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Montezuma oropendolas are locally common
on the Caribbean coast of Central America, but generally local
on the Pacific coast of Nicaragua, northwestern Costa Rica,
and Panama.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. &

Yellow-rumped cacique
Cacicus cela

TAXONOMY
Parus cela Linnaeus, 1758, Surinam.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

French: Cassique cul-jaune; German: Gelbbiirzelkassike; Span-
ish: Charro de Rabadilla Amarilla.

Cacicus cela

Resident
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PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8-11 in (22-29 cm); female 2.4-3.9 oz (67-110 g), male
2.9-4.3 oz (81-121 g). Sexes similar in color. A large black
cacique with a yellow rump, undertail coverts, and wingbar.
The bill is pale yellow.

DISTRIBUTION

Resident from southern Panama to northern and central South
America, east of the Andes south to southern Bolivia and cen-
tral and eastern Brazil, and west of the Andes in western
Ecuador and northwestern Peru.

HABITAT
Tropical lowland forest edge and river-edge forest.

BEHAVIOR

Yellow-rumped caciques often nest colonially, and at colonies
females outnumber males. Males display by roughing out their
feathers, especially the yellow rump feathers, and with their
body in a horizontal position, they flutter their wings and
thrust their head downward while vocalizing.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

They feed in trees, primarily in the outer foliage or in the
canopy. Their food is primarily insects, but they also eat fruit.
They often feed in pairs or small groups, but males often feed

singly.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Successful males mate with several different females in a season.
Within both sexes, dominance hierarchies are established, with
the largest individuals at the top of the hierarchy. Dominant
males obtain the most mates, and dominant females can occupy
prime nesting sites, near wasp nests; they often nest on islands.
The nest is a hanging basket, averaging about 17 in (43 cm),
woven of palm strips, and suspended from a tree branch. Gen-
erally two eggs are laid; eggs can be laid at any season, but most
nesting takes place in the driest times of the year. Incubation
13-14 days; fledging takes place after 24-30 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Widespread and common in suitable habitat.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Yellow-billed cacique

Amblycercus holosericeus

TAXONOMY
Sturnus holosericeus Deppe, 1830, Veracruz, Mexico.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Cassique a bec jaune; German: Gelbschnabelkassike;
Spanish: Charro Piquihueso; Cacique Piquiclaro; Pico de Plata.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8.5-10 in (22-25 cm); female 2 oz (56 g), male 2.5 oz (71 g).
Sexes similar in color. Entirely black, with a whitish yellow
bill; eyes yellow.

DISTRIBUTION

Resident from coastal eastern Mexico south to northern
Colombia; in South America in the mountains from northern
Venezuela south to northern Bolivia.
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Amblycercus holosericeus

Resident

HABITAT

Lowland and montane evergreen forests; secondary forests to
9,800 ft (3,000 m). In the highlands, it is characteristic of bam-
boo thickets.

BEHAVIOR

The yellow-billed cacique is a skulking bird of dense under-
growth. They typically wander in the undergrowth in pairs or
family groups.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forage mostly in low thickets where they poke into rolled leaves,
bamboo shoots, or hammer at branches to get insects. They have
been observed following army ants to pick up insect prey.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Nests are a cup of leaves and vines, placed
within 3 ft (1 m) of the ground. Generally 1-2 eggs are laid.
Breeding season varies geographically; in Costa Rica nesting
takes place in February—June; in South America, in November—
April. Incubation and fledging times not reported.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. They are locally common in thickets, clearings
and second growth, habitats that are created by clearing of pri-
mary forests.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Baltimore oriole
Icterus galbula

TAXONOMY
Coracias galbula Linnaeus, 1758, Virginia.
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Icterus galbula

Breeding Nonbreeding

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Northern oriole, black-backed oriole, Bullock’s oriole;
French: Oriole de Baltimore; German: Baltimoretrupial; Span-
ish: Bolsero de Baltimore.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

7-8 in (18-20 cm); female 1-1.4 oz (28-41 g), male 1.1-1.4 oz
(31-40 g). Sexually dimorphic in color. Males with a black
head, wings, and middle tail feathers, and yellow-orange on the
breast, belly, shoulder, and the tips of the tail, with white
markings in their wings. Males in their second year resemble
females. Females, which are variable, are yellowish or orangish
green, usually with some black on the head, and greenish gray
wings. Juveniles resemble females, but lack black, and are usu-
ally duller in coloration.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds in eastern North America, from central Alberta and
southern Quebec south to northern Louisiana and central
Georgia. Winters from central Mexico south to northern
South America, Florida, Jamaica, and along the coast of south-
ern California.

HABITAT
Woodland edge and open woodlands.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during the breeding season. Males defend a terri-
tory with songs and chasing. In winter, solitary or found in
small groups.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage mostly in trees, gleaning insects, or eating fruit and in-
sects. Also forage on ground or low in vegetation.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY
Monogamous. Females (sometimes with some assistance
from males) weave a bag-like nest of grasses, which is sus-
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pended from the branches of a tree. Generally 4-5 eggs are
laid from May to mid-June. Incubation 11-14 days; fledging
11-14 days. Single brooded, but replacement clutches may be
produced.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Widespread and common, but numbers de-
clining in many areas. Destruction of suitable habitat for them
on the wintering grounds may be affecting numbers.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Can be an important predator on defoliating insects; one of the
few birds that eat significant numbers of tent caterpillars
(Malacosoma). &

Jamaican blackbird
Nesopsar nigerrimus

TAXONOMY
Icterus nigerrimus Osburn, 1859, Jamaica.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Carouge de la Jamaique; German: Bromelienstirling;
Spanish: Pradero Jamaicano.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
7 in (18 cm); 1.4 0z (39 g). Sexes similar in coloration. Uni-
formly black.

DISTRIBUTION
Resident in Jamaica.

HABITAT
Wet montane forests.

Nesopsar nigerrimus

Resident
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BEHAVIOR
Territorial. Jamaican blackbirds spend most of their time for-
aging in the forest canopy. They vocalize frequently.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage in trees, searching epiphytes for invertebrate food.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The bulky nest is constructed of rootlets and
epiphytic orchids, and is placed against the trunk of a tree in
the lower canopy. Two eggs are laid in May—July. Incubation is
about 14 days. Single brooded.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Endangered. Although locally common, they are found only in
places where there is mature rainforest, habitat that is being
destroyed for coffee plantations.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Oriole blackbird

Gymnomyx tax mexicanis

TAXONOMY
Oriolus mexicanus Linnaeus, 1766, Cayenne.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Carouge loriot; German: Nacktaugentrupial; Spanish:
Tordo Maicero.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

10.5-12 in (27-30 cm); 3.3 oz (93 g). Sexes similar in col-
oration, but males somewhat larger. Head and underparts, and
epaulets (shoulders) bright yellow, and black otherwise; black-
ish patches of skin around the eyes and on the malar area.
Young are like adults, but have a black cap.

Gymnomystax mexicanus

Resident
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DISTRIBUTION

Resident in much of Venezuela, central Colombia, and along
the Amazon River from eastern Ecuador east to the Atlantic
Coast. Sparse in the Guianas.

HABITAT
Marshy area and open areas with scattered trees and palms.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during the breeding season. Oriole blackbirds are
usually observed in pairs or small flocks, but sometimes roost
in large flocks. They typically sit on low perches, such as fence
posts or low branches in trees, and walk on the ground. When
singing, males rough out the feathers of the neck, fan their
tails, and droop their wings.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
They mostly forage on the ground, slowly walking and picking
up grain, or probing in the ground. They pick fruit from trees.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The nest is a bulky cup of grasses and other
vegetation, built by the female with some help from the male,
and placed 20-25 ft (6-8 m) up in a tree. Generally three eggs
are laid in August-December in Guyana, and March in Peru.
Incubation 18-20 days; fledging time not reported.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Oriole blackbirds are common in appropriate
habitat. Clearing of forests probably creates habitat that is suit-
able for them.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
They frequently raid corn fields, and locally oriole blackbirds
may be pests.

Yellow-headed blackbird

Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus

TAXONOMY
Icterus icterocephalus Bonaparte, 1826, Nance Co., Nebraska.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

French: Carouges a téte jaune; German: Brillenstirling; Span-
ish: Tordo Cabeciamarillo, Tordo Cabecidorado.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

9-10 in (23-25 cm); female 1.5-2 oz (42.5-56 g), male 2.6-3 oz
(72.5-85.5 g). Sexually dimorphic in color. Males black, with a
bright yellow head, throat, and breast, black between the eye
and bill and on the chin, and a large white patch on the pri-
mary wing coverts. Females are brown above, with a golden
yellow throat and stripe above the eye, and heavy brown streaks
on their breast; in worn (summer) individuals, the yellow is
paler and somewhat brighter. Young birds resemble females,
and males in their first summer resemble summer females.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from eastern British Columbia and the Canadian
prairies, east locally to southern Ontario, and south through
the American west to eastern Washington and California,
south to northern New Mexico. Resident in the lower Col-
orado River valley, and locally in south-central California.
Winters from central Arizona, New Mexico, and western
Texas south to central Mexico.
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Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding

HABITAT
Freshwater marshes, with cattails, tules, or bullrushes. In mi-
gration and winter, found in agricultural fields.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during the breeding season. Males defend a terri-
tory with songs and chasing. Males perform a “song spread dis-
play,” in which the wings are held up in a V as they vocalize.
Both sexes perform a display in which the wings and tail are
partially spread, the head turned, and the bill pointed upward.
In winter, found in flocks, often enormous ones that contain
several different species of blackbirds as well as European star-
lings (Sturnus vulgaris).

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forage low in vegetation in a marsh or on the ground. Their
food consists of invertebrate animals (especially insects), grain,
and other seeds.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Males commonly are simultaneously paired to up to six fe-
males; females are not monogamous, and will solicit copulation
from males other than their principal mate. Females build the
nest, which is a bulky cup of woven vegetation, commonly wo-
ven to several stalks of emergent vegetation in marshes. Three
to five eggs are laid in May—July. Incubation 12-13 days; fledg-
ing at about 12 days. Usually single brooded, but replacement
clutches may be produced.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Yellow-headed blackbirds are common, and
data indicate that their numbers are stable.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Considered an agricultural pest in some areas. They commonly
gather in large roosts in urban areas in winter, where their
droppings may be a concern for public health. &
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Yellow-hooded blackbird

Agelaius icterocephalus

TAXONOMY
Oriolus icterocephalus Linnaeus, 1766, Cayenne. Two geographi-
cally distinct forms are recognized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Carouge a capuchon; German: Gelbkopfstirling; Span-
ish: Turpial de Agua.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.5-7 in (17-18 cm); female 0.8-1.1 oz (24-31 g), male 1.1-1.4
oz (31.5-40 g). Sexually dimorphic in color. Males are black
with a yellow hood and black around the bill. Females are
grayish olive above, and have a brownish belly, flecked with
black, and a dusky yellow hood, with the yellow on the throat
and the stripe over the eye brighter.

DISTRIBUTION

Resident of northern South America and along the Amazon
River, from northern Colombia to central Brazil, east to north-
eastern Peru.

HABITAT
Freshwater marshes and tall, wet grasslands. Although charac-

teristically a bird of the lowlands, they are found to about
8,500 ft (2,600 m) in the Andes of Colombia.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during the breeding season. Males display to other
males using a “song-spread” display, much like that of the
North American red-winged blackbird. Males approach females
with a distinctive fluttering flight; receptive females follow
males to nests constructed by the males. During all seasons
they are commonly seen in small loose flocks; large numbers
may congregate in roosts. During the breeding season, males
form colonies in marshes and start building nests.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Yellow-hooded blackbirds feed in marshes or in pastures,
where they eat seeds and capture invertebrates.

Agelaius icterocephalus

Resident
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Successful males mate with up to five different females in a
single season. Males build a nest in emergent aquatic vegeta-
tion; the female adds the lining to the nest after the pair is
formed. Mated males stay with their mate until incubation be-
gins, then they build another nest and seek an additional mate.
Generally 2-3 eggs are laid in May-October in Trinidad and
October-November in Venezuela. Incubation 10-11 days;
young fledge at about 11 days.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. They are locally common.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
They commonly forage in rice paddies and other agricultural
lands, and cause some crop damage. &

Red-winged blackbird

Agelaius phoeniceus

TAXONOMY
Oriolus phoeniceus Linnaeus, 1766, Charleston, South Carolina.
Presently, 20 geographically discrete forms are recognized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Cuban red-winged blackbird; French: Carouges a
épaulettes; German: Rotschulterstirling; Spanish: Tordo Alir-
rojo, Tordo Capitin, Mayito de la Diénaga, Sargento.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

7-9.5 in (18-24 cm); female 1-1.9 oz (29-55 g), male 1.9-2.9
0z (53-81 g). Sexually dimorphic in color. Males black with red
epaulets edged with a yellow bar. Young males are dark brown

Agelaius phoeniceus

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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and heavily streaked below with some red in the wing. Males
in their second year resemble older males, but many of their
feathers are edged with brown. Females are streaked with dark
brown. Juveniles resemble females.

DISTRIBUTION

Breeds from eastern Alaska and Great Bear Lake, east to James
Bay, southern Quebec, and southwestern Newfoundland, south
to Costa Rica; local in Central America, and absent as a
breeder from western Mexico and central and southern Baja
California. Winters from southern Canada south to Costa
Rica, including western Mexico and Baja California.

HABITAT
Marshes and rank, moist thickets.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during the breeding season. Males defend a terri-
tory with songs and chasing. In winter, found in flocks, often
enormous ones that contain several different species of black-
birds as well as European starlings (Sturnus vulgaris).

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage low in vegetation or on the ground.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Males are commonly simultaneously paired to several females.
Females build the nest, which is a bulky cup of woven vegeta-
tion, commonly woven to several stalks of emergent vegeta-
tion in marshes. Clutch size is smaller in the south than in
the north and ranges in size from 4 to 5 eggs, which are laid
from May to mid-June. Incubation 11-13 days; fledging at
about 11-12 days. Usually single brooded, but replacement
clutches may be produced.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. One of the most abundant North American
birds.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Considered an agricultural pest in many areas. Much effort and
money have been expended in attempts to control blackbird
roosts, and consequently humans are one of the major causes
of adult mortality.

White-browed blackbird

Sturnella superciliaris

TAXONOMY
Trupialis superciliaris Bonaparte, 1851, Matto Grosso, Brazil.

OTHER COMMON NAMES

English: Red-breasted blackbird; French: Sturnelle a sourcils
blancs; German: Rotbruststirling, Weissbrauenstirling; Span-
ish: Pecho Colorado, Pechicolorado Chico.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

6.5-7 in (17-18 cm); female 1.4 0z (39.5 g), male 1.9 oz (53 g).
Sexually dimorphic in color. Males are black with a bright red
throat, breast, and shoulders (visible in flight), and a prominent
white stripe behind the eye. Females have a pale buff stripe
above the eye, dark brown crown stripes and a dark brown
stripe behind the eye, with a brown, mottled back, and buff
undersides, with streaks on the throat and belly, but not on the
breast, which is variously tinged with pink.
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Sturnella superciliaris

Resident Breeding

DISTRIBUTION

Resident from southeastern Peru and west-central Brazil south to
northern Argentina, and also in the lowlands of eastern Brazil.
Withdraw from the southernmost part of the range in Argentina
in winter. Found from sea level to over 8,200 ft (2,500 m).

HABITAT
Grasslands and damp pastures.

BEHAVIOR

Gregarious, especially in the nonbreeding season, but they of-
ten nest in loose colonies. Territorial during the breeding sea-
son. Males have a spectacular butterfly-like aerial display: they
fly to a height of over 66 ft (20 m) over their territory, then
parachute downward while singing. They also sing from the
ground. Females are difficult to see.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage on ground where they take seeds and insects. They of-
ten feed among livestock and agricultural fields.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Nest is placed on the ground, with grass pulled
over it, so that it is not visible from above. Commonly 3-5
eggs are laid in October—January. Data on incubation and
fledging not available.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Locally common throughout; increasing in
numbers and expanding its range in response to the spread of
cultivation of rice and other grain crops.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
May cause local damage to crops. ®
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Long-tailed meadowlark
Sturnella loyca

TAXONOMY
Trupialis loyca Bonaparte, 1851, Peru. At present, four geo-
graphically discrete forms are recognized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Sturnelle australe; German: Langschwanz-Soldaten-
stirling; Spanish: Loica Comun.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

9.5-10 in (24-25.5 cm); 4 oz (113 g). The sexes are similar in
color, but the females are somewhat duller. The throat, breast,
and belly are red, and there is a dash of red from above the eye
to the bill. There is a white line running from the top of the
eye back to the nape.

DISTRIBUTION

Resident in western South America from central Chile and in
foothills and intermontane valleys in western Argentina, and in
the steppes of central Argentina south to Tierra del Fuego and
the Falkland Islands. Some Chilean and Patagonian birds move
northward in winter.

HABITAT

Arid grassy areas with scattered shrubs; pastures and cultivated
fields.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during the breeding season. Males defend a terri-
tory with songs and chasing; they generally sing from bushes
or trees. Long-tailed meadowlarks typically perch in trees in
flocks and behave more like many other blackbirds rather than
other meadowlarks, which characteristically spend most of their
time on the ground. In winter, solitary or found in small
groups.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forage on ground where they take seeds and insects.

Sturnella loyca

Resident Nonbreeding
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REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Nest is a domed cup placed on the ground (ex-
cept in the Falkland Islands where the nest may be above the
ground, built on a pedestal of tussock grass). Generally 3-5
eggs are laid in September—January (August-November in
Falklands). Data on incubation and fledging not available. May
be double brooded.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common throughout their range.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known. ¢

Western meadowlark
Sturnella neglecta

TAXONOMY

Sturnella neglecta Audubon, 1844, Old Fort Union, North Dakota.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Sturnelle de 'ouest; German: Wiesenstirling; Spanish:
Triguera de Occidente, Pradero Occidental.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8.5-9.5 in (21.5-24 cm); female 3.2 oz (89 g), male 4 oz

(115 g). Sexes alike in color. Throat and underparts bright yel-
low, with a black V on the breast; yellow stripe over the eye;
back, wings, and tail mottled with brown; outermost tail feath-
ers white.

DISTRIBUTION
Breeds from central British Columbia and Alberta east to
southern Ontario, and south through the Great Plains to cen-

Sturnella neglecta

Resident Breeding Nonbreeding
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tral Mexico and northern Baja California. Winters from south-
ern British Columbia and the central Plains to central Mexico
and Baja California.

HABITAT
Grasslands, pasture, savanna, and cultivated fields.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during the breeding season. Males defend a terri-
tory with songs, fights, and chases. Flight songs are common.
In winter, they are found in small groups.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forage almost entirely on ground, gathering grain, seed, and
insects. Feeds mostly on insects during the summer, grain in
winter and early spring, and weed seeds in the fall.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Males often are simultaneously mated to two or more females.
Females build a domed nest that is placed on the ground.
Three to 7, most commonly 5 eggs are laid late April-early Au-
gust. Incubation 13-14 days; fledging at about 10-12 days. Sin-
gle brooded, but females renest if their first effort was
unsuccessful.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Widespread and common, but numbers de-
clining in many areas. Agricultural practices affect breeding
through habitat degradation, destruction of nests by equipment
and trampling of nests by livestock.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS

Western meadowlarks destroy sprouting grain by drilling be-
side the new shoots and removing the kernels. However, they
eat large numbers of insects that can damage crops. ¢

Brown-and-yellow marshbird
Pseudoleistes virescens

TAXONOMY
Agelaius virescens Vieillot, 1819, near Buenos Aires, Argentina.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Troupiale dragon; German: Drachenstirling; Spanish:
Dragén, Pechiamarillo Chico.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

8-9 in (21-24 cm); female 2.3 oz (64 g), male 3.1 oz (88 g).
Sexes similar in color. Body (including flanks), wings, and tail
olive brown; breast, belly, and undertail-coverts, and epaulet
bright yellow; bill black. Juveniles like adults, but duller, with a
yellowish throat, and brown streaking across breast.

DISTRIBUTION
Resident in extreme southern Brazil, Uruguay, and northeast-
ern Argentina.

HABITAT
In and near marshes and adjacent grasslands and agricultural

fields.

BEHAVIOR

Territorial during the breeding season. Once mated, the pair
travel together. In winter, they tend to be found in flocks, of-
ten large flocks.
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Family: New World blackbirds and orioles

Pseudoleistes virescens

Resident

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Brown-and-yellow marshbirds forage almost exclusively on the
ground, often at the edge of a marsh or in a plowed field.
They thrust their bills into the ground and gape to expose
food (invertebrates and seeds).

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Nests are placed in marshes, but often in vege-
tation at the edge of marshes; they also nest in wet roadside
ditches. Females build the nest that often is placed in the cen-
ter of a tuft of pampas grass. Clutch size is 4-5 eggs, which are
laid late September—December. Information on incubation and
fledging are not available. Often several “helper” adults will
help feed the young in a nest; the relationship of these adults
to the young is not known.

CONSERVATION STATUS
Not threatened. Common to locally abundant.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
None known, although they may be agricultural pests in
some areas. ¢

Chopi blackbird

Gnorimopsar chopi

TAXONOMY
Agelaius chopi Vieillot, 1819, Paraguay. Two geographically dis-
crete forms are recognized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Chopi-grackle; French: Quiscale chopi; German:
Chopistirling; Spanish: Turpial Chopi.
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Gnorimopsar chopi

Resident

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

9-9.5 in (23-24 cm); female 2.6-3 oz (75-84 g), male 2.8 oz
(79.5 g). Sexes similar in color. Entirely black, showing slight
blue iridescence, with a black eye; crown and nape feathers are
narrow and pointed and a groove on the lower bill is some-
times visible. Juveniles are similar, but lack iridescence and the
pointed feathers of the adults.

DISTRIBUTION

Resident from eastern and southern Brazil, northern Bolivia,
and southeastern Peru south through Paraguay, Uruguay, and
northern Argentina.

HABITAT
Farms, pastures, savannas, and marshy areas, from sea level to

3,300 ft (1,000 m).

BEHAVIOR

Chopi blackbirds are gregarious, and are generally seen in
flocks, which may be large. They invariably roost in large
groups, commonly in palm trees. They are extremely vocal,
and there is continuous vocalization in flocks, even when fly-
ing. Singing and courtship tend to take place in trees.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET
Forages more commonly on the ground than in trees where
they eat a variety of plant and animal food.

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. Chopi blackbirds commonly nest in holes or
crevices in trees, fenceposts, banks, other birds’ nests, or old
buildings. When not nesting in a cavity, the nest is open and
cup-shaped, placed in a dense bush or tree. Four to five eggs
are laid in September—January. Information on incubation and
fledging not available.
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CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. They are common and locally abundant, and
probably have benefited from the clearing of land for agricul-
tural purposes.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
Because of their attractive song, chopi blackbirds are often kept
as cage birds in Brazil. &

Melodious blackbird

Dives dives

TAXONOMY
Icterus dives W. Deppe, 1830, Oaxaca, Mexico.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
English: Scrub blackbird; French: Quiscale chanteur; German:
Trauerstirling, Buschstirling; Spanish: Tordo Cantor.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

9-11.5 in (23-29 cm); 2.9-3.6 oz (83.5-102 g); females some-
what smaller than males. Sexes similar in color. Entirely black,
showing slight iridescence, with a black eye, and moderately
long tail. Juveniles are brownish black, and lack iridescence.

DISTRIBUTION
Resident from central Mexico south to northern Costa Rica.

HABITAT
Tropical lowland forests, secondary forests, pine forests, edge,
and settled areas, from sea level to 6,600 ft (2,000 m).

BEHAVIOR
Pairs are territorial, and individuals of both sexes defend their
territories with songs and displays (tail-flicking and a fluttering

Dives dives

Resident
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“bill-up” flight). In winter, pairs may gather into small groups,
flocking sometimes with grackles and cowbirds. Sometimes
roosts in dense cane with other blackbirds.

FEEDING ECOLOGY AND DIET

Forages mainly on the ground, commonly on lawns and other
cleared areas. When foraging in trees, they pick insects and
larvae from foliage, and drink nectar from flowers. Their diet
consists of seeds, fruits, nectar, and invertebrates (especially
insects).

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY

Monogamous. The nest is an open cup placed in a bush or
tree; both sexes assist in building the nest. Three to four eggs
are laid in April-July. Incubation about 14 days; information
on fledging not available. Single brooded.

CONSERVATION STATUS

Not threatened. Common, and expanding its range southward
into the Pacific slope of Guatemala, El Salvador, and northern
Costa Rica, probably as a consequence of clearing of land for
agriculture.

SIGNIFICANCE TO HUMANS
They eat the ripening ears of maize, and are considered to be
agricultural pests. ¢

Great-tailed grackle

Quiscalus mexicanus

TAXONOMY
Corvus mexicanus Gmelin, 1788, Veracruz, Mexico. At least
eight geographically discrete forms recognized.

OTHER COMMON NAMES
French: Quiscale a longue queue; German: Dohlengrackel;
Spanish: Clarinero, Zanate Grande, Zanate Mayor.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

10.5-18.5 in (26.5-47 cm); female 3.6-4.7 oz (102-132 g), male
6.2-8.9 oz (175-253 g). Sexually dimorphic in color. Males
black glossed with purple on the head, becoming blue on the
belly and back, and a yellow eye. They have a long keel-shaped
tail. Females brown, with pale brown throat and stripe above
the eye; geographically variable. Juveniles resemble females.

DISTRIBUTION

Resident in central California, central Colorado, and eastern
Towa, south to the Gulf coast south through Mexico and Cen-
tral America to the coast of northwestern Venezuela and south
to northwestern Peru. Some individuals from northern popula-
tions move south in winter.

HABITAT
Pastures, agricultural lands, second-g