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Two bird species new for Panama and Central America: 
White-whiskered Hermit Phaethornis yaruqui and 
White-winged Swallow Tachycineta albiventer

Gilles Seutin

En base a observaciones efectuadas en julio de 1996, se describen dos especies nuevas para Panamá 
y América Central —  Phaethornis yaruqui y Tachycineta albiventer. Ambas observaciones fueron 
hechas en las tierras bajas de Darién, un área poco relevada por los ornitólogos. Se presentan 
además las observaciones de otras ocho especies que actualizan el conocimiento de la avifauna de 
la zona.

In tro d u ctio n
The avifauna of Panam a is well-known by 
Neotropical ornithological standards. This is the 
result of extensive fieldwork by a small number of 
ornithologists, most importantly Eisenmann1 and 
Wetmore10,11, and more recently amateurs encour­
aged by the publication of Ridgely’s field guides5,6. 
Still, some regions of the country have been rela­
tively poorly explored, including the Darién 
province in the east. O rnithologists and 
birdwatchers visiting this region in recent years 
have mainly focused their attention on the foot­
hills and highlands4,8,9, and in particular the Cana 
area in the Serranía de Pirre (Fig. 1). Compara­
tively little attention has been paid to the lowland 
avifauna, and this usually by observers in transit

Figure 1. The Darién region of Panama, showing villages, 
rivers and landmarks mentioned in the text. The arrows 
indicate where the two species new for Panama were 
observed.

to Cana. Thus, efforts in the lowlands have been 
essentially concentrated in the direct vicinity of the 
village of El Real, and along the trail that leads 
from Boca de Cupe to Cana (Fig. 1). Here I report 
on two bird species new for Panama observed in 
the Darién lowlands in July 1996: White-winged 
Swallow Tachycineta albiventer and White-whisk­
ered Hermit P haethorn is ya ru q u i. The upper 
two-thirds of the Balsas River drainage, where I 
found the hermit, had apparently never been ex­
plored before by ornithologists or zoologists (fide  
G. Angehr, Smithsonian Tropical Research Insti­
tute). Therefore, I provide a list of the most 
interesting species that I observed there on 6– 13 
July 1996.

W h ite -w h isk e r e d  H e r m it
Phaethornis yaruqui
The bird was observed at Manené (07°41'N 77°49W; 
c. 100 m asl) on 10 July 1996 along a trail through 
mature forest. It hovered briefly at a flower c. 5 m 
away from me, before coming to within 1.5 m and 
‘confronting’ me at eye-level for about 3 seconds 
and then dashing off into the forest. It was a dark 
hermit, similar in size and shape to the Green Her­
mit P. guy  that is common in the Darién foothills 
and highlands above 600 m6. The relatively short 
central tail feathers suggested a male. Compared 
to a typical male P. guy, the tail appeared shorter, 
the breast and belly were darker and greener, and 
the pale ‘tie’ on the throat and upper breast was 
light grey and narrower than the buff stripe of P. 
guy. I could not distinguish the coppery crown men­
tioned by Hilty & Brown3 as being diagnostic of P. 
yaruqui. Nevertheless, the combination of charac­
ters that I noticed identifies the bird as P. yaruqui, 
and the record was accepted by the Scientific Com­
mittee of the Panama Audubon Society2. P. yaruqui 
is the most common Phaethornis hermit in the Pa­
cific lowlands of Colombia where it replaces the
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S la te-th roa ted  G natcatcher P o lio p tila  
schistaceigula  (two and one individuals in dif­
ferent mixed flocks; c. 200 m asl; 11 July).

Purple Honeycreeper Cyanerpes caeruleus (a pair 
with a fledgling; c. 150 m asl; 10 July).

Orange-bellied Euphonia Euphonia xanthogaster 
(several individuals in mixed flocks; 150–250 
m asl; 11 July).

Tawny-crested Tanager Tachyphonus delatrii (sev­
eral in mixed flocks; 100–200 m asl; 8– 12 July).
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foothill and highlands P. guy3. It is found north to 
the lower Atrato Valley3, or c. 50 km from the Pana­
m anian border and 75 km from M anené. 
Considering that the ridge between the basins of 
the Balsas River in Panama and the Jurado River 
in Colombia is below 200 m altitude at its lowest 
point, the occurrence of P. yaruqui in Panama was 
not unexpected.

W h ite -w inged  Sw allow  Tachycineta  

a lb iven te r (David Beadle)

W h ite -w in g e d  S w a llo w
Tachycineta albiventer 
While on the Tuira River, 
downstream  of Unión 
Choco (08°08'N 77°37'W; c. 30 
m asl) on 6 July 1996,1 spot­
ted three Tachycineta-type 
swallows perched on a log 
in the river. From a dis­
tance of c.  50 m, I 
noticed pale wing
patches on the two in­
dividuals th a t were 
facing away. The three
birds took flight as the boat approached to within 
20 m, revealing very conspicuous white wing 
patches encompassing the secondaries and their 
coverts, and a white rump. This combination of 
plumage traits is diagnostic of T. albiventer. This 
taxon and the resident Mangrove Swallow T. 
albilinea  also differ in the colour of the supraloral 
stripe, which I did not record. Ridgely & Gwynne6 
mentioned that T. albiventer could be expected in 
eastern Panama as it breeds in north-west Colom­
bia3,7.

O th e r  bird s p e c ie s  o f  th e  M a n en é  reg io n
All records below are from the immediate vicinity 
of Manené in July 1996, unless stated otherwise. 
Several birds were recorded below their normal 
altitud ina l range as reported by Ridgely & 
Gwynne6; this probably simply reflects how little 
the local avifauna is known.

Plumbeous Kite Ictinia p lum bea  (one pair feeding 
1 fledgling; 10–12 July).

Laughing Falcon Herpetotheres cachinnans (one at 
the Darién National Park Station, 08°52'N 
77°51'W; 6 July).

Yellow-crowned Parrot Am azona ochrocephala (one 
bird in a flock of Blue-headed Parrots Pionus 
menstruus, 13 July).

Cinereous Becard Pachyramphus rufus (a pair at 
the Darién National Park Station; 6 July).




