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The biology of Dwarf Tinamou Taoniscus nanus, with notes 
on its breeding in captivity

Luís Fábio Silveira and Valter José da Silveira

Novos registros e observações do Taoniscus nanus , tan to  silvestre como cativo, são documentados 
aqui. Descrevemos o seu canto, a coloração dos ovos e construção do ninho em cativeiro. A densidade 
da população e a variedade das plum as são m encionadas, assim  como apresentam os detalhes de 
ilu straçõ es de biografias anteriores. Propomos a preservação em cativeiro a fim de aum en tar o 
saber e assis tir  na conservação de T. nanus.

In tro d u ctio n
Dwarf Tinam ou Taoniscus nanus  was described by 
Tem m inck in  1815, based  on A zara’s “Y nam bú 
Carapé”1. Its type-locality is Misiones in Paraguay7, 
not the  province of the  sam e nam e in  north-east 
A rgentina, as is often and erroneously assum ed. It 
may be extinct there, w ith  no confirmed records 
since 19013, although it is a cryptic, easily over
looked and, in  consequence, poorly known species. 
T. nanus has long been considered rare, is poorly 
represen ted  in  scientific collections3 and, despite 
its relatively extensive d istribu tion  in  Brazil, is 
probably extinct a t m any localities. In  Brazil, T. 
nanus  is known from the  s ta tes  of Paraná, São 
Paulo, M ato Grosso do Sul, M inas Gerais, Goiás 
and D istrito Federal3. In  the  la st 15 years, the only 
published records have been by Teixeira & N egret15, 
in  1984 a t Roncador Biological Reserve (15°55'S 
47°52'W) n e a r  B rasilia  (D istrito  Federal), and 
Olmos & M artuscelli16, from Itap e tin in g a  S ta te  
Park (São Paulo) (23°39'S 47°59'W). G. Bohórquez 
(pers. comm.) obtained a pair after a grassland fire 
in  C ristalina, Goiás (16°46'S 47°36'W) on 9 M arch 
1994, the  same locality as cited by Silveira14 for 
1965. Bohórquez also recorded the  species a t Brejo 
do Sr. Luiz, near Bonfinópolis (16°34’S 45°59'W), 
M inas Gerais, where he observed two individuals 
on two different dates: 2 October 1996 and 9 June 
1997. A nother record from M inas Gerais was ob
ta ined  by LFS, H enrique Rocha Nobre and Ju an  
M azar B arnett, who tape-recorded one a t Serra da 
C anastra  N ational Park (20°14'S 46°21'W) on 16 
December 1996. All localities cited above are p re 
sented on the map.

Field  o b se r v a t io n s
In  1990, during a visit to a  bird-breeder in  Brasilia, 
we were surprised  to find, w ith o ther birds, a sin 
gle Taoniscus nanus. The b irds’ keeper informed 
us th a t it was obtained in  cerrado near Taguatinga, 
D istrito Federal. W ith th is  inform ation and w ith 
the aim of increasing our knowledge of the biology

of Taoniscus nanus, VJS (initially) made m onthly 
v isits  to T aguatinga, w est of B rasilia  (15°49'S 
48°03'W). The research site is dominated by cerrado 
(bushy savanna), w ith gallery forests and campo 
sujo (scrubby field), h ab ita t sim ilar to th a t found 
by A zara1 and Teixeira & N egret15, who made field 
studies of th is  species. In some areas the  te rra in  is 
very  rocky w ith  canela-de-em a (Velloziaceae) 
present. T. nanus  was found in scrubby fields w ith 
a few trees and bushes up to 1.5 m high, and in 
drier areas w ith Velloziaceae. The species was de
tected by voice, usually  in  early m orning and late 
afternoon. A fter tape-recording the  voice (using 
Panasonic RN 102 and Sony TCM 5000 EV tape- 
recorders and  S ennheiser ME 66 m icrophone), 
playback elicited responses from m any individu
als, allowing spatia l d istribution  and a minim um  
population for the  site to be ascertained.

W hen disturbed, we found th a t T. nanus  would 
leap c. 1.5 m in the a ir and, on its short wings, fly 
in  a s tra igh t line c. 1 m above the  ground, as noted 
also by Teixeira & N egret15. In  flight, we noted th a t 
it can cover distances of up to 50 m (occasionally 
more w ith a tail-wind), different from the 150 m 
A zara1 and Teixeira & N egret15 observed. On land 
ing, T. nanus  alw ays took cover in  bushes and 
thickets (reconfirming observations of the above).

Four o ther tinam ou species were found in our 
(c. 10 ha) study area, occurring sym patrically with 
T. n a n u s : S m all-b illed  T inam ou  C ryp ture llu s  
parvirostris , Red-winged Tinam ou Rhynchotus r. 
rufescens, Spotted N othura Nothura maculosa and 
Lesser N othura N. minor. N. m inor prefers bushy 
h ab ita ts  w ith sparse grasses, where T. nanus  is 
rarer, w hilst N. maculosa  inhab its campo sujo and 
is the  ra re s t of the four species a t Taguatinga. R. r. 
ru fe scen s  is  a g e n e ra l is t ,  re c o rd e d  in  a ll 
m icrohabitats w ithin the study area. Crypturellus 
parvirostris  prefers gallery forest edges.

To determ ine the num ber of birds p resen t dur
ing an  observation period, a tape-recording was 
played a t two points, 400 m apart, and the num ber
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and location of responding individuals noted. Vo
ca lising  in c reases  s ig n ifican tly  in  S ep tem ber 
–January, which is apparen tly  the breeding sea 
son, b u t only d a ta  from  F e b ru a ry – M ay w ere 
considered, as during the breeding season response- 
r a te  in c re a se s  a n d  te r r i to ry -s iz e  d ec reases , 
increasing the  possibility of double counting. O ut
side the breeding season, responses from four birds 
a t one site and th ree  a t ano ther were frequently 
obtained in an area of c. 2 ha. Contra Silveira14, who 
sta ted  th a t T  nanus occurred in  groups of up to 12, 
all of our observations involved single birds or pairs.

F ood
Food was first recorded by A zara1, who observed 
captive birds eating  spiders and  corn. Teixeira & 
N egret15 observed T. nanus searching for a rth ro 
pods and  seeds of G ram in ae , and  e x tra c tin g  
term ites from the ir nests. The two birds obtained 
by Bohórquez a t C ristalina were analysed by us; 
their stomachs contained sm all G ram inae seeds 
(not specifically identified) and sm all stones.

P r e d a to r s
Potential predators of T. nanus recorded during our 
s tu d y  in c lu d e d  W h ite - ta i le d  H aw k  B u teo  
albicaudatus (seen eating a N othura m inor , iden 
tified  by its  rem ains), A plom ado Falcon Falco 
femoralis and Am erican K estrel F. sparverius. B ur
rowing Owl Speotyto cunicularia  is also a potential 
predator, bu t analysis of 20 pellets around the ir 
burrows revealed only beetle and rodent rem ains.

C a p tiv e  b r e e d in g
We studied six captive T. nanus housed by the same 
keeper who had  apparently captured the bird which 
prom pted th is study. The birds were captured by 
hand, when they landed in bushes and were tem 
porarily unable to fly, a fact also noted by A zara1. 
Two were captured in  Septem ber 1993 and four in 
September 1995. They were kept in  pairs (see plum 
age discussion), in the  hope th a t they m ight breed, 
in an  enclosure 1.5 m wide, 3 m long and 2 m high. 
The enclosure’s earth  floor was planted w ith grasses 
from the cerrado. Contrary to other tinamous, which 
usually fly into the walls of enclosures and die (pers. 
obs.), T. nanus proved extrem ely docile in captiv 
ity, seeking shelter in  the p lanted  grass thickets. 
They quickly accepted all food item s offered (ca
nary-seed , m ille t and  m ealw orm s), p rincipally  
feeding a t dawn. A zara1, who first kept the  species 
in  captivity, had  already noted th is docile behav
iour, comparing T. nanus  w ith a “domestic fowl”. 
W ithin a few m onths they  s ta rted  singing, princi
pally a t dawn and in  the evening.

W hen singing, the  captive T. nanus  assum ed a 
posture sim ilar to Nothura  spp., slightly opening 
its bill and raising  its neck. The voice is a series of 
simple w histles (c. 38–40) w ith a m ean duration  of 
35– 40 seconds, s ta r t in g  w ith  an  u pw ard  tr i l l  
pe..pe..pe..pe.. becoming a monotonous peet..peet.. 
peet..peet.. sim ilar to a cricket, and comprising the 
longest pa rt of the song (see sonogram). In response 
to a strange noise, they would lift the neck and body, 
searching for the source of disturbance, and rem ain 
in  th is posture for several seconds (see photo 1).

In December 1993, the first captured pair laid 
a clutch of th ree  eggs in a small, spherical nest 
which the  birds had  built of grass and sm all leaves, 
w ith a la te ra l opening (see photo). The eggs were 
relatively large (mean 36 × 18 mm), ellipsoid, sim i
la r to those of N. maculosa bu t slate in colour (see 
photo). The eggs were placed in  an  incubator and 
exam ined after a week: they were fertile bu t after 
15 days the  embryos died. The pair responsible for 
th is  clutch died in  1994. Two other birds captured 
in Septem ber 1995 adapted  poorly to captivity and 
died quickly. The final two individuals were paired 
un til la te  April 1996, having survived 2.5 years in 
captivity, when during a sudden chill one perished.
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Map showing recent records of Dwarf Tinamou Taoniscus 
nanus in Brazil. Selected states: DF = Federal District; 
GO = Goiás; MG = Minas Gerais; SP = São Paulo (coordinates 
from IBGE, 19955): 1. Roncador Bitapological Reserve 
(15°55'S 47°52'W); 2. Taguatinga (15°49'S 48°03'W);
3. Bonfinópolis (16°34'S 45°59'W); 4. Cristalina (16°46'S 
47°36'W); 5. Serra da Canastra National Park (20°14'S 
46°21'W); and 6. Itapetininga State Park (23°39'S 
47°59'W).
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Two types of voice were recorded. The first is a cricket
like trill composed of short (c. 40 ms duration) whistles at 
c.4 kHz, and delivered at a rate of c. 12/s (sonogram 1); 
and the second is a series of longer (c. 0.1 s duration) 
whistles delivered at the same pitch but more slowly (c. 2 
notes per second) (sonogram 2). A second bird appears to 
be the source of the rapid series of shorter notes at the 
end of this sequence. L. P. Gonzaga prepared the 
sonograms in the Laboratory of Bioacoustics at the 
Departament of Zoology of the Federal University of Rio 
de Janeiro with a Macintosh computer acquired with the 
support of Fundação Universitária José Bonifácio, using 
Canary 1.2 software (Bioacoustics Research Program, 
Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, USA). Recordings are 
deposited in the Arquivo Sonoro Elias Coelho [ASEC/LFS 
007-A/1/ 1 (sonogram 1) and ASEC/LFS 007-A/1/3 
(sonogram 2)]. Filter Bandwidth: 267 Hz.

The rem aining bird survived un til the end of our 
observations. T. nanus appears highly susceptible 
to tem peratu re  variation  in captivity, presenting  
symptoms suggestive of respiratory trac t infections 
which cause the ir swift demise. A zara1 kept two 
birds for th ree  days and S ilveira14 kept some in 
B rasilia Zoo, the  longest-lived of which survived 
for a t least six months.

D iscu ss io n  o f  p u b lish ed  illu s tra tio n s
In published illu stra tions2,4,8,10,11, T. nanus  appears 
to have relatively long legs and toes, like a sm all 
Nothura. Our observations agree w ith Teixeira & 
N egret15, in th a t T. nanus  appears alm ost to slide 
over the ground as it walks, due to its short legs. 
Small size is not apparen t in illustra tions and size 
scale errors are also present, T. nanus appearing 
larger th an  it really is compared to other species 
depicted on the sam e p la te8,10,11. Iris colour is also 
incorrectly depicted as red 10,11, black2,4 and brown8.

Our observations indicate th a t the iris is yellow 
(see photo 3) sometimes being a little  lighter or 
darker bu t never red, black or brown, thus agree
ing w ith Teixeira & N egret15. Most au thors have 
never seen a live T. nanus or colour photograph of 
the species, basing the ir inform ation solely on m u
seum  m a te ria l. T hese e rro rs  have ap p a re n tly  
occurred because T. nanus  is extrem ely ra re  in  col
lections and available specimens are old w ith few 
notes on soft p a rt coloration on the ir labels. I t is 
noteworthy th a t a specimen from the United States 
N ational M useum  of N atu ra l H istory (USNM — no. 
310543) has the iris colour (yellow) labelled. In  most 
cases, leg (pinkish) and bill (lower m andible light 
pink, upper m andible black) colour are described 
or illustrated  correctly, w ith the exception of Blake2, 
w here the  bill appears wholly black.

S e x u a l d im o r p h ism  and  c o lo u r  v a r ia tio n
Vent colour varies from pure w hite to ochraceous 
yellow. In the nesting pair, th is difference was s trik 
ing (see photo), leading us initially to speculate th a t 
the  difference was due to sexual dimorphism, the 
m ale being th a t  w ith  the  ochraceous ven t (see 
photo). Two unsexed specimens in  the M useu de 
Zoologia da U niversidade de São Paulo — MZUSP 
(nos. 9653 and 10953) have the  belly ochraceous, 
one of which (no. 10953, from B artira , São Paulo) 
is labelled as having “female characters” w ritten  
in  a different le tte r type and clearly post-dating 
the  original label. The other lacks locality and sex 
data, it being labelled as “from m useum exposition”. 
The breeding female had  a near w hite belly. Two 
specimens examined by H. Alvarenga (pers. comm.) 
a t the  USNM have white abdomens (specimen no. 
308890 is labelled male and no. 310543 is unsexed). 
A zara1 observed six birds, all apparently w ith white 
vents. M iranda-Ribeiro6 noted sexual dimorphism  
based on the  size of the  uppertail-coverts, those of 
the male being longer. Teixeira & N egret15 noted 
no significant sexual differences in  T. nanus, re 
porting th a t both sexes “have more or less the same 
general p a tte rn ”. T. nanus  m ay have p lum age 
morphs, as we have observed in o ther tinam ous, 
e.g. Nothura minor and N. maculosa, bu t inform a
tion to clarify or confirm th is is lacking. A nother 
plumage variation, observed by Teixeira & N egret15 
is the colour of the  prim aries, plain ashy black or 
slightly marbled.

T h r e a ts
At the  study site, T. nanus is th rea tened  by the 
ex tension  of a highw ay ru n n in g  alongside the  
cerrado (and by the consequent increase in m achin
ery and dom estic traffic), w hich will destroy a
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1. Dwarf Tinamou Taoniscus nanus in alert position 
(Roberto Murta)

2. Nest and egg of Dwarf Tinamou Taoniscus nanus 
(Valter Silveira)

3. Close-up of Dwarf Tinamou Taoniscus nanus, showing 
bill colour and yellow iris (Roberto Murta)

4. Breeding pair of Dwarf Tinamou Taoniscus nanus, 
showing individual plumage differences (Valter Silveira)

significant a rea  of the species’ h ab ita t. To w hat ex
ten t the local population will be affected by such 
encroachm ent is unknown. B rasilia and its sa te l
lite cities suffer from illegal land development and 
in the  study site some invasions have occurred in 
recent years, fu rther reducing the available hab i
ta t .  A n o th e r th r e a t  com es from  co llecto rs of 
“m inhocuçu” (R hinodrilus a la tlis  — Oligochaeta) 
who, in groups of up to 20 w ith shovels and hoes, 
can dam age up to c. 20 m2 of cerrado in a day, dig
ging for th is worm (which is used to catch fish). T. 
nanus and other tinam ids are sensitive to such dis
turbance, never singing in areas of up tu rned  soil 
and only re tu rn ing  once the  vegetation has recov
ered. T. nanus  is also a t risk  from illegal fires lit in 
the area, which have been known to burn  70%  of 
the to tal area of cerrado (pers. obs., August 1997).

The s ta tu s  of T. nanus  requires clarification 
throughout its range. Its  sm all size and the lack of 
knowledge of its vocalisations has probably resulted 
in the species going under-recorded, and its criti
cal s itua tion  receiving less notice. The g rea test 
th rea t facing T. nanus is cerrado destruction in cen
tra l Brazil, caused by the expansion of soyabean 
and corn monocultures, and tree-felling for the  coal 
industry3.

In the same area as T. nanus, o ther th reatened  
(T) or near-threatened (N) species3 were observed:

Lesser N othura (T), Sharp-tailed Tyrant Culicivora 
caudacu ta  (N), C ock-tailed T y ra n t A lec tru rus  
tricolor (N) and Black-bellied Seedeater Sporophila 
melanogaster (N). O ther cerrado specialists also 
occur in  th e  a rea , e.g. W hite-rum ped T anager 
Cypsnagra hirundinacea , Collared Crescentchest 
Melanopareia torquata and Plumbeous Sporophila 
p lu m b e a  a n d  W h ite -b e llie d  S e e d e a te r s  S. 
leucoptera. More extensive studies and a conserva
tion plan are required to ensure this im portant area 
does not disappear. As pointed out by Silva13, the 
conservation of biological resources in  the  cerrado 
region has received little  a tten tion  in  recent dec
ades. I t  is very  im p o rta n t th a t  in te rn a tio n a l 
conservation agencies include cerrado among the 
highest priorities for conservation in the Neotropics.

C o n c lu sio n s
The a ttem p t to breed T. nanus  in captivity was 
w orthw hile, despite the  problem s encountered. 
System atic breeding of the species in captivity  
should be attem pted  as a m eans to conserve the 
species. Captive breeding can be efficient in  m ain
ta in in g  th r e a te n e d  sp ec ie s , e.g. R e d -b illed  
C u rasso w  C rax b lu m e n b a ch ii an d  S o lita ry  
Tinam ou Tinam us s. solitarius, which have been 
proven to breed in the  wild, following the ir ré in tro 
d u c tio n  (R oberto  A zeredo pers . com m .). The
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possibility of keeping T. nanus in  captivity requires 
consideration, on the basis of our experience. Sup
port from experienced breeders and  zoos would be 
fundam ental to obtain success, and could ensure 
th e  species’ conservation. The tape-recorded voice 
(deposited a t Arquivo Sonoro Prof. Elias Coelho, 
Rio de Janeiro, RJ) could increase the chances of 
discovering the species in  o ther areas, th rough the 
use of playback.
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