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White-winged Nightjars Caprimulgus candicans and cerrado 
conservation: the key findings of Project Aguará Ñu 1997
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Perrens and R. G. Pople

Desde el mes de julio h a s ta  noviembre de 1997, el proyecto A guará Ñu  ’97 estudió la  avifauna de 
A guará Ñu, un  área  de cerrado de g ran  im portancia a nivel global dentro de la  R eserva N atu ra l 
del Bosque M baracayú, dpto. Canindeyú, Paraguay. Se realizaron estudios de la población de 
Caprim ulgus candicans y por p rim era  vez se describieron el plum aje de la  hem bra y el nido y los 
huevos de la  especie. También se realizaron estudios breves en dos lugares más, Puerto Bahía 
Negra, dpto. Alto Paraguay y E stancia Tapytá, dpto. Caazapá. La m ayoría de la  superficie de 
Tapytá posee pastizales na tu ra les  y es uno de los lugares m ás im portantes en el país p a ra  la 
conservación de las aves. E n  to ta l se reg istraron  10 especies am enazadas y 19 casi-am enazadas. 
De gran im portancia fue la  población de A nthus nattereri descubierta en Tapytá. Nuestros registros 
de ocho especies nuevas p a ra  el Paraguay ilu s tra n  la u rgen te  necesidad de rea lizar m ás trabajos 
de campo an tes de que los recursos n a tu ra les  que quedan en el país sean  destruidos. Hay muy 
pocas in iciativas de conservación actuales dirigidas hacia las areas de pastizales na tu ra les  y 
cerrado, y muy rápidam ente se va a perder lo que queda de estos háb ita ts  en Paraguay.

During the  period July–November 1997, the  Project 
A guará Ñu team  conducted biological and socio
economic studies a t A guará Ñu, a  cerrado site of 
exceptional global im portance w ithin the  Reserva 
N a tu ra l del Bosque M baracayú (RNBM), dpto. 
Canindeyú, Paraguay. Ornithological fieldwork was 
conducted in  two further areas: the vicinity of Bahia 
Negra, dpto. Alto Paraguay, in  the  extrem e n o rth 
east of the  Paraguayan Chaco; and Estancia Tapytá, 
dpto. Caazapá, south-east Paraguay. The project 
was a follow-up to Project Yacutinga ’9510,11 which 
identified RNBM and specifically A guará Ñu as the 
m ost im portan t site for the  conservation of th re a t
ened open-country birds in  Paraguay.

The two most im portan t and th rea ten ed  eco
system s in  Paraguay are its  rem ain ing  tra c ts  of 
A tlantic forest and its n a tu ra l grasslands8,11. The 
form er are severely th rea tened  by commercial log
ging, while grasslands are  rapidly  being destroyed 
by extensive cattle-ranching, agriculture, foresta 
tion schemes, drainage, flooding for hydroelectric 
dams, fires, excessive use of pesticides and the  in 
troduction of exotic g rasses11. In  addition, m any of 
Paraguay’s grasslands are  potentially  th rea tened  
by the  Hidrovia development project, an  am bitious 
p lan  to canalise most of the  Río Paraguay4.

As a conservation  issue, th e  d estru c tio n  of 
grassland  ecosystems has been to tally  overshad
owed by deforesta tion5,15 w ith  th e  p ligh t of the  
grasslands and cerrados of central South America 
especially neglected6,13. Figures for the  destruction 
of g rasslands are not even available for Paraguay,

b u t the  v ast m ajority have been utilised  by m an to 
some extent.

The 64 000 ha  RNBM is Paraguay’s most im 
portan t site for global biodiversity conservation10,11. 
The site lis t of 417 b ird  species includes 12 consid
ered  th re a te n e d  and  22 n e a r- th rea ten ed 7. This 
ranks the  reserve am ong the  most significant ‘Key 
A reas’ for globally th rea ten ed  b irds in  the  A m eri
cas11,14. The RNBM protects 5000  ha  of dw arf palm 
cerrado known as A guará Ñu. I t  was here, in  1995, 
th a t a sm all population of the  enigm atic and C riti
c a lly  E n d a n g e re d  W h ite -w in g e d  N ig h tja r  
Caprim ulgus candicans was discovered10,11,12. In  
addition to providing the  first confirmed records 
for Paraguay, the  site  is only the  th ird  reported 
anywhere th is  century  for the  species. Ornithologi
cal fieldwork in  1997 focused on the  nightjar. Seven 
males and seven fem ales were caught, th ree  males 
and two females were radiotracked and a minimum 
of six display territo ries found. The female plum 
age, roost sites and  n est were all described for the 
first time. I t is estim ated th a t A guará Ñ u supports 
a population of 30– 50 C. candicans. O ther h igh 
lights from A guará Ñ u included a m inim um  of 10 
Rufous-faced Crake Laterallus xenopterus in  wet 
valley bottoms, w ith the  call of th is  elusive species 
tape-recorded for the  first time, and a t  least six 
singing m ale Black-m asked Finch Coryphaspiza  
melanotis.

Fieldwork a t  E stancia Tapytá, dpto. C aazapá 
in  October 1997 revealed th is  site to be the  second 
most im portan t for th rea tened  open-country birds
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1 Male White-winged Nightjar Caprimulgus candicans 
(Rob G. Pople)

2 Female White-winged Nightjar Caprimulgus 
candicans (Rob G. Pople)

3 Great Potoo Nyctibius grandis (C. P. Kennedy)
4 Bolivian Slaty-Antshrike Thamnophilus sticturus 

(C. P. Kennedy)
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in  Paraguay. Tapytá supports a m ixture of hab i
ta ts , includ ing  gen tly  u n d u la tin g  campo sucio  
grasslands, low inundated  grasslands and A tlan 
tic  F orest. T he e s ta n c ia  is owned by F o resta l 
Yguazú, a  subsidiary of Shell In ternational pic, who 
are foresting most of the  g rassland w ith exotic, and 
some native, tree  species.

One of the  most significant discoveries was a 
population of the  Endangered Ochre-breasted Pipit 
A nthus nattereri in  the campo sucio grasslands. At 
least n ine singing birds were recorded. The near- 
th rea ten ed  Cock-tailed T yran t Alectrurus tricolor 
was found in  the  sam e area, w ith a t least three 
d isp lay in g  m ales seen. In  th e  low, in u n d a te d  
grasslands th ree  th reatened  species were recorded: 
Rufous-faced Crake Laterallus xenopterus (a m ini
m um  of fo u r in d iv id u a ls ) , M a rsh  S e e d e a te r  
Sporophila palustris  (a single male associating with 
a female Sporophila  sp.) and Saffron-cowled Black
b ird  Xanthopsar flavus  (pairs and a flock of seven 
birds seen regularly). The records of L. xenopterus 
a re  the  southernm ost ever, and extend the  range 
of th is  species by 200 km. One sighting of two B lue
winged Macaws A ra maracana  was made, a very 
ra re  species in  Paraguay, recorded once previously 
a t Tapytá and only known currently  from one other 
site in  the  country3,10,11. A lthough most of the  g rass
land a t Tapytá is to be planted, p a rt of the  core 
a rea  w here these  th rea ten ed  and  several near- 
th rea tened  species were recorded is to be set aside 
as a private n a tu re  reserve under the  scheme ru n  
by Paraguay’s largest non-government conservation 
organisation, Fundación Moisés Bertoni (FMB).

In  total, c. 450 species were recorded during the 
project. Of these, 10 are considered th rea tened  and 
19 near-th reatened7 (see Appendix 1). Seven spe
cies were recorded for th e  firs t tim e in  Paraguay 
(species e ither not included or trea ted  as hypotheti
cal in  Hayes9); Green-cheeked Parakeet Pyrrhura  
m olinae  (seen re g u la rly  in  sm all n u m b ers  a t 
Estancia 42, B ahía Negra, dpto. Alto Paraguay), 
G reat Potoo N yctibius grandis  (one nesting  ind i
vidual incubating a single egg a t E stancia Campo 
Grande, 90 km  north-w est of P uerto  B ahía Negra, 
dpto. Alto P araguay ), B an d -ta iled  N igh thaw k  
Nyctiprogne leucopyga (flocks of up to 50 individu
als seen daily a t Puerto  B ahía Negra), B iscutate 
Swift Streptoprocne biscutata  (one individual seen 
in  November a t Aguará Ñu, RNBM), Bolivian Slaty - 
an tsh rike  Tham nophilus sticturus  (common in  the  
tho rn  scrub-forest a t E stancia 42, B ahía Negra), 
Rufous-winged A ntshrike T. torquatus (seen regu 
larly in  sm all num bers a t A guará Ñu, RNBM: photo 
in  C o tin g a  8: 12) a n d  C in n a m o n  T a n a g e r

Schistochlamys ruficapillus (seen twice in  Ju ly  and 
A ugust a t A guará Ñu, RNBM). Two L ittle Cuckoos 
Piaya m inu ta  were seen in  riverside scrub on the 
eastern , Bolivian bank  of th e  Rio Negro, no rth  of 
Puerto B ahía Negra. Given the  narrow ness of the 
Rio Negro th is species presum ably occurs in  P a ra 
guay. Nevertheless, th is represents a notable range 
extension w ithin Bolivia1.

Several o ther species only recently documented 
in  P a ra g u a y  w ere  rec o rd e d . T hese  in c lu d e d  
O cellated C rake M icropygia schom burgkii and  
Spot-tailed N ightjar Caprim ulgus m aculicaudus 
(both first recorded in  Paraguay a t RNBM in 1995 
and  aga in  in  199712), Sooty Sw ift Cypseloides 
fum igatus  (seen regularly  a t A guará Ñ u in  Novem- 
ber, f i r s t  re c o rd e d  in  P a ra g u a y  in  1992s), 
R ufous-throated Sapphire Hylocharis sapphirina  
(recorded a t  T apytá and  RNBM, two of several 
widely scattered  sites w here the  species has been 
recorded in  Paraguay), H ellm ayr’s P ip it A nthus  
hellm ayri (a singing b ird  a t E stancia Tapytá, first 
recorded in  Paraguay in  199512) and Dull-coloured 
G rassquit Tiaris obscura (one trapped  and a t least 
two seen a t E stancia 42, B ahía Negra). The occur
rence of T. obscura in  th e  Chaco has only recently 
been documented, although a specimen was col
lected in  the P araguayan  Chaco in  19452.

O ur findings, combined w ith those from field
w ork  in  1995, i l l u s t r a t e  th e  im p o rta n c e  of 
Paraguay’s cerrado and grassland sites for the  con
servation of th rea ten ed  open-country birds. A lack 
of knowledge of these hab ita ts, and the ecosystems 
they support, is im peding effective conservation 
action. The sites surveyed all have some form of 
protection, bu t cover only sm all areas and agricul
tu r a l  developm en t is ra p id ly  encroach ing  on 
re m a in in g  open -coun try  h a b ita t .  A g u a rá  Ñu, 
Tapytá and  B ahía N egra will all gain fu rth e r pro
te c tio n  th ro u g h  th e  m o st r e c e n t  n a tio n a l  
conservation  s tra te g y  for P arag u ay  — Proyecto 
Protección de Ecosistem as de Im portancia Global 
y Regional en Paraguay. This seeks to declare two 
biosphere reserves: in  th e  n o rthern  Chaco (includ
ing Bahia Negra) and the A tlantic forest. The la tte r 
will consist of two large areas, centred  on RNBM 
(including A guará Ñu) and Parque Nacional San 
Rafael (including Tapytá). An additional protected 
area  will be established in  the  cerrados of dpto. 
Concepción. A lthough such a protected area  sys
te m  w ill em b race  m ost of P a ra g u a y ’s m ajo r 
ecosystems, a  g laring omission are the  southern 
grasslands of dptos. M isiones and Ñeembucú. This 
dem onstrates th a t the biological importance of cen
tra l South Am erican grasslands is still not fully
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recognised by the  re levant authorities. The race 
continues to discover th e ir  biological riches before 
it is too late.
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Little Cuckoo Piaya minuta (C. P. Kennedy)

Appendix 1 : Threatened and near-threatened species 
recorded during the project.

T h r e a t e n e d  s p e c ie s

B la ck -fro n ted  Piping-Gu a n ................................. Pipile jacutinga

R ufous-faced  C r a k e ...................................Laterallus xenopterus

B lue-w inged  M a c a w ..................................................................... Ara  m aracana

W h ite -w in g e d  N ig h t ja r ............................................ Caprimulgus candicans

H e lm e te d  W o o d p e c k e r ............................................... Dryocopus galeat

Sã o  Paulo  T y r a n n u le t ................................................ Phylloscartes  paulis

O c h re -b r e a s te d  P ip i t .............................................................Anthus  natter

B lack -m asked  F in c h ................................Coryphaspiza  melanotis

M arsh S e e d e a t e r .............................................................. Sporophila palust

S affro n -co w led  B la c k b ird ..............................X anthopsar flavus

Near-threatened species
Greater Rhea............................................................Rhea  ameri

Solitary Tinamou..................................................Tinamus  solitar

Grey-bellied Hawk.............................................. Accipiter  polio

Hudsonian Godwit.................................................Limosa  haem

Ocellated Crake............................................... Micropygia  schom

Pileated Parrot..................................................Pionopsitta  pileat

Sickle-winged Nightjar................... Eleothreptus anomalus

Saffron Toucanet................................................Baillonius  baillo

Bare-throated Bellbird.........................................Procnias  nudic

Sharp-tailed Grass-Tyrant................... Culicivora caudacuta

Bearded Tachuri................................................Polystictus  pector

Southern Bristle-tyrant..................................Phylloscartes  eximi

Cock-tailed Tyrant............................................ Alectrurus  tricol

Lesser Grassfinch.......................Emberizoides ypiranganus

Rufous-rumped Seedeater................................Sporophila  hypoc

Dark-throated Seedeater................................. Sporophila  ruficol

Chestnut Seedeater..........................................Sporophila  cinna

White-banded Tanager.................................. Neothraupis  fascia

Green-chinned Euphonia................................... Euphonia  chaly

Dull-coloured Grassquit Tiaris obscura (C. P. Kennedy)
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