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Natural history notes on some little-known birds in 
north-west Argentina

Juan Mazar Barnett, Ricardo Clark, Alejandro Bodrati, Guillermo Bodrati, Germán Pugnali and 
Marco della Seta

Presentam os aquí los resultados de diversas cam pañas realizadas al noroeste de A rgentina donde 
encontram os especies con pocos registros en el país o cuya presencia en la región represen ta  una 
extensión de su distribución. Sobre 15 especies tra ta d a s  se dan a conocer datos sobre biología e 
historia n a tu r a l , siendo algunas de ellas recientem ente reg istradas por prim era vez en la Argen
tina, y en general poco conocidas. La gran mayoría de localidades referidas en el texto se encuentran 
sobre la ladera oriental de las S ierras de Sta. Victoria, de Zenta y de Cerros Colorados, en las 
provincias de Salta  y Jujuy; dentro de una faja a ltitud ina l de 1400 a 3500  m. Así se cubrieron 
háb ita ts  que van desde la nuboselva h as ta  los pastizales y pedregales altoandinos. N uestras 
observaciones se concentraron en sectores con bosques de queñoas Polylepis sp. que se encuentran 
actualm ente fragm entados y en forma rem anente, sobretodo cerca de Santa Victoria, Salta, donde 
se hallan  solo en laderas ab rup tas o quebradas profundas. Sin embargo sectores de quenoales en 
aparen te  buen estado de conservación, fueron explorados en cercanías de Alto Calilegua, Jujuy. 
En cambio, porciones de bosques de Polylepis en aparen te  buen estado de conservación fueron 
explorados en las cercanías de Alto Calilegua, Jujuy. La queñoa se encuentra en general amenazadas 
por la explotación de su m adera para  leña. Varias especies poco conocidas y am enazadas están 
directam ente asociadas a la queñoa, habitando entre bosquecillos abiertos hasta  bosques con árboles 
de gran  tam año y sotobosque de m atorral denso. Este háb ita t conforma una unidad que hasta  
ahora había pasado desapercibida en la A rgentina y es conocido cu lturalm ente como los “Valles”. 
Ocupa principalm ente el su r de Bolivia en los departam entos Tarija, C huquisaca y S an ta  Cruz, 
apareciendo sobre el noroeste argentino como una continuación directa desde Bolivia.

In tro d u ctio n
N orth-w est A rgentina has h isto rically  received 
com paratively less ornithological a tten tion  than  
o th e r  a re a s  of th e  co u n try . T h e re fo re  i t  is 
unsurprising , given recent levels of observer activ
ity  in  th is  re g io n , th a t  a w e a lth  of new  
distributional da ta  has been published in the last 
few years. Here, we presen t the resu lts of visits to 
Ju juy by JMB, AB and GB betw een 21 Ju ly -25  
August 1996; to Tucumán, Salta and Jujuy by JMB, 
GP and MdS betw een 20 Septem ber-3  October 
1997, and by RC and M ario M osqueira during sev
eral trips to Jujuy and Salta over the last few years. 
We include new and interesting observations on the 
distribution, h ab ita t and behaviour of several spe
cies, m any of which have been only recently been 
reported  in A rgentina. In form ation  on A ndean 
Sw allow  S te lg id o p te ry x  andeco la  an d  G ia n t 
Conebill Oreomanes fraseri, both species new to 
A rgentina, will be published elsewhere.

B a re-fa ced  G ro u n d  Do v e  Metriopelia ceciliae
Since the discovery of th is species in  A rgentina, in 
Salta  province, there  have only been two published 
reports of its presence1,24. The la tte r  au thors m en
tion its occurrence in relatively small groups. There

Bare-faced Ground Dove at Yavi Chico, Jujuy. 
(Juan Mazar Barnett)

have been no subsequent reports from Salta  but it 
appears to be locally fairly common in extrem e 
northern  Jujuy.

Between 30-31 Ju ly  1996, JM B observed it a t 
La Quiaca and Yavi. Groups of 5– 10 birds were 
found a t both localities, usually  feeding on the 
ground and always around habitation. On num er
ous occasions, the species was seen perched on roofs 
or walls. At Yavi, several groups were found and a 
to ta l of a t least 50 individuals was estim ated to be 
present. Birds were present on the slopes of a small 
hill with open soil, rocky ground and scattered small
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bushes. RC has recorded it commonly a t La Quiaca 
and Yavi, feeding in hen-houses and house yards. 
On 23 August 1997, groups of 3– 8 birds were found 
in Yavi camping area, perched on poplars and other 
in troduced  trees. I t  is evident th a t  the  species 
breeds in  A rgentina (as previously suspected) and 
its population has increased since the first records.

W h ite - t ip p e d  S w ift  Aeronautes montivagus
Recently reported for the  first tim e in A rgentina 
by Moschione23, who recorded a group of 12 ind i
v iduals a t M esada de las Colm enas, C alilegua 
N ational Park. A lthough it has been reported since 
on a num ber of occasions from the  sam e a re a 11, we 
consider it appropriate it to publish our observa
tions, which provide new data  on its hab its and 
hab ita t, as well as establishing the species’ p res
ence a t several new localities in A rgentina.

On 30 Septem ber 1995, RC observed a flock of 
30 in M esada de las Colmenas. Between 23,–26 July 
1996 JMB, in the  company of other observers, saw 
groups of 15-20 individuals a t Las Ju n ta s  and up 
to c. 150 birds a t Totoritas (both localities a t m id
elevations in Calilegua N ational Park). Records of 
th is species in Calilegua appear to be concentrated 
betw een Las Ju n ta s  and M esada de las Colmenas 
(between 700– 1150 m), bu t becoming scarcer near 
the  latter.

On 13-14 August 1996, JMB, AB and GB saw 
groups of c. 50 individuals flying over the deep can 
yon of the río Valle G rande opposite San Francisco 
a t 1,600 m. On 15 August 1996, c.100 birds were 
flying over the  sam e river on the ou tsk irts of Valle 
G rande a t 1900 m. On 16– 17 A ugust 1996, c. 20 
birds were over the río Valle Colorado, near Valle 
C olorado a t 1 9 0 0  m, to g e th e r  w ith  som e A. 
andecolus.

Their behaviour was thus. They always flew 
over deep canyons, rem aining a t the sam e altitude 
even when passing over a ridge (as a t Totoritas, 
where they were ju s t 20–40 m overhead). In  large 
groups, they worked a large area over the river can
yon, erratically  describing wide circles. After some 
time, they would all move toward another area to 
continue the ir routine afresh. In the early m orn
ing of 25 August 1997, RC et al. found a group of 
six, together w ith four Ashy-tailed Swifts Chaetura 
andrei a t Abra de Cañas (1700  m), Calilegua N a
tional Park, flying fast ju s t above the tree-tops and 
occasionally passing betw een the branches. In te r
estingly, none was seen during a v isit to Calilegua 
between 29 Septem ber– 3 October 1997 (JMB, GP 
and MdS).

W e d g e -ta i le d  H illstar  Oreotrochilus adela
Recently discovered in  A rgentina by A lvarez & 
Blendinguer2, a t Yavi, where it apparen tly  favours 
gardens in the village.

On 31 July 1996, JM B surveyed the area of Yavi 
Chico, having found no hum m ingbirds a t Yavi the 
previous day. A female was found perched atop a 
Prosopis-like sm all tree. Two other hum m ingbirds 
seen in  flight could, on the basis of th e ir long and 
slightly decurved bills, also be a ttribu ted  to th is 
species. All three were in  a ravine by a stream  near 
the village. This area was densely covered by the 
P ro so p is - l ik e  sm a ll t r e e s  a n d  ‘p a ja b r a v a ’ 
(cortadeira) in the  sm all gullies running  down to 
the  stream . A bundant ‘ligas’ (Loranthaceae) cover
ing the  vegetation were flowering a t th is  tim e and 
probably constitute the  species’ m ain food source 
in winter. A male was found near Yavi on 25 Sep
tem ber 1997, around a tall rock wall w ith abundant 
te rre s tria l brom eliads (JMB, GP and MdS). On 10 
November 1997, R. Güller (in litt. 1998) found a 
pair in  the sam e area a t Yavi feeding exclusively 
on the  yellow flower of a brom eliad growing in a 
rocky crevice.

S tr ip ed  W o o d p e c k e r  Picoides lignarius
Krabbe recorded it in  Portillo, C huquisaca dep art
m ent, Bolivia, in Podocarpus forest and A lnus  
shrubbery, fields and bushes a t 2500–2700  m, the 
vegetation  which subsequently  grades into the 
higher Polylepis groves. The species has been re 
corded in  La Paz, Bolivia, in slightly more hum id 
h a b ita t19,20.

The first record for Salta province and the  first 
in A rgentina of the northern  population, previously 
considered endemic to Bolivia, was a single on 27 
Septem ber 1997, in  a small, steep-sided quebrada 
near S an ta  Victoria, Salta, a t c. 27 0 0  m. It was 
moving slowly, low down in the  vegetation (an open 
woodland of Polylepis trees and Baccharis shrubs). 
It was solitary, working the central p a rt of each 
bush, climbing a short way before moving to a n 
other p lant. It was not seen to feed or perch on 
Polylepis.

S m o k y -b ro w n  W o o d p e c k e r
Veniliornis fumigatus
Since Olrog30 first m entioned the species for Argen
tina, no additional inform ation has been published 
concerning its presence or habits in the  country, 
hence its inclusion here. Olrog30 recorded it in Alnus 
and Polylepis woodland between 2200–2600 m, but 
la te r31 reported the  species in hum id forest and 
woodland between 1700–2500  m.
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On 30 Septem ber 1995, RC found a male near 
M esada de las Colmenas, Calilegua N ational Park, 
a t 1200 m near a calling male Dot-fronted Wood
pecker V. frontalis. On 25 Ju ly  1996, 4– 6 birds 
(apparently  a family group) were seen from the RP 
83 ro a d  in  C a lile g u a  N a tio n a l  P a rk , n e a r  
Sevenguillar (1400 m), where alder A lnus acum i
na ta  fo re s t a p p e a rs  (JM B, I. R oesler and  A. 
L iberm ann). They were in an area of light wood
land w ith dense shrubbery and tangles along some 
tree-trunks, moving in a lethargic m anner through 
sections of denser vegeta tion  and  occasionally 
climbing the  alders. From tim e to time, a soft cuíp  
contact call was heard. On 9 August 1996, a soli
ta ry  bird (probably a female) was found in  the bare 
canopy of a patch of alder woodland, near an area 
known as Campo Colorado on the tra il  to Alto 
Calilegua. Alders only reached this area as ‘tongues' 
th rough  th e  more hum id quebradas or shaded 
slopes. T here w ere also some sm all, sca tte red  
queñoa bushes (Polylepis). JMB, AB and GB saw 
two separate  males on 12 A ugust 1996 on the tra il 
from Alto Calilegua to Valle Grande (c. 20 0 0 –2300  
m). They were feeding up to 2.5 m above ground, in 
an area mostly covered by Eugenia  sp. elfin forest. 
On 15– 16 A ugust 1996, solitary birds were seen in 
low woodland w ith abundant Eugenia  sp., between 
Valle G rande and Valle Colorado. On 24 August 
1997, a lethargic male was near Abra de Cañas 
(1700 m), Calilegua N ational Park (RC). Single 
males were seen a t c. 1600 m in Calilegua National 
Park on 1-2 October 1997 (JMB, GP and MdS).

We conclude th a t the species is not scarce and 
appears to be frequent in  areas of suitable habitat. 
Our observations were in low, dry m ontane wood
land, w here there  is a profusion of Eugenia  sp. and 
A ln u s acum inata . These observations a re  also 
largely com m ensurate w ith Olrog’s30 view th a t V. 
fum igatus  replaces V. frontalis  a t h igher altitudes, 
although the two species appear to overlap to some 
extent. Our lowest records were between 1,200- 
1,400 m.

P la in -b rea sted  E a r th c r e e p e r  Upucerthia jelskii
The first report of th is form in A rgentina was by 
Zotta48, who m entioned U. validirostris pa llida  on 
the basis of a  female collected by E. Budin in San 
Antonio de los Cobres, Salta. Although validirostris 
and je lsk ii have been considered distinct by most 
recent authors, more complete data  on th e ir  p res
ence and  sym patry  in  n o rth e rn  A rgen tina  are 
needed to elucidate the ir true  taxonomic re la tion 
sh ip14. Since Zotta’s report48, only Narosky et al.25 
has m entioned th is  species’ occurrence in Argen
tin a , describing a nest found by G. Höy in  the

Cordillera de Salta, Salta  province, on 18 Novem
ber 1980.

The species was found in  April 1994, south of 
Pozuelos (Muñayoc) and subsequently, on several 
occasions, near Abra Pampa, Jujuy, usually in pairs 
(RC). Two pairs were found on 31 July  1996 near 
Suripujio, Jujuy, a t c. 3600  m (JMB). Their bills 
were short compared to U. validirostris from e.g. 
Tucumán, and the  birds were generally duller. Very 
te rrestria l, they ran  fast through the tu rf  and be
tween sm all bushes in stony grassland, by the side 
of a stream  which in places had formed small sand 
stone cliffs.

A p air was seen nearby on 26 Septem ber 1997, 
w ith one individual coming out from a hole in  the 
cliff (JMB, GP and MdS). A soft slightly downward- 
inflected trill tu írrrrrr was noted on both occasions. 
Between 18–21 A ugust 1996, two apparen t family 
groups were seen in the vicinity of Santa Ana, Jujuy 
(JMB, AB and GB). These birds resem bled those 
near Suripujio in  th a t they were generally paler 
and duller, and had relatively shorter bills th an  U. 
validirostris from fu rther south. These birds also 
delivered the  sam e trills, sometimes w ith several 
high-pitched, m etallic ty iík  in troducto ry  notes. 
D escrip tions of th e  voices of va lid irostris  and 
je lsk ii14,39 do not assist in  th e ir in-the-field differ
entiation.

A specimen was collected. It was a female, ap 
p a ren tly  young, w ith  sku ll p a rtia lly  (15– 20%) 
ossified, heavy fat on breast and back, heavily worn 
plum age and slight body moult. The specimen has 
been deposited a t the Museo Argentino de Ciencias 
N aturales (MACN), although two liver samples are 
deposited a t the American M useum of N atural H is
tory (AMNH). Its m easurem ents were: wing flat 
85, and exposed culmen 31 mm.

An obvious coloration cline exists, w ith birds 
from fu rther south (validirostris) being brighter 
and huffier w ith more extensive (and brighter) ru 
fous on the wings and tail than  those from the north 
(je lsk ii / p a llid a ). Vaurie45, who drew a tten tion  to 
this, considered them  conspecific. Ridgely & T u
d o r40, however, s ta te  th a t there  is a “quite m arked 
break in size” between these forms. A brief study 
of specimens a t Museo Argentino de Ciencas N atu 
rales (MACN) found a clear cline in  m easurem ents, 
a fact already  estab lished  by V aurie45. Further, 
m easurem ents published in the lite ra tu re12,16,26,45 
also largely show th is pattern , w ith birds from the 
north having the following m easurements: wing 81– 
91 mm, bill 31– 39 mm, ta il 65– 78 mm and those 
from the southern  p a rt of the  range the  following: 
wing 85–97 mm, bill 34–44 mm and tail 75– 87 mm.

A thorough comparison of specimens is beyond
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the scope of th is  paper, b u t this, coupled w ith DNA 
studies and more complete analysis of vocalisations 
and playback tests, could produce a definitive a n 
swer as to the ir taxonomic sta tus. Cabot6 reported 
the first specimen of U. validirostris for Bolivia, 
b u t published no plum age or m easurem ent, and 
th u s we cannot be sure of its specific identity  w ith 
out fu rth e r study.

T a w n y  T it-Sp in e ta il Leptasthenura yanacensis
On 10– 11 August 1996, two pairs were found on a 
slope above Alto Calilegua, a t c. 2900  m (JMB, GB). 
We found L. yanacensis in  h ab ita t rem arkably  like 
th a t described for the species by Vuilleum ier46: a 
relatively steep slope w ith dense bunchgrass and 
areas of bare rocky ground w ith patches of dense 
shrubbery (Baccharis). A second hab ita t type, de
scribed for the  species by the sam e au thor — a mix 
of light Polylepis woodland and shrubbery — was 
also found in  the sam e general area, and it is likely 
th a t the  species also occurred there.

The birds moved rapidly, working the  central 
p a rts  of the bushes, and were also seen foraging on 
small ground plants on several occasions. They were 
more active in  the  la te  afternoon. Quite confiding, 
close observer approach was possible as the  birds 
rapidly  moved rapidly th rough the  dense sh rub 
bery, apparen tly  unperturbed.

They delivered soft, dry tsh íp  calls, contrasting 
w ith the more emphatic, sharp and relatively harsh  
tiíp calls of L. fuliginiceps, which a t times was found 
in  close proximity. They also u tte red  more complex, 
longer trills of several notes, generally in  duets.

Between 11h30– 17h45 on 11 August 1996, two 
separate  m ist-nets were erected in  the a rea  w here 
the  birds had been found the previous day and th a t 
morning, bu t we were unable to catch any individu
als. However, we obtained photographs and poor 
quality  tape-recordings of the  calls and trills de
scribed above.

On 27 Septem ber 1997, two individuals were 
in  quebrada Sacha Runa, near Santa Victoria, Salta 
a t 2900– 3000 m (JMB, GP and MdS). They moved 
actively through the  fine branches of some small 
Polylepis trees in the  steep walls of the  quebrada. 
One was observed to sally constantly from the floor 
to a nearby cloud of insects. This area  resem bled 
th a t described as the second hab ita t type for th is 
species by Vuilleum ier45.

These records rep resen t a  downslope range ex
tension of a t least 600 m33. The species has been 
recorded in  Tarija, Bolivia, a t 30 0 0  m (near Sam a 
in  October 1982) and a t 28 5 0 – 3100  m i n  Tariquia 
in  October 1992, in  sim ilar Polylepis h ab ita t21,28.

The species is known from 3600–4 6 0 0  m from

Ancash to Lima through the  Cordillera Blanca, and 
from Abra M álaga to Puno, in  Peru; and in  La Paz, 
Cochabam ba, Potosí and  Tarija departm en ts in 
Bolivia w here it is locally common14. Bolivian birds 
apparently  rep resen t an  undescribed subspecies14, 
and th is form probably corresponds to A rgentinian 
populations. A lthough the  species appears scarce 
and localised in  Peru, where it was only rediscov
ered in  197432, it appears to be common in Bolivia46. 
L. yanacensis is considered near-th reatened9 but 
judging from its s ta tu s  in  Bolivia, which seems 
sim ilar to th a t  in  A rgentina, th is  classification 
seems overcautious. There are now nine reports in 
A rgentina22 and it is possibly expanding its range 
southwards.

M aquis C a n a s te r o  Asthenes heterura
Vuilleum ier45 first published observations of th is 
taxon, which was form erly considered a race of A. 
pudibunda . To date, the  only additional inform a
tio n  av a ilab le  is th a t  co n ta in ed  in  F je ld så & 
K rabbe14 and Ridgely & Tudor40. Vuilleumier46 de
scribes its hab its  and vocalisations, which first 
a lerted  us to its presence. The species has been re 
corded six  tim es in  A rg en tin a , in c lu d in g  th e  
observation described below22.

On 12 A ugust 1996, while surveying the  tra il 
betw een Alto Calilegua and Valle G rande and c. 2– 
3 km from the  former, JMB, AB and GB heard  — in 
the  early m orning — w hat were unm istakably  this 
species’ calls. One bird  was seen moving upslope 
and it became apparen t th a t two individuals were 
calling to one another. I t is possible th a t a th ird  
bird may have been present.

The birds were a t c. 2500  m on a steep slope 
covered w ith ta ll clumps of Festuca bunchgrass, in 
terspersed  w ith areas of short tu rf  and patches of 
bare soil. There were also some dry bushes w ith 
branches less th an  1 m above the grass, and other 
s c a tte re d  b u sh es  w ith  sc an t foliage. F u r th e r  
downslope, there  was light Polylepis woodland and 
the  opposite slope held a ‘tongue’ of alders Alnus  
acum inata  reaching relatively high.

W ith some regularity, we heard  the soft tu írrrrr 
calls, lasting c. 0.3–0.5 second , accelerating towards 
the end and falling slightly in  pitch, which were 
tape-recorded.

The observed bird moved along the  ground, well 
below the tops of the  grass, although on two occa
sions it sang, in the open, from the top of a dead 
shrub. These observations accord w ith  those of 
Vuilleumier46, although th is author refers to a more 
shrubby hab ita t for the  species. O ther species found 
nearby  w ere Phacellodom us m aculipectus  and  
Poospiza hypochondria.
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The bird  had  a longish tail, brownish-rufous 
w ith dull brown central rectrices. U pperparts grey
ish  brown; underparts somewhat paler w ith a  slight 
buffy tinge. I t  h ad  a gu lar patch  which appeared 
dark  w ith  cinnam on borders. The rem iges were 
notably rufous, especially in  flight. Short, narrow  
and inconspicuous eyebrow and loral a rea  buffy- 
cream.

The species was previously considered endemic 
to  B olivia, w here  i t  w as know n from  La Paz, 
Cochabamba, Chuquisaca a n d  Tarija departm ents3. 
Fjeldså & K rabbe14 considered it  fairly common, 
w hereas Ridgely & Tudor40 regard  it  as uncommon. 
A lthough not considered by Collar et al.8, it was 
subsequently trea ted  as vulnerable based on hab i
t a t  m od ifica tion  th ro u g h  firew ood collection , 
clearance for ag ricu ltu re  and  overgrazing9. A l
though  the  a rea  w here we found th e  species is 
subject to grazing pressure  from goats, th is  is not 
extensive and does not appear to th rea ten  the  spe
cies. A nother cause of concern in  the  area  is wood 
extraction, both shrubs and Polylepis trees, by lo
cal people. A lthough th is  is a serious problem in 
the area, the canasteros were found in  an open area, 
and  th u s appear in  no im m inent danger from th is 
activity. P arker et a l.33 assigned th is  species a low 
conservation priority.

S p o t-b r e a s te d  T h o rn b ird
Phacellodomus maculipectus
Very little has been published on th is species, whose 
taxonom ic s ta tu s  h a s  been  debated . Nores & 
Y zurieta27 and Ridgely & Tudor40 have published 
v irtually  all th a t is known of it. We made some ob
servations on the  hab its of the species in  S alta  and 
Jujuy.

On 14 November 1994, RC and Davis F inch 
found a breeding pa ir near La Caldera, Salta, in 
degraded m ontane forest w ith scattered  ta ll trees 
and dense chaco-type shrubbery, a t c. 1300  m. The 
nest was in  the open c. 4 m above ground on a strong 
branch of a large Tipuana tipu  tree. Both birds were 
calling constantly  and  responded to  playback. The 
sam e nest, and presum ably the sam e pair, were 
seen in  the  sam e area  on 12 November 1995. In  
November 1996 the  nest appeared to have been 
abandoned, although a pair of thornbirds responded 
to playback in  its vicinity and a new active nest, 
c. 3 m above ground, in  the  centre of the  tree  and 
surrounded  by spiny branches, was found (RC). 
S ubsequently , a p a ir  of S affron  F inch  S ica lis  
fla v e o la  w as o b se rv ed  e n te r in g  th e  d isu se d  
thornbird  nest.

Between 9– 11 August 1996, JMB, AB and GB 
found it to be fairly  common in dense shrubbery

near habitation a t and above Alto Calilegua (2700– 
2900  m). U sually in  stands of Baccharis, they were 
commonly seen on or near the ground. This habi
ta t, which could be described as upper m ontane 
shrubbery  or arid  m ontane scrub33 w ith  groves of 
Polylepis, also held species such as Leptasthenura  
yan a cen sis , L. fu lig in icep s , A nairetes p a ru lu s , 
Atlapetes fulviceps, Poospiza hypochondria and oth
ers th a t were found alongside the thornbirds. This 
rep resen ts  an  upw ard range extension of c. 400 
m33,42. The species was found in  sim ilar h a b ita t in  
valleys n ear Valle Colorado, a t 1900  m, between 
16– 18 A ugust 1996.

On 24 September 1997, several pairs were found 
near Lagunas de Yala a t 2000  m, in an  area  of 
m ontane woodland w ith loose groves of A lnus acu
m inata  and Baccharis (JMB, GP and  MdS). R ather 
tam e  b u t sku lk ing , they  held  th e  ta il  sligh tly  
cocked. There appeared to be an  active nest, w ith  a 
pair constantly  calling and moving back and forth 
w ithout carrying any m aterial.

Fjeldså & M ayer15 recorded the species in south
ern Bolivia between 1800–3100 m in  the transition 
betw een tem porarily  hum id and sem i-evergreen 
zones, covered by A ln u s , Podocarpus and Miconia. 
A part from  th e  difference in  n e s t a rch itec tu re  
(which recalls th a t of P. rufifrons), we concur w ith 
Nores & Y zurieta27 and contra Ridgely & Tudor40 
th a t  maculipectus h as  a  d istinct song. A lthough 
both species have a sim ilar vocalisation pattern , 
maculipectus has a slightly lower-pitched song, of
ten  consisting of 10–25 notes delivered a t  a  faster 
pace th an  striaticollis , whose typical song, in  con
tra s t, consists of 5– 15 evenly spaced notes and has 
a stronger descending effect. A nest found in  El Rey 
N ational P ark  a t 1700  m in  an  A lnus  grove, and 
m entioned under P  rufifrons4, undeniably belongs 
to maculipectus.

R u fo u s-w eb b ed  T y ra n t Polioxolmis rufipennis
Rumboll41 reported the species’ presence in  Argen
tina , on the  basis of one observed in  Lagunillas, 
n ea r Pozuelos. No additional observations have 
been published, although there  are several other 
records in  press. W ith the  observations detailed 
here, there  are  now 12 reports for A rgentina22.

On 10 A ugust 1996, two pairs were found close 
together on a gentle slope ju st above Alto Calilegua 
(JMB and  GB), 1–2 km  from the  a rea  w here L. 
yanacensis was found (see above). The birds were 
in  a wide area  of short tu rf  w ith scattered  shrubs 
and areas of large boulders piled together, bordered 
on two sides by shallow ravines.

They perched on the shrubs (most were dry), 
from w here they glided to the  ground to take prey.
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Nest of Rufous-webbed Tyrant at quebrada Sacha Runa, 
Salta. (Juan Mazar Barnett)

They would rem ain  on the  ground for short peri
ods, a p p a re n t ly  co n su m in g  th e  p rey  b efo re  
re tu rn ing  to a perch. On a few occasions, the  sec
ond mem ber of the  pair rapidly flew to its m ate 
when it had captured prey. They were also seen fly
ing quite high and hovering. A soft, high-pitched 
finch-like prii-í  was regularly  delivered, which co
inc ides w ith  th e  call described  by F je ld så & 
K rabbe14. Photographs of 1–2 individuals were ob
tained.

On 18 A ugust 1996, a single was found on the 
tra il betw een Valle Colorado and S an ta  Ana, a t 
c. 3100– 3200 m) where the  h ab ita t becomes high 
A ndean steppe (JMB, AB and GB). This bird was 
always seen in flight over a very steep slope of short 
g rass  and  rocky ground. I t  took ad v an tag e  of 
updrafts to stay high above the ground, practically 
immobile, e ither searching for prey or performing 
an aerial display as described by Vuilleum ier46. Af
te r  apparen tly  scanning the  ground for a short 
period, it dropped in undulating  glides toward an 
o ther a rea  of the  slope, where it would pause in 
mid-flight, showing great agility and skill.

On 26–27 Septem ber 1997, a t least th ree  birds 
were perching on large boulders on a very gentle 
slope of short turf, c. 5 km from Rodeo Pampa, Salta, 
a t c. 3300  m (JMB, GP and MdS). Nearby, a pair 
was nest-building in the fork of a horizontal branch 
of a 4 m ta ll Polylepis h igh in the steep walls of 
quebrada Sacha Runa, a t c. 3000  m. The birds were 
collecting sm all twigs from the  ground on the  ridge 
of the quebrada. W orking separately, on approach
ing  th e  n e s t th ey  w ould re m a in  on a nearb y  
Polylepis before flying to the nest, quickly placing 
the m aterial and leaving again. The nest was ra th e r 
large, cup-shaped and loosely constructed of dry 
stem s, moss-covered twigs and grass.

The majority of these observations agree w ith 
Vuilleumier’s notes46,47, who also mentions46 th a t the 
d istribu tion  of th is species appears to be closely

rela ted  to th a t of L. yanacensis in  term s of hab ita t 
requirem ents. Both are usually  recorded in more 
hum id Polylepis woodland in  the  north  of the ir 
ranges, and d rier shrubbery  or Polylepis in  the 
south. However, Fjeldså 13 believes variation  in P. 
rufipennis does not correlate w ith climate. Geo
graphic variation  in P. rufipennis appears to be the 
sam e as th a t outlined for L. yanacensis14. The spe
cies is apparen tly  extending its range south, as 
suggested by recent records in Bolivia and A rgen
tina . I t  was firs t reported  in Oruro, Bolivia, in 
196746, and was discovered in C huquisaca and 
Tarija (Bolivia’s southernm ost departm ents) be
tw een  1989– 19953. T h a t th is  bold ty ra n t  w ent 
unrecorded in A rgentina un til 1990 also suggests 
this, as it is hard  to believe th a t it had been over
looked previously, especially given the 12 reports in 
the last seven years. The Argentine population prob
ably belong to the subspecies bolivianus, recently 
described by Fjeldså 13, although this requires proof.

Puna Ground-Tyrant at Sierra de Santa Victoria, Salta. 
(Juan Mazar Barnett)

P u n a  G rou n d -Ty ra n t Muscisaxicola juninensis 
Only one certain record of th is species in  Argen
tin a  exists: Lillo17 m entions a specimen collected 
by E. Budin a t Laguna Colorada, M aim ará, on 17 
June 1908, a t 4 0 0 0  m. F jeldså & K rabbe14, w ith 
out evidence, m ention its occurrence as far south 
as Tucum án, and Ridgely & T udor40 appear to re 
peat th is error. We present the first records for Salta 
province.

M. Mosqueira found a bird on road RN 40 within 
Los Cardones N ational Park, Salta, in  July 1989. 
On 15 Septem ber 1994, one was on clayish ground, 
w ith several M. cinerea, on Cerro Negro (4000 m) 
in  Los Cardones N ational Park (RC). On 19 Au
gust 1996, a  pair was foraging on the gravel shores 
of Laguna Verde, by the road between Santa Ana 
and H um ahuaca 10– 15 km  from the  former, a t 
c. 4 5 0 0  m (JMB, AB and  GB). One was photo 
graphed. Cinclodes fuscus , Asthenes modesta  and
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Phrygilus dorsalis were also found in th is  area. On 
26–28 Septem ber 1997, up to five groups (pairs or 
solitary birds) were on the  RP 7 between La Quiaca 
(Jujuy) and S an ta  Victora, S a lta  (JMB, GP and 
M dS). A ll w ere  above 4 0 0 0  m in  d if fe re n t  
m icrohabitats w ithin the puna, although no accu
ra te  a ltitud ina l m easurem ents could be taken. A 
pair was runn ing  around on a boggy field which 
formed an  open valley, w ith small stream s cross
ing it. A nother pa ir was cap tu ring  insects on a 
landslide of large black (volcanic?) rocks, accompa
nying a troop of chinchillón or vizcachón Lagidium  
viseada  (M ammalia, Chinchillidae). Solitary birds 
were seen on gentle slopes covered by high Andean 
grassland in  rocky terra in . In  most cases, the birds 
ran, catching insects in flight or from the ground. 
The general behaviour was sim ilar to th a t of other 
species in  the genus.

These observations dem onstrate th a t the  spe
cies has apparen tly  been overlooked in  A rgentina, 
perhaps due to identification problems w ith White- 
browed Ground-Ty ran t M. albilora , and th a t  in 
areas of su itable h ab ita t it is fairly common. M. 
juninensis  is typically paler and greyer overall, with 
a dull brow n a re a  in  th e  cen tre  of th e  crown 
(albilora  h as  a more extensive a rea  of rufous- 
brown) and a shorter and less conspicuous w hitish 
eyebrow.

R u fo u s-th ro a ted  D ip p er  Cinclus schulzi
Notes on the habits and several new localities for 
this poorly known species are presented. Previously 
undocum ented foraging behaviour is described.

The species was previously known in Salta prov
ince only from the O rán and B aritú  area (with one 
exception)8. M. M osqueira found th is species a t sev
eral new localities as follows: Los Saguanes, Arroyo 
Castellanos, 3 km north  of San Lorenzo — a nest 
containing two chicks, located in a rock crevice 1 m 
above the watercourse and covered with dead leaves 
and feathers, in Jan u ary  1994; Río Pulares, 5 km 
from Chicoana on the road to Cachi — one bird in 
Septem ber 1995; Rio Blanco, 3 km from Campo

Rufous-throated Dipper Cinclus schulzi (Jon Fjeldså)

Quijano — recorded in February 1996; Río Manzano, 
4 km  from C orralito  — several b irds in  Jan u ary  
1995. All these localities are on the forested w est
ern  slopes of the Valle de Lerma.

O ther records in Salta  were made by JMB, GP 
and MdS. A single was heard  on 26 September 1997 
on a m ain tribu tary  of the Santa Victoria river near 
Rodeo Pam pa a t c. 3150  m. A different pair was 
seen on 26-27 Septem ber 1997 on the  Sacha Runa 
river, a t 2,900-3,000 m.

On 13 August 1996, a lone bird, apparen tly  im 
m atu re , as the  red d ish  th ro a t pa tch  appeared  
reduced and had some dark  feathers giving it a 
dirty  appearance, was observed (JMB, AB and GB). 
Juvenile plum age is apparen tly  unknow n14. The 
bird was in a stretch  of arroyo Yerba Buena th a t 
appeared to have been modified, near the  small vil
lage of the  same name. On 16– 17 August 1996, a 
pair and a th ird  individual were found on Valle 
Colorado river near the village. The lone individual 
was apparen tly  an  in tru d er in the  pa ir’s territory. 
The pair performed a type of display w ith their 
bodies raised, stretching the legs and neck, and with 
the bill pointing upwards. On 21 August we counted 
seven birds 500 m dow nstream  of the la tte r  obser
vation. On several occasions we observed birds 
chasing each other. Several feeding techniques were 
observed as follows. Birds were never seen diving 
in the  m anner of C. cinclus. Typically (JMB pers. 
obs.), the  species uses a num ber of preferred spots 
to catch prey; often a stone on the edge of a small 
rap id  w here the  w ater ru n s  faster. Perched on 
these — occasionally slipping — they strike swiftly 
presum ably catching insects on the w ater’s surface. 
One w aded in a calm  pool in the  river un til it 
floated, swimming a short distance before re tu rn 
ing to shore. Another chased flying insects, jum ping 
betw een  rocks in  sh o rt flights. This b ird  once 
plunged from a high rock (c. 70 cm above the wa
te r)  in to  a sec tio n  of fast-flow ing  w a te r  and 
im m ediately came out. O ther foraging m ethods 
observed w ere sim ila r to those  previously  de 
scribed44.

No interaction w ith Cinclodes fuscus was noted. 
This species mostly occurs in pairs along different 
stretches of river, and usually  away from the main 
stream  in areas where the stony riverbed was un 
covered, leaving sm all pools of standing water. It 
occasionally approached the stream ’s shores, but 
never fed in its centre, as dippers do. However, such 
areas are presum ably wet during the rainy season, 
a factor not taken  into account by Tyler & Tyler44 
when describing areas w ithout dippers.

O ur observations dem onstrate th a t the species 
is not restricted  to the  alder a ltitud inal band, as
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suggested by Tyler & Tyler44, as it also inhabits 
a r e a s  of m ix ed  m o n ta n e  fo re s t, P o ly lep is , 
Podocarpus woodlands and stream s w ith only shrub 
cover nearby20 (see also21). S tream  w idth usually 
varied in  areas w ith dippers. However, all possessed 
stone banks w here nests are  sited. A lthough Valle 
Colorado was v isited during the  non-breeding sea
son, th e  species m ost p robab ly  b reeds in  th e  
su itable stone banks of the  river canyon, which 
possesses good hab ita t as defined by Tyler & Tyler44. 
T hreats to the  species due to w ater catchm ent and 
hyd ro -e lec tric  schem es a p p e a r s lig h t as  m ost 
stream s are on rem ote and sometimes inaccessible 
m ountain slopes where such plans are unrealistic.

R u fo u s-b e llied  S a lta to r  Saltator rufiventris
On 18 A ugust 1996 one was encountered on the 
tra il betw een Valle Colorado and  S an ta  Ana, a t 
c. 3300–3400  m (JMB, AB and GB) on a slope of 
high A ndean grassland, in  an  area  crossed by a 
n a rro w  s tre a m  w ith  s ta n d s  of dense  ‘ch ilca s’ 
(Baccharis). On hum id ground by the  stream  there  
were dense patches of a single-leaved clover. The 
bird was relatively tame, although it  stayed in  cover. 
I t  eventually fed on the  ground on the  above-men
tioned  clovers, delivering  a fa in t, h igh-p itched  
p r ítch call, rem iniscent of a Phrygilus. The species 
was unsuccessfully searched for along lower parts  
of the  tra il, in  different h a b ita t which appeared 
more suitable (i.e. light Polylepis woodlands mixed 
w ith hum id ravines of dense shrubs and open Alnus  
woodland). A single was recorded in  a  Sa lix  grove 
in  S an ta  Ana by P. Rodríguez in  A ugust 1994 and 
it appears likely th a t a sm all population survives 
in  th is  area.

On 23 Septem ber 1997, an  ap p aren t fam ily 
group of a t least th ree  birds was in  a  quebrada near 
S an  M artín, S a lta  (JMB, GP and  MdS), w here 
Pearm an35 reported a pair. These were flushed from 
the  ground, under dense sh rubs near a stream  
where they were apparen tly  feeding w ith Poospiza 
(Compsospiza) baeri. The general a rea  consisted of 
an  open grassy slope w ith patches of dense tall 
Baccharis and Sa lix  by the  stream . One Sa lix  con
ta ined  a large, th ick  cup-shaped nest in  its  finer 
branches, with birds being seen nearby; two of these 
appeared to be im m ature, being paler w ith a dif
fuse border betw een the  plum beous b reast and the 
re s t of the  reddish  underparts.

On 26–27 Septem ber 1997, the  sam e observers 
located a t least th ree  pairs  betw een S an ta  Victoria 
and  quebrada Sacha Runa, Salta, a t 2 5 0 0 –2900  
m. One was in  hedgerows near a house w ithin a 
patch of Salix, and the others were among the dense 
Baccharis shrub cover in  the  quebradas. Only once

Rufous-bellied Saltator Saltator rufiventris (Jon Fjeldså)

was a pair observed in association w ith Polylepis, 
a bird perched atop a ta ll tree in  a small patch near 
a house, before flying to its m ate in  ligh t Polylepis 
woodland on th e  opposite side of a wide quebrada. 
The birds in  S alta  were tape-recorded, the  calls 
m atching those described by P earm an35.

O ur observations, together w ith  o thers from 
Cachi, Salta  (S. Im berti pers. comm.) contrast with 
the  h ab ita t described for the species from Bolivia, 
w here it  is apparen tly  closely tied to Polylepis8,38,39. 
This does not seem the  case in  A rgentina (except 
for th a t  outlined above), w here it  is usually  found 
in  a re a s  of d ry  sh ru b b e ry  on h ig h  slopes or 
quebradas. This, and other aspects, of its biology 
were discussed by Pearm an35. Regarding its hab i
ta t  preferences, i t  is in te resting  to note th a t  S. 
aurantiirostris  is known in the  a rea  of S an ta  Ana, 
Ju juy  as Sietevicios, while Sietevicios Costero is 
used for S. rufiventris. The la tte r  nam e refers to 
the  vegetational fringe, w here shrubs give way to 
h igh-altitude grassland.

S h o r t-ta ile d  F inch  Idiopsar brachyurus 
L ittle is known of the  ecology and d istribution  of 
th is  enigm atic species in  A rgentina. The only pub
lished reports a re  those of D abbene10, Swales43, 
B udin5 and Olrog29. The most recent record was by 
Peris & Alabarce36, who found two separate  ind i
viduals betw een 28 0 0 –2900  m and  29 0 0 – 3060 
m in  early  au tum n  in  the  Tafí del Valle, Tucum án. 
We consider i t  w orth publishing our records from 
Tucum án and Ju juy  as they  update  inform ation 
concerning th is  species in  Argentina.

Between 18–20 A ugust 1996, two apparently  
residen t pairs were p resen t in  S an ta  Ana village, 
a t 3500–3600 m (JMB, AB and GB); contra Fjeldså
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& K rabbe" they were always quite tam e. It is re 
markable th a t they occurred in a microhabitat quite 
different to th a t previously described14,37, as almost 
exclusively grassland slopes near large boulders in 
puna. O ur b irds were usually  seen perched on 
‘pircas’ (man-made stone-walls), adobe roofs on an 
overgrown vacant lot, or on d irt s tree ts  w ithin the 
village. They pecked grass seeds from roofs or the 
ground, and a male was even seen drinking w ater 
from a dripping faucet on the  street.

The inconspicuous but high-pitched and re la 
tively harsh  tz iít contact calls were heard, which 
m atch  th o se  d esc rib ed  by p rev io u s  a u th o rs . 
Mogensen describes the species’ song as a “series 
of monotonous w histles 10.

On one occasion a female and subsequently a 
pair were seen on a ravine wall, with rocky ground, 
patches of bare soil and clumps o f  ‘tussock’ grass, 
outside the village. They picked seeds from the 
ground. Here the female was seen perched on a 
larger stone in the m anner described by Remsen et 
a l.37. It seems plausible th a t these birds came from 
higher elevations to spend the w inter in the lower 
‘cerros’, moving up again in the breeding season. 
However, th e  species is not know n to perform  
altitudinal movements, and Mogensen (in10) records 
them  as sedentary  in Aconquija. Furtherm ore, a 
female was seen apparently  investigating  several 
holes and crevices in adobe walls. Thus, it is also 
possible th a t it breeds in the village.

On 21 Septem ber 1997, up to eight birds in 
groups of 3 -4 , were found in a gully above El 
Infiernillo, Tucumán, between 3200–3500 m (JMB, 
GP and MdS). Here the s itu a tio n  more closely 
m atched the published litera tu re , the birds being 
in a deep, steep-sided quebrada with short clumps 
of Festuca bunchgrass and large boulders. They 
perched on the boulders, but in the  heat of the  day 
they rem ained in the crevices or under large rocks. 
The species frequently uses its large bill for exten-

Short-tailed Finches at Santa Ana, Jujuy. 
(Guillermo Bodrati)

sive digging, both on lichen-encrusted boulders and 
in turf, presumably for insect m aterial (M. Pearm an 
in litt. 1998). Their irides were dull reddish, legs 
pale pinky-lilac, and the bills horn-grey w ith paler 
mandibles.

C itr o n -h e a d e d  Y e llo w -Finch  Sicalis luteocephala
F irst recorded in A rgentina by Pearm an34; A badie1 
subsequently  published additional observations. 
Despite these being the only published records of 
the species in A rgentina, we know of several u n 
published records by various observers. Here, we 
present observations th a t shed new light on the 
species’ s ta tu s  in the country.

RC found 12 birds feeding on sandy ground by 
the río Toquero on 5 September 1995. Another group 
of 30 was seen on the  shore of Laguna Larga, near 
Pozuelos on 20 August 1996. These records are the 
first away from the La Quiaca–Yavi area, Jujuy. 
On 30 July 1996, c.20 were found a t La Quiaca. 
L ater the sam e day, c.100 birds in a compact flock 
roosted by a bridge over the arroyo Sansana. Sub
sequently, JM B estim ated up to 250 individuals 
moving in the sam e direction in groups of 20-50 
birds around Yavi. These birds were apparently  
commuting to a roost. The following morning, c. 100 
were seen on the outskirts of Yavi Chico mostly feed
ing on the ground, on areas of bare soil and rocky 
ground w ith scattered  bushes. On 23 August 1996, 
RC saw up to 20 birds on the outskirts of Yavi Chico, 
feeding in a mixed flock of M ourning Sierra-Finch 
P hrygilus fru tice ti, B and-ta iled  S ie rra -Finch P. 
alaudinus  and Bright-rum ped Yellow-Finch Sicalis 
uropygialis. In all cases the species was observed 
in and around habitation . It has been observed 
dust-bathing communally in groups of up to 40 (be
tween La Quiaca and arroyo Sansana), and during 
the ho ttest periods of the  day, birds entered  bur
rows, 1.1 m up, on a vertical ea rth  river bank. Two 
individuals, in w hat appeared to be adu lt male 
plumage, assumed begging behaviour among a com
m unal group. Contact calls of th is species, given in 
flight and when perched, comprise low-pitched clep- 
clep and chuk-chuk notes. The song is a high-pitched 
musical trill (M. Pearm an in litt. 1998). Two groups 
of 10– 15 birds were found a t Yavi on 10 November 
1997 (R. Gü ller et al. in litt. 1998). It is evident 
th a t the species has established itself in th is area 
and th a t the population has increased significantly 
since the first report of pairs or small flocks. Krabbe 
et a l.18 have found the species a t a num ber of lo
calities in  Chuquisaca, Bolivia, where it is “fairly 
common and w idespread in the drier pa rts”. These 
records and those from north-w est A rgentina may 
make its near-th reatened  s ta tu s9 unw arranted .
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Plain-breasted Earthcreeper at Santa Ana, Jujuy. 
(Guillermo Bodrati)

Tawny Tit-Spinetail above Alta Calilegua, Jujuy. 
(Guillermo Bodrati)

Rufous-webbed Tyrant above Alto Calilegua, Jujuy. 
(Guillermo Bodrati)

Rufous-throated Dipper at Rio Los Sosa, Tucumán. (Juan 
Mazar Barnett)

Rufous-bellied Saltator below Santa Ana, Jujuy. 
(Guillermo Bodrati)

Citron-headed Yellow-Finches at Yavi, Jujuy. 
(Roberto Güller)
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