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First documented record 
of White-collared Kite 
Leptodon forbesi in Bahia 
state, Brazil
White-collared Kite Leptodon 
forbesi was described in 1922 
by Harry Kirke Swann from an 
individual collected in 1882 in 
Pernambuco state, north-east 
Brazil13. For many decades, the 
species was considered a variant 
of Grey-headed Kite L. cayanensis 
in juvenile plumage13, until more 
specimens were taken16, following 
which field observations11 and 
a recent taxonomic revision 
validated it as a species4. It 
is considered one of the most 
endangered raptors of the world, 
being classified as Critically 
Endangered6 due to its small 
known population and geographic 
range2, and, mainly, due to the 
loss and fragmentation of its 
habitat3,4,12. An inhabitant of the 
Atlantic Forest, the population of 
White-collared Kite was believed 
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to be restricted to the Pernambuco 
subregion of this ecosystem9, more 
specifically, to the Pernambuco 
Centre of Endemism (PCE; 
Fig. 1)5,12. However, recent records 
suggest the species has a larger 
distribution than previously 
known11,15. 

Most knowledge of White-
collared Kite concerns its 
taxonomy4, flight behaviour and 
morphological characteristics 
useful for field identification13. 
Several authors have also 
discussed its conservation status 
and priorities for the species1,3,7–9,12, 
but very few ecological data 
(i.e. population size, breeding 
requirements, etc.) are available, 
although recent research has 
determined that the species 
occurs in four different types 
of vegetation within its known 
range10. The lack of data is often 
attributed to the species’ perceived 
rarity, although to our knowledge 
very few studies have attempted 
to determine occupancy in the 
remaining forest fragments13, 
to quantify population size or 
demographic parameters9,10.

Here, we present the first 
documented record of White-
collared Kite for Bahia state. 
We discuss the implications 
of this record for the species’ 
biogeography and conservation.

On 1 November 2015, we 
documented a White-collared 
Kite in an Atlantic Forest 
fragment (c.950 ha) surrounded 
by farms, pasture and sugarcane 
monocultures in the municipality 
of São Sebastião do Passé, Bahia 
(12o27’45”S 38o24’11”W; Fig. 1). 
The forest patch has well-defined 
understorey and canopy strata, 
suggesting a secondary forest in 
advanced recovery. We observed 
the individual after initially 
hearing it call, and as the bird flew 
over we photographed it (Fig. 2). 
We also tried, unsuccessfully, 
to attract it using playback of 
both White-collared Kite and 
Grey-headed Kite.

We identified the bird as a 
White-collared Kite based on 
two diagnostic characters4,13: the 
mostly white underwing-coverts 
and underside of the secondaries 
with much-reduced black barring 

compared to the primaries. The 
black-tipped secondaries are rather 
unusual for White-collared Kite, as 
are the dark axillaries. However, 
both of the first two-mentioned 
characters are indicative of White-
collared Kite4. The presence of 
a broad distal white tail-band is 
not diagnostic of White-collared 
Kite as it does not occur in all 
individuals4. It has been suggested 
that this character may be 
sexually dimorphic, given frequent 
observations of pairs in which one 
bird had a broad white band, while 
the other had two smaller white 
bands separated by a black band4. 
The bird we observed exhibited the 
latter pattern.

White-collared Kite has been 
widely observed in the PCE4,9,12 
but previously there were only 
two records outside it, both in 
Sergipe, in Santa Luzia do Itanhy 
municipality12 and in Serra da 
Itabaiana National Park, Areia 
Branca municipality15, 190 km 
south of the southernmost record 
in PCE (Coruripe municipality, 
Alagoas; Fig. 1). The southern 
range limits for White-collared 
Kite have been traditionally 
taken to coincide with those of 
the PCE2, i.e. the São Francisco 
River, although it is unlikely that 
this river represents a functional 
barrier to a large, soaring, forest 
raptor12. Perhaps because there 
were only two documented 
records outside PCE, it has been 
suggested that Sergipe records 
may have been wandering 
individuals12. New research into 
its distribution suggests that 
the species can even disperse to 
northern Bahia, provided there are 
environmentally suitable forest 
patches9. However, the individual 
in Bahia was far beyond the São 
Francisco River or PCE (c.160 
km from Santa Luiza do Itanhy, 
Sergipe; Fig. 1).

An important consequence of 
the presence of White-collared Kite 
in northern Bahia is the potential 
sympatry with Grey-headed 
Kite. For example, the latter 
species has also been observed 
in the forest fragment where we 
recorded White-collared Kite (SS 
pers. obs. 2015), albeit without 
documentation. However, there are 

definite records of L. cayanensis 
in Sapiranga Reserve17, Mata de 
São João municipality, almost 40 
km east of the White-collared Kite 
record, at which might locality 
L. forbesi might potentially also 
occur.

The majority of records of L. 
forbesi are in forest fragments 
of 100–10,000 ha9, with few 
records in fragments smaller 
than 10 ha12. We recorded the 
species in a fragment of nearly 
1,000 ha, but there are at least 
another ten sites larger than 
c.100 ha within a radius of 25 
km, which should be surveyed 
for the species, and to determine 
if any individuals are wanderers 
or residents. We recommend 
surveys of Atlantic Forest 
fragments in northern Bahia 
and Sergipe to better understand 
the species’ distribution limits. 
We also emphasise the need 
for ecological studies of its 
population size, breeding, diet 
and dispersal patterns, which will 
be key to accurately assess the 
species’ threat level and effective 
conservation measures.
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