COTINGA 5

Thick-billed Siskin

Carduelis crassirostris

The Thick-billed Siskin Carduelis crassirostris
occurs locally in the Andes from Peru to central
Chile, at elevations of 3000-4800 m310 Fjeldsa
& Krabbe3 and Parker et al.8 describe the spe-
cies as “locally common”, while other authors
consider it “uncommon to rare”10 “scarce or dif-
ficult to find”6 and “rare” Two subspecies are
recognised: amadoni from Peru to N Bolivia, and
nominate crassirostris from SW Bolivia to Chile;
Fjeldsd & Krabbe2further consider northernmost
Peruvian birds to represent an unnamed sub-
species.

In Peru and Bolivia, C. crassirostris is char-
acteristic of Polylepis woodland24711, a threatened
habitat that occurs from Ecuador to northern
Chileld In central Chile, south of the range of
Polylepis woodland, | discovered the species in a
small valley at Juncalito, below Portillo, Los
Andes (formerly Aconcagua) province: a pair on
12 November 1992 and up to eight birds (three
male, two immature male, three female) on 26
October (when the photos here were taken) and
10 November 1994. Directions to this site were
given by Pearman9 Interestingly, all other Chil-
ean localities are within 50 km of this valley§
which is at only 2100 m, well below the eleva-
tion credited to the species. The habitat (see
photo) comprises stony slopes with scattered low
bushes and a single small tree which, on all oc-
casions, the siskins visited often, and in which
they were photographed. Other species present
here included White-sided Hillstar Oreotrochilus
leucopleurus, Sharp-billed (Lesser) Canastero
Asthenes pyrrholeuca, and Rufous-banded Miner
Geositta rufipennis. In 1992 no other siskins were
presentbutin 1994 Isaw up to 20 Yellow-rumped
Siskins Carduelis uropygialis. The two siskin spe-
cies did not associate with one another, although
at times they perched only 50 m apart. In con-
trast to C. uropygialis, which was somewhat wary,
C. crassirostris was always very confiding and
could have been overlooked easily if not sing-
ing. The song was a prolonged, jangling and
twittering warble, not especially buzzy. Calls
included a wheezy, upslurredj’reeh and a slightly
squeaky klee-ee while perched, and a hard, dry
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cheh-cheht or ch-cht, ch-ch-cht.., etc., while
perched and in flight.

The literature is somewhat at odds concern-
ing plumage variation in this species. | assumed
the three plumages (photos) to be adult male,
first-year male, and adult female. The birds’ be-
haviour supported this (adult and immature
males singing, adults chasing off immatures,
both tolerating females), as did the ratio of plum-
age types, including the pair in 1992. Further,
most sources35610 describe and/or illustrate C.
crassirostris as similar to Hooded Siskin C.
magellanica, i.e. lacking a dark hood. The immat-
ure male appears to be undescribed as such,
although mentioned in passing by George4 Fig-
ure 8d on Plate LXII of Fjeldsd & Krabbe3
matches quite closely this plumage but is la-
belled “amadoni female”; however, this
contradicts their text3 Clement et al.1 provid-
ing no supporting data, illustrate and describe
the female as having a dark-grey hood, and thus
looking similar to the male. Unless females are
dimorphic and/or female plumage varies geo-
graphically, | suspect that Clement et al.1 may
be in error, and that both their description and
illustration of a female and the illustration in
Fjeldsd & Krabbe3are based on immature males.

Acknowledgement

I thank Robert S. Ridgely for his helpful review
of this note. This is contribution number 704 of
the Point Reyes Bird Observatory.

References

1. Clement, R, Harris, A. & Davis, J. (1993)
Finches and sparrows, an identificationguide.
Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press.

2. Fjeldsa, J. (1991) Biogeographic patterns in
birds of High Andean relict woodlands. Acta
XX Congressus Internationalis Ornithologici:
342-353.

3. Fjeldsa, J. & Krabbe, N. (1990) Birds of the
high Andes. Copenhagen: Zool. Museum,
Univ. Copenhagen.

4. George, W. G. (1964) A Peruvian race of
Spinus crassirostris. Condor 66: 248-250.



COTINGA 5

Photo Spot

5. Johnson, A. W. (1967) The birds of Chile and

adjacent regions of Argentina, Bolivia, and
Peru. Buenos Aires: Platt Estab. Graficos.

6. Narosky, T. & Yzurieta, D. (1989) Birds of
Argentina and Uruguay, a field guide. Bue-
nos Aires: Vdzquez Mazzini.

7. Parker, T. A. (1981) Distribution and biology
of the White-necked Cotinga Zaratornis
stresemanni, a high Andean frugivore. Bull.
Brit. Orn. Club 101: 256-265.

8. Parker, T. A, Parker, S. A. & Plenge, M. A.
(1982) An annotated checklist of Peruvian
birds. Vermillion, South Dakota: Buteo
Books.

9. Pearman, M. (1995) The essential guide to
birding in Chile. Belper, Derbyshire: World-
wide Publications.

10.Ridgely, R. S. & Tudor, G. (1989) The birds of
South America, 1. Austin: University of
Texas Press.

11. Schmitt, C. G. & Schmitt, D. C. (1987) Ex-
tensions of range of some Bolivian birds.
Bull. Brit. Orn. Club 107: 129-134.

Steve N. G. Howell
PRBO, 4990 Shoreline Highway, Stinson Beach,
California 94970, U.S.A.

Thick-billed Siskin Carduelis crassirostris
Back cover: Photos by Steve N. G. Howell

Top left: adult male Thick-billed Siskin Carduelis
crassirostris, Juncalito, Los Andes province, Chile,
26 October 1994.

Top right: presumed immature male Thick-billed
Siskin, Juncalito, Los Andes province, Chile,
26 October 1994.

Bottom left: adult female Thick-billed Siskin,
Juncalito, Los Andes province, Chile,
26 October 1994.

Bottom right: habitat of Thick-billed Siskins in
Juncalito valley, Chile.
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