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Rufous-faced Crake Laterallus xenopterus. 18 August 1996. (Jon Hornbuckle)

Rufous-faced Crake L. xenopterus. 18 August 1996. 
(Jon Hornbuckle)

Rufous-sided Crake L. melanophaius. July/August 1997. 
(Jon Hornbuckle)

Rufous-sided Crake L. melanophaius. July/August 1997. 
(Jon Hornbuckle)

Area of savanna in which Rufous-faced Crake L. xenopterus 
and Speckled Rail Coturnicops notata were found in 1997. 
(Jon Hornbuckle)
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Rufous-faced Crake Laterallus xenopterus: a new species 
for Bolivia, with notes on its identification, distribution, 
ecology and conservation

Robin Brace, Jon Hornbuckle and Paul St Pierre

Se describen los prim eros registros de Laterallus xenopterus p ara  Bolivia, en base a u n  individuo 
capturado el 18 agosto 1996 y tres  observaciones obtenidas du ran te  agosto 1997, todas en la 
Estación Biológica del Beni (EBB) (dpto. Beni). A nteriorm ente a n u es tra s  observaciones, la 
distribución conocida de esta  especie, considerada am enazada7, se extendía por sólo unos pocos 
sitios en Paraguay y un  área  del Brasil. Las aves fueron localizadas en la sabana sem i-inundada 
caracterizada por la vegetación continua separada por angostos canales, los que claram ente facilitan 
los desplazam ientos a nivel del suelo. Si bien el registro  de 1996 m uestra  que L. xenopterus puede 
v iv ir ju n to  a L. m e lanopha ius , n u e s tra s  observaciones en 1997 ind ican , concordando con 
informaciones anteriores, que L. xenopterus parece ev itar áreas cubiertas por m ás que unos pocos 
centím etros de agua. Se resum en los detalles de identificación, enfatizando las diferencias con L. 
melanophaius.

De particu lar im portancia son (i) el notable barrado blanco y negro en las cobertoras alares, 
terciarias y escapulares; (ii) la extensión del color rufo de la  cabeza sobre la nuca y la  espalda, y 
(iii) el pico corto y relativam ente profundo, en p a rte  de color gris-turquesa. D ada la presencia de 
bastan te  háb ita t aparentem ente apropiado para  L. xenopterus en Beni, se esperan nuevos registros 
en Bolivia. Las am enazas actuales son m ínim as, pero excesivas quem as en la  tem porada seca, 
ligadas a la  ganadería, podrían bien im pedir la  posible colonización. También se documenta, 
n u evam en te  en la  EBB, el p rim er reg is tro  de C oturnicops n o ta ta , u n a  especie de D atos 
Insuficientes7, para  Bolivia: un  individuo observado el 30 agosto 1997.

In tro d u ctio n
The Rufous-faced C rake Laterallus xenopterus is a 
poorly known and secretive ra llid  known from a 
sm all num ber of localities in Paraguay and one area 
in  Brazil6–11,13,19 and is considered Vulnerable7. On 
18 August 1996 a single L. xenopterus was mist- 
n e tte d  in  th e  sou th ern  p a r t of Beni Biological 
S ta tion  (BBS) M an & Biosphere Reserve, dpto. 
Beni. This constitutes the first record for Bolivia 
and  a considerable range extension. None was 
caught during concerted m ist-netting  a t the  same 
site in  1997, bu t the  species was located c. 2.5 km 
away.

Field  o b se r v a t io n s
The 1996 individual was trapped  (by JH ) w ithin a 
belt of Cyperus giganticus (with a maximum width 
of 20 m and height of 2 m) fringing the  p a rt of 
L aguna N orm andia encom passed by the  Estancia 
El P orven ir an d  w here  th e  BBS field  s ta tio n  
(14°52'S 66°19'W, c. 200 m asl) is located in  savanna- 
based hab ita t. The m ist-net was set in  partially  
flooded (standing w ater depth  of c. 5 cm) te rra in  
w ith  narrow  ‘walkways’ betw een em ergent stems, 
which our 1997 observations showed are used by 
R u fo u s -s id e d  C ra k e  L. m e la n o p h a iu s . T h is

cyperacean fringe was punctuated  by sedges and 
some scrub, and gave way to relatively open, sea ­
sonally inundated  (during October–April) savanna 
dom inated by grasses (e.g. Sorghastrum  setosum  
in  wet ground and Andropogon bicornis in  drier 
areas). Sustained m ist-netting a t th is site in 1997 — 
when the  w ater was deeper (c. 15–20 cm) — resulted 
in  the trapping of three L. melanophaius, bu t failed 
to detect any L. xenopterus.

The 1997 records of L. xenopterus — one flushed 
on 10 A ugust and two on 30 A ugust (RCB, JH , 
PStP) — were in savanna 3 km  north  of the BBS 
headquarters. In  contrast to some adjacent areas 
th a t had  dried out completely, th is area rem ained 
inundated  (c. 5 cm deep) due to the  proximity of a 
w atercourse (curiche). Passage th rough th is  area 
was difficult unless one followed narrow  channels 
betw een the  tussocks of grass a t least 1 m high: 
species were Rhynchospora globosa and Cyperus 
haspan  (Cyperaceae) throughout, and Tibouchina 
o c to p e ta la  (M e la s to m a ta c e a e )  in  p laces . L. 
melanophaius was not seen in  th is  area, bu t Ash- 
th roa ted  C rake Porzana albicollis and Speckled 
Rail Coturnicops notata  were observed on 30 Au­
gust. P. albicollis is d istribu ted  widely throughout 
the savanna, b u t largely restric ted  to the  w etter
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p a r ts ;  th e  d a ta  d e f ic ie n t O c e lla te d  C rak e  
M icropygia schomburgkii is also not uncommon in 
d rier areas.

Id en tifica tio n
A detailed description of L. xenopterus is provided 
by S torer19. Only those features im portan t for d is­
tinguishing the species from other Laterallus spp., 
particu larly  L. melanophaius, are discussed here, 
as shown by the  individual exam ined in  the  hand  
in  1996. These are: (i) especially bold and exten ­
sive b lack -an d -w h ite  b a rs  on th e  upperw ing- 
coverts, te rtia ls  and scapulars (though often exten­
sive, the w hite bars in  L. melanophaius a re  always 
narrow er and thus less prom inent); (ii) head (to 
below th e  ear-coverts), nape and m antle entirely  
rufous, becoming buffy-rufous on the  neck sides 
and upper b reast (the extent and brigh tness of the 
rufous coloration in L. m elanophaius varies, b u t it 
does not reach the nape or back, although it  can 
extend conspicuously onto the upper b reast in  some 
individuals); (iii) black-and-white undertail-coverts, 
a description consistent w ith  th a t given by Lowen 
et a l.11 (black centrally, b u t barred  black-and-white 
la te ra lly ), b u t d iffering  from  th a t  provided by 
S to re r19 (given sim ply  as b lack) (rufous in  L. 
melanophaius)-, (iv) bill short bu t deep (having a 
m arkedly arched culmen), both m andibles being 
black distally  b u t turquoise-grey proxim ally (the 
bill of L. melanophaius is greyish w ith  the  la te ra l 
sides grading proxim ally to yellow, especially on 
the lower m andible [pers. obs.], though M yers & 
H ansen13 refer to a greenish lower mandible); (v) 
prom inent crim son-red eye (reddish brown in L. 
melanophaius [pers. obs.]); (vi) legs grey-pink, in 
accordance w ith Lowen et a l.11, M yers & H ansen 13 
(greyish or horn) and S torer19 (blue-grey) (in L. 
melanophaius, they are flesh-straw  coloured [pers. 
obs.]).

The weight was 68.5 g, heavier th a n  previously 
recorded (maximum 60 g19,20); wing length  (maxi­
m um  fla tten ed ) was 89 m m. No vocalisa tions 
a ttribu tab le  to th is  species have been heard  a t BBS 
although the  trilling  calls o f L. melanophaius were 
heard  frequently  a t Laguna Norm andia. J. M azar 
B arn e tt (in l itt . to Taylor & van Perlo20) described 
it as u tte rin g  a trill som ewhat longer th a n  those 
m ade by congeners, preceded by several whistles.

H a b ita t  p r e fe r e n c e s
Previous reports indicate th a t, in  common w ith our 
observations, L. xenopterus typically frequents a r­
eas w ith  dense tussock-like vegetation perm eated 
by ‘ru n s’, in  m arshy grassland (wet campos), some­
tim e s  on th e  s id es  of sh a llo w  v a lley s  w hich

in te rru p t elevated cerrado11,13,19, bu t it is not ad ­
verse to entering  palm  groves14, perhaps prom pted 
by rising  water-levels. In  Paraguay, such hab ita ts  
a re  also th e  h a u n t of R ed-and-w hite  C rake L. 
leucopyrrhus and, as a t BBS, of Porzana albicollis. 
The la tte r  would appear to have more catholic re ­
quirem ents, as it has also been recorded in  more 
m arshy te rra in , which may border open water; in  
such s itu a tio n s , i t  m ay be accom panied by L. 
melanophaius. I t  appears th a t L. xenopterus has a 
narrow er h a b ita t range which does not include ar­
eas covered by w ater more th a n  a  few cm deep, but 
as ou r 1996 o b se rv a tio n  in d ic a te s , i t  an d  L. 
melanophaius may occur in  close proxim ity to one 
another. The shorter ta rs i and middle toes of L. 
xenopterus19 may explain the  above, b u t the  func­
tional significance of the  more robust bill has not 
been clarified.

D istr ib u tio n
In  Paraguay, L. xenopterus has been recorded from 
five departm ents in  the  centre and south of the 
country . T he type  w as co llected  a t  H o rq u e ta  
(Concepción) in  1933, singles were collected a t Lima 
(San Pedro) and Pedro Ju a n  Caballero (Amambay) 
on unknow n dates, four specimens were obtained 
in the C uruguaty a rea  (Canindeyú) between 1976- 
79 (where it was heard  in  1997: R. Clay in litt) , 
one was m ist-netted in  Reserva N atu ral del Bosque 
M baracayú (C anindeyú) in  1995, w ith  fu rth e r  
records in  1997 (R. Clay in litt., J. M azar B arnett 
in  l i t t .) ,  a n d  i t  w as fo u n d  n e a r  S a n  J u a n  
Nepomuceno (Caazapá) in  1997 (see16–11,13,20 and R. 
Clay in litt.) . In Brazil, it occurs in  the B rasilia area 
(Distrito Federal) w here it is known from one speci­
m en  a n d  a n u m b e r  of s ig h t in g s  b e tw e e n  
1978–896,14,18. Our discovery of L. xenopterus in low­
land  Bolivia, geographically rem ote from  o ther 
localities, strongly  indicates, given th e  su itable 
h a b ita t in  in tervening areas and elsewhere, th a t 
the  species may be more w idespread and less local 
th a n  suspected. There is abundan t seasonal and 
hyperseasonal wet savanna (the Llanos de Mojos) 
in  Beni16, and it is likely to be found elsewhere in 
the departm ent and  in  adjacent S an ta  Cruz.

C u r r e n t th r e a ts
T hrea ts from hum an  encroachm ent or drainage 
(associated w ith plantations), p revalen t a t other 
sites w ith  L. xenopterus7,11, do not pose a  problem 
in Beni as hum an population density is low and 
agroforestry developm ent m inim al. However, dur­
ing the dry season extensive areas of savanna on 
m any large estancias in  lowland Beni are bu rn t to 
prom ote growth for cattle  grazing. These annual
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fires may be influential, albeit perhaps more so for 
crake species preferring  drier conditions (e.g. M. 
schom burgkii, see14 and pers. obs.). E stancia El 
Porvenir occasionally suffers from large-scale in ­
c u rs io n s  of f ire s  s t a r t e d  d e l ib e ra te ly  in  
neighbouring properties. ‘In-house’ bu rns to aid 
provision for c. 200 head of cattle are controlled and 
thus lim ited in  extent. Nevertheless, it is clear th a t 
the  cu rren t mix of grazing, tram pling  and regular 
burn ing  is having an  adverse effect on the  savanna 
environm ent as a whole, and m any of the  forest 
islands in  particu lar4. W hether or not the  th re a t ­
ened s ta tu s  curren tly  assigned to L. xenopterus7 is 
fully justified  will become apparen t once fu rther 
population and distribu tional data  are obtained.

A n a s s e s s m e n t  of th e  lo ca l s t a tu s  of L. 
xenopterus a t BBS is planned in  July-A ugust 1998, 
when we re tu rn  to the area, w ith  Earthcorps vol­
un teers, to continue our study of the  ecology of 
th rea tened  and near-th reatened  savanna b irds5.

N on-ra llid  species c h a ra c te ris tic  of th e  El 
Porvenir sav an n a  include S h arp -ta iled  T y ran t 
Culicivora caudacuta  (near-th reatened), Sedge 
W ren Cistothorus p la tensis , G rassland  Sparrow  
A m m o d ra m u s h u m era lis , B lack-m asked F inch 
Coryphaspiza melanotis (threatened), Wedge-tailed 
G rass-Finch Em berizoides herbicola , Blue-black 
G rassquit Volatinia jacarina  and D ark-throated  
Seedeater Sporophila ruficollis (near-threatened). 
C rested  Doradito Pseudocolopteryx sclateri was 
observed in  both areas concerned3.

S p e c k le d  C ra k e  o b se r v a t io n  and  p o te n t ia l  
a d d it io n s  t o  th e  B B S list
A second addition to the BBS list was made in  1997: 
Coturnicops notata  (see Field observations), which 
is also a new species to Bolivia. I t was flushed at 
c. 3 m range, affording an excellent view of the white 
secondaries. This species has an  extensive d istri­
bution from Colombia to Argentina, but the relative 
paucity of records suggests th a t it is grossly u n ­
der-recorded; consequently, it has been afforded 
D ata  Deficient s ta tu s7. BBS is over 1000 km  from 
the  closest known locality in  central Paraguay9 and 
more rem ote still from the  only location — Taubaté, 
São Paulo, Brazil — where it has been reported w ith 
any regularity21.

W ith regard  to o ther Laterallus species, Grey­
breasted  Crake L. exilis, known in Bolivia from the 
departm ents of Beni (closest record to BBS 28 km 
w est of the  reserve), La Paz, Pando and  S an ta  
Cruz1,15,17, and Russet-crowned Crake Anurolim nas  
viridis  (sometimes placed in  Laterallus  and  re ­
cen tly  rep o rted  from  B olivia — n o rth  B eni and  
north-east S an ta  Cruz2,15 — and P araguay12), seem

likely contenders for fu ture  addition to the BBS 
inventory. Additionally, L. leucopyrrhus is known 
from Paraguay, A rgentina and Brazil, bu t has yet 
to be recorded in Bolivia. It seems likely however, 
th a t i t  will be detected in  due course: there  is u n ­
doubtedly m uch suitable h ab ita t in  Beni.
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