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The distribution and conservation status of
the Bearded Tachuri Polystictus pectoralis

N.J. COLLAR and D. C. WEGE

Summary

The Bearded Tachuri Polystictus pectoralis occupies lowland grasslands with scrubby
vegetation, generally near water, in the Andean grasslands of Colombia at two sites
(threatened race bogotensis), savannas in eastern Colombia and the lowland and tepui
grasslands of mainly southern Venezuela, Guyana, Surinam, French Guiana and
northern Brazil (race brevipennis), reappearing south of the Amazon in central-southern
Brazil, eastern Bolivia (no recent records), Paraguay, Uruguay and northern and
central-eastern Argentina (nominate pectoralis). It is an austral summer visitor (October/
November to February/April) to central-east Argentina, nesting (commonly in thistles)
around December, clutch-size three. It feeds on insects by perch-gleaning, sallying,
hover-gleaning and still-hunting. It is unobtrusive and must be commonly overlooked,
and in some localities may be moderately well represented. Overall, however, it is scarce
and appears to be very patchy in occurrence; grassland habitats within its range have
been converted wholesale to farming. New quantitative criteria support earlier qualitative
judgement that the species is probably not (yet) threatened, but that it merits
near-threatened status. Suggestions that one or all of its three subspecies may be good
species are premature; it is not even clear how distinct these forms are as subspecies.

Introduction

Habitats in South America other than tropical forests and wetlands have only
relatively recently become a subject of serious concern in conservation. In
particular, the natural grasslands of the continent have been badly neglected
while attention has been focused on biologically richer habitats, with the result
that vast areas of open country have been allowed and indeed encouraged to
be converted to human food production with barely any recognition of their
biological value.

These grasslands host a number of biome endemics, sometimes wide-ranging
so that large areas of habitat are needed for their preservation (e.g. maned wolf
Chrysocyon brachyurus and marsh deer Blastocerus dichotomus). Ornithologically,
a broad suite of species depends to some extent on Neotropical grasslands.
As many as 38 of them were recently listed as threatened (Collar et al. 1992),
representing 12% of all threatened New World species (Collar ef al. in press).
In addition, several species were listed as ‘‘near-threatened”, notably those
whose centre of occurrence lies in the grasslands of interior south-east Brazil,
Paraguay, Argentina and in some cases eastern Bolivia, for example Cock-tailed
Tyrant Alectrurus tricolor, Sharp-tailed Grass-tyrant Culicivora caudacuta and
Black-masked Finch Coryphaspiza melanotis (see, e.g., Collar et al. 1992: 795).
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Concern expressed over the plight of the Bearded Tachuri Polystictus pectoralis,
““a tiny, buffy flycatcher found very locally in tall grass areas [which] may well
deserve threatened status” (Ridgely and Tudor 1994), caused its listing in a
preliminary treatment of globally threatened birds (Collar and Andrew 1988).
Ted Parker strongly shared that concern and, as a co-author of the fuller
evaluation of New World species (Collar et al. 1992), he prepared some notes
to support its continued listing. We duly assembled the evidence, through a
review of all published sources, accumulation of data from specimens in as
many museums as possible (see Appendix), and extensive correspondence with
fieldworkers familiar with the species and its habitat (recently supplemented by
an appeal for records made in Cotinga 1: 48). We concluded that its status was
not yet so severe as to warrant retention of threatened status, treating it instead
as near-threatened (Collar et al. 1992), a judgement which held when all New
World species were recently re-evaluated against new criteria (Collar et al. 1994).
However, as with many other near-threatened species, we were left with an
extensive body of material on the bird, much of it unpublished and all of it, if
arranged properly, capable of providing a baseline dataset for current and future
evaluation and monitoring of its status. In homage to Ted Parker, whose voice
was amongst the first and loudest to be raised in alarm at the plight of South
American grasslands, we offer this dataset here.

Museum initials used in the following account are given in the Appendix,
and an explanation of the use of the asterisk (*) appears in the legends to Figures
2 and 3.

Distribution

The Bearded Tachuri has a disjunct distribution in South American grasslands
either side of the Amazon basin. To the north it has been found in one or two
highland areas of western Colombia (race bogotensis), and in the lowland
savannas of eastern Colombia eastwards through central Venezuela into the
tepui region of southern Venezuela, Guyana, and northern Brazil, with isolated
populations in southern Surinam and northern French Guiana (race brevipennis).
South of the Amazon it reappears in the nominate form, ranging through
southern Brazil, eastern Bolivia, Paraguay, Uruguay and the northern half of
lowland Argentina. The records that allow us to compose this generalized
assessment (see Figure 1) are set out below, arranged in sequences within and
by the major subnational political divisions (states, departments, provinces;
except for the Guianas) from west to east and/or north to south, with numbers
in Figures 2 and 3 corresponding to superscript numbers in the text.

Polystictus pectoralis bogotensis

Colombia (Cundinamarca) This form is known with certainty only from Suba
marshes’, 2,711 m, in what are now the northern suburbs of Bogota (Cory and
Hellmayr 1927, Paynter and Traylor 1981). Hilty and Brown (1986) say ‘‘once”
from this site, but this cannot be correct since the type-specimen was collected
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Figure 1. The distribution of the Bearded Tachuri throughout its range, based on records
assembled in the text.

in April 1915 (Chapman 1915) and there is a specimen dated January 1917 in
AMNH and another from April 1919 in USNM, plus a specimen simply labelled
Bogotd, taken on 19 March of an unspecified year, in MCZ; moreover, there are
apparently two specimens in Museo de la Salle, Bogotd, dating from the 1950s
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(F. G. Stiles in litt. 1994). (Valle) A specimen from Pavas®, La Cumbre, above
Dagua at 1,350 m on western slope of the West Andes, taken in July 1918, was
assumed to belong to the race bogotensis (Cory and Hellmayr 1927; specimen in
CM) and has subsequently entered the literature as such (Hilty and Brown 1986,
Fjeldsa and Krabbe 1990, Ridgely and Tudor 1994; but see Taxonomy below).

Polystictus pectoralis brevipennis

Colombia (Meta) Only two areas are so far documented, in the north-west and
north-east (Hilty and Brown 1986): 16 km south of Puerto Lépez’, December
1971 (specimen in ANSP), and (clearly the same or adjacent locality) at Laguna
Mozambique, 14 km south and 10 km east of Puerto Lépez, February 1970 (two
specimens in ANSP), with one seen there in January 1993 (F. G. Stiles in litt.
1994); and Carimagua®, 150 m, May and June 1976 (four specimens in FMNH,
IND), where birds were present in small numbers in November 1993 (F. G.
Stiles in litt. 1994).

The species is expected to occur in adjacent Vichada and also Arauca (Hilty
and Brown 1986).

Venezuela (Carabobo) El Paito, near Valencia® (museum specimen of unknown
date reported by C. Parrish in litf. 1986 to R. S. Ridgely; also Ridgely and Tudor
1994); (Barinas) Santa Barbara® and Ciudad Bolivia” (Phelps and Phelps 1963);
(Apure) Guasdualito® and Palmarito” (Phelps and Phelps 1963); (Amazonas) El
Platanal”® (Phelps and Phelps 1963); (Bolivar) Quiribana de Caicara'
(type-locality), Rio Orinoco, April 1898 (von Berlepsch and Hartert 1902);
Maripa®?, Rio Caura, October and December 1909 (two specimens in CM; also
Cory and Hellmayr 1927), a locality now known to visiting birdwatchers, with
3—4 being seen there in late February 1994 (B. E. Wright i litt. 1994); km 200
on El Dorado-Santa Elena road, Canaima' National Park, February 1991 (R.
Hopf in litt. 1994); Uriman™ (Phelps and Phelps 1963); Acopédn-tepui'” (Phelps
and Phelps 1963); Kanavayén'® (Kabanayén) (Phelps and Phelps 1963), whence
also a record in the early 1980s (M. L. Goodwin in litt. 1992); Santa Elena de
Uairén', 960 m, January 1950 (specimen in COP; also Phelps and Phelps 1963);
female-plumaged bird, *Quebrada Pacheco', km 236 on road to Santa Elena
through the Gran Sabana, April 1994 (M. Kessler in [itt. 1994); 4 km west of
>‘Peraitepul’” on the road from San Francisco de Yuruanu to Peraitepui, 9goo m,
in the Gran Sabana, April 1994 (M. Kessler in litt. 1994); Cerro Roraima™,
November and December 1881, June, October, November and December 1883,
and October 1898 (12 specimens in ANSP, BMNH, USNM, at least three of
which were collected at 1,060 m; also Salvin 1885, Sclater 1888, Phelps and
Phelps 1963), including Paulo, October and November 1927 (Chapman 1931;
three specimens in AMNH).

Guyana (Roraima specimens are treated as stemming from the Venezuelan sector
above: see Stephens and Traylor 1985.) Upper Takutu Mountains®, 1908 (two
specimens in AMNH, BMNH; also Chubb 1921); Annai**, May and June 18go,
February 1891 and June 1892 (seven specimens in AMNH, ANSP); two miles
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Figure 2. The distribution of the Bearded Tachuri, subspecies bogotensis and brevipennis.
Numbers by locality points correspond to those in the text under Distribution. Coordin-
ates for these localities are derived from Paynter (1982), Paynter and Traylor (1981, 1985,
1991), Stephens and Traylor (1985), or else The Times atlas of the world (seventh edition).
Localities not in these sources are marked in the text with an asterisk (*) and are as
follows, with sources for their coordinates as shown: Quebrada Pacheco, c.5°08’'N
61°6'W (M. Kessler in litt. 1994); Peraitepui, c.5°03'N 60°56'W (M. Kessler in litt. 1994).

east of Linden™ Highway about 15 miles south of that highway’s northern
terminus, August 1993 (R. Ryan in litt. 1994).

Surinam Sipaliwini**, male taken January 1966 (Mees 1968) with an apparent
female in May 1972 (Haverschmidt and Mees 1994; specimens in RMNH).

French Guiana Sinnamary”, November 1986 and March 1989 (three specimens
in CMN). Neither of these records was known to Tostain et al. (1992), who
however mentioned records from this locality (qualifying it as “’la savane des
Péres’’) in December 1987 and a few months later, plus another in the savane
de Coumbi-Sinnamary in July 1991.

Brazil (Roraima) Fazenda Santa Cecilia, opposite Boa Vista® on the east side of
the Rio Branco, February and March 1992 (D. F. Stotz in litt. 1995); Rio Mucajai”,
south of Boa Vista, April 1962 (specimen in MZUSP; also Pinto 1966) and March
1963 (specimen in MPEG; also Novaes 1967); (Pard) Cabaceiras do rio Paru de
Oeste, Posto Tiriés™ 340 m, June 1960 (at least three specimens in MNR], MPEG;
also Novaes 1967); (Amapd) Acampamento no. 4, igarapé Ariramba, right-bank
affluent of Rio Tartarugal®, July 1969 (two specimens in MPEG; also Novaes

1978).

Polystictus pectoralis pectoralis

Brazil (Goids) Aragargas™, June 1953 (specimen in MNRY]; locality also specified
by Sick 1993); Goiania™, September 1967 (specimen in MPEG); Emas National
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Park®, 1980-1992, including the months of September and October (R. S.
Ridgely, T. A. Parker in litt. 1992; also R. Schofield in litt. 1994), and just outside,
August 1989 (R. Schofield in litt. 1994); (Mato Grosso) Chapada dos Guimares™
(“Chapada’), August 1882 (two specimens in AMNH), July and September 1883
(specimens in AMNH and MNR] respectively) and May to September 1885
(seven specimens in AMNH, BMNH, MCZ; also Allen 1892); Cuiabd™, July
presumably of 1824 (specimen in BMNH; von Pelzeln 1868-1871, Sclater 1888)
and again in September 1993 by the airport (A. Whittaker in litt. 1994); Porto
Jofre®, Transpantaneira, August 1988 (R. Fairbank and N. Preston per B. C.
Forrester in litt. 1994), and north of Porto Jofre, August 1991 (T. A. Parker in
litt. 1992); (Mato Grosso do Sul) *Passo do Lontra™, August 1991 (J. F. Pacheco
verbally 1992 to L. P. Gonzaga); Campo Grande”, July 1930 (seven specimens
in MCZ, MZUSP), and the nearby Fazenda Curralinho, September 1938
(specimen in MZUSP; also Pinto 1944), with several singletons south of Campo
Grande, June 1983 (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1995); near *Pixaim™ along the
Transpantaneira road, Pantanal, in September 1992 (K. Zimmer and T. A. Parker
per A. Whittaker in litt. 1994); (Sdo Paulo. Calgdo do Couro™, April 1823 (von
Pelzeln 1868-1871), now within a suburb of Ituverava (Collar et al. 1992: 759);
Estagdo Ecoldgica Estadual de Itirapina, near Itirapina®, 760 m, January 1992
(Willis 1992) and December 1993 (R. S. Ridgely, D. K. Dacol in litt. 1994); and
at least one other locality in the past 20 years (E. O. Willis in [itt. 1986); (Rio
Grande do Sul) Ttaqui*', November 1914 (specimen in MZUSP; also Pinto 1944);
Porto Alegre®, unknown date (Gliesch 1930).

Bolivia (Santa Cruz) Buena Vista®, “Prov. Sara”, July 1912 (Cory and Hellmayr
1927); Santa Cruz*® (“Santa Cruz de la Sierra”’), August and September 1909
(Cory and Hellmayr 1927; six specimens in CM and in YPM); “Campa, 700 m,
Prov. Sara” (i.e. Provincia Gutiérrez®), October 1908 (specimen in AMNH; also
Zimmer 1955); probably also Santa Ana® (““Santa Ana, Chiquitos”), which is
the type-locality of Muscicapa stramineoventris Lafresnaye and d'Orbigny 1837,
the type material for which is apparently lost but whose description strongly
suggests the immature plumage of and hence synonymy with P. p. pectoralis
(Hellmayr 1925; also Cory and Hellmayr 1927).

Paraguay (Boguerdn) Orloff” (Colonia Mennonita), October 1945 (specimen in
EMNH); (Presidente Hayes) 235 km west of *Riacho Negro*, July and August
1939 (five specimens in UMMZ); Laguna Escalante®, August 1960 (Steinbacher
1962); Villa Militar™, July 1945 (FMNH); Lichtenau™, February (year unclear),
August and October 1971 (Short 1976; three specimens in AMNH); Laguna
General Diaz*, July 1945 (FMNH); 20 km east of Pozo Colorado™, September
1989 (two specimens in MHNG); Makthlawaiya™, March 1931 (specimen in
AMNH; also Zimmer 1955); Puerto Pinasco™, Rio Paraguay, September and
October 1916 (two specimens in AMNH; also Zimmer 1955) and September 1920
(two specimens in USNM; also Cory and Hellmayr 1927); Benjamin Aceval®,
undated (Bertoni 1930); west bank of Rio Paraguay, across the river from
Concepcién”, May 1989 (F. E. Hayes in litt. 1994); (Concepcidn) Estancia
Centurién®, May 1989 (F. E. Hayes in litt. 1994); San Luis de la Sierra®” (“La
Fonciere””), May 1931 (Zimmer 1955; four specimens in AMNH); Belén®, Rio
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Ypané, August 1930 (Zimmer 1955; specimen in AMNH); Horqueta®, July to
October 1935 (specimens in ROM, UMMZ); (Amambay) Cerro Amambay®,
September 1938 (UMMZ); (Canindeyif) Lagunita, Reserva Natural del Bosque
Mbaracayu®, September 1992 (Brooks et al. 1993); (Alto Parand) open areas of
*Reserva Tati Jupi”, just north of Ciudad del Este, a few times in the 1980s (N.
Perez in litt. 1988 to L. P. Gonzaga); (Guaird) Villarrica®, July 1924 and July 1925
(two specimens in BMNH); (Central) Nueva Italia®, July and August 1940 (three
specimens in AMNH); *Bernal-cué®”, near Asuncién (undated but probably
nineteenth century specimen in ZSM; site mentioned by Cory and Hellmayr
1927 but untraced by Paynter 1989); (Paraguar{) Sapucai®, March 1904 (Chubb
1910); Escobar®, May and June 1908 (two specimens in MACN); Paraguari”, in
the period late June to mid-August 1893 (Salvadori 1895); (Misiones) 20 km west
of San Juan Bautista”, August 1994 (F. E. Hayes in litt. 1994); 5 km north-west
of Santiago”, March 1989 (F. E. Hayes and J. L. Ramirez in litt. 1994).

Uruguay (Artigas) San Gregorio” (Cuello and Gerzenstein 1962); (Tacuarembo)
Pozo Hondo™, April 1958 (specimen in MNHNM; referred to by Cuello and
Gerzenstein 1962); (Paysandil) Paysandid”, November 1883 (specimen in BMNH;
also Gibson 1885, Sclater 1888); (Soriano) Santa Elena”™, Rio Monzon, November
1892 (two specimens in BMNH; see Aplin 1894); (Montevideo) Montevideo”,
austral summer 1831-1832 (Gould 1841).

Argentina (Formosa) Comandante Fontana™, September 1929 (specimen in
AMNH); Clorinda”, San José, October 1925 (specimen in ZSM); *Espinillo®, in
the north-east of the province, July 1988 (B. M. Lépez Lanus in litt. 1991); (Chaco)
Las Palmas®, Rio Quia, July 1920 (specimen in USNM; see Wetmore 1926);
*Irarana®, March possibly of 1860 (specimen in USNM; see Remark 2 in Collar
et al. 1992: 795); (Misiones) Arroyo Urugua-i*’, km 10, April 1952 (a young male
in a clearing in the San Martin maté plantation near Puerto Bemberg) (Partridge
1954), April 1958 (Navas and B6 1988, who mention three specimens, with a
further seven in AMNH), July and August 1958 (five specimens in AMNH) and
June 1961 (specimen in YPM); (Corrientes) Santa Ana®, January 1987
(Environmental Investigation Agency in Pearman and Abadie 1995); Estancia
San Joaquin®, San Carlos, Rio Aguapey, July 1961 (two specimens in AMNH,
LSUMZ); present in 1989 in the area of the new Mburucuy4d® National Park
(M. A. E. Rumboll per J.-C. Chebez in litt. 1992); Laguna Iberd®, April 1990
(B. M. Lépez Lanus in litt. 1991); Estancia Rincén del Omba®, Mercedes,
October 1961 (specimen in AMNH); (Entre Rios) Arroyo Baru®, January 1993
(M. Nores in litt. 1995); *Ruta Nacional 12", 9 km south of the junction with
Ruta Provincial 6, February 1993 (female with two dependent immatures:
Pearman and Abadie 1995); Pronunciamento®, December 1970 (nesting pair
with young: T. Narosky in Pearman and Abadie 1995); La Soledad”, December
1898, October 1901, February 1902 (Hartert and Venturi 190g; three specimens in
AMNH); Gualeguaychi®, December 1959 (Camperi 1992); outside *Larroque™,
February 1993 (one immature netted: Pearman and Abadie 1995); (Santa Fe)
Estancia El Orden, Tostado™, October 1938 (specimen in MACN); Estancia La
Germania®, Las Rosas, July 1925 (specimen in ZSM); (Cdrdoba) Bafiados del Rio
Dulce” (Nores and Yzurieta 1980, Nores et al. 1983); south coast (Altos de
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Chipién and Desembocadura del Rio Segundo) of Mar Chiquita™ (Nores and
Yzurieta 1980, Nores et al. 1983, M. Nores and D. Yzurieta in [itt. 1986); near
Cérdoba®, 1879 (specimen in BMNH; also Cabanis 1878, Sclater 1879, Sclater
1888, Sclater and Hudson 1888); Embalse'™ (de Rio Tercero), where nesting has
been recorded (Nores and Yzurieta 1980, Nores et al. 1983, M. Nores and D.
Yzurieta in litt. 1986), this presumably being the source of the record from the
district of Calamuchita (Canevari et al. 1991); Leones'”, January 1949, October
1950, January 1961 (five specimens in MACN) and February 1989 (Pearman and
Abadie 1995); Sierra de Comechingones'” at 1,600 m, on the road to Atos Pampa
{Nores and Yzurieta 1980, Nores et al. 1983), this possibly being the area called
the Sierra de Cérdoba by Cabanis (1878); (Buenos Aires) (records here are based
chiefly on the maps - including that showing the partidos, or districts — in
Narosky and di Giacomo 1993) San Antonio de Areco'”; Escobar, presumably
at Zelaya'* (Pereyra 1923, 1938; also three specimens in MACN dated April
1922, October 1945 and - a juvenile - January 1946), with the species now listed
for the Otamendi National Scientific Reserve (see Chebez et al. in press);
*Benavidez'”, west of Tigre (B. M. Lépez Lanus in litt. 1991); Pilar®; Capital
Federal'”, i.e. Buenos Aires (a female seen in November 19g0: M. Babarskas in
litt. 1992), in two cases specifying Costanera del Sur, in October 1986 (B. M.
Lépez Lanus in litt. 1991) and in November 1992 (R. Schofield and H. W. Wallis
in litt. 1994); *Estancia Santa Elena (see note below)'™, November 1892 (two
specimens in BMNH; Holland 1893); General Pinto'”; Ensefiada (Punta Lara'":
Klimaitis and Moschione 1987); La Plata (La Plata''! town, February 1919 and
November 1946: two specimens in UNP and MACN respectively); Berisso'"
(nesting recorded at a date between 1967 and 1970: M. Nores and D. Yzurieta
in litt. 1986); Saladillo’” (two nests in December 1985: B. M. Lépez Lanus in litt.
1991); Las Rosas'?, November 1917 (Daguerre 1922; specimen in MACN); Las
Flores'”; Bolivar'® (August 1947: specimen in MACN); General Pueyrredén
(presumably at Chapadmalal'”: see Martelli 1989); Saavedra (i.e. serranias de
Curamalan, Pigiié'®, November 1988: Narosky et al. 1990); Tornquist'"”; Bahia
Blanca'®, November 1899 and October 1900 (Hartert and Venturi 1909; two
specimens in AMNH), and November 1910 (specimen in ZSM); (La Pampa)
General Pico™', December 1935 (specimen in MACN; hence the listing of the
province in SOMA 1935-1942); (Mendoza) Potrerillos', 1,500 m, March 1921
(Peters 1923; specimen - a juvenile — in MCZ); (Santingo del Estero) listed by
SOMA (1935-1942), hence doubtless in Olrog (1979) and Ridgely and Tudor
(1994), but not mentioned by Nores ¢t al. (1991), although M. Nores i [itt.
(1995) suspects it may yet be found in the extreme south-east on land formerly
within Cérdoba province.

The position of Estancia Santa Elena Paynter (1985) cited addresses in Ibis to
indicate that this locality is not in Entre Rios, as has repeatedly been assumed.
These addresses variously mention an estancia called Media Luna “40 miles
south of Soler”, and “Estancia Sta. Elena, Halsey”, etc., on the Pacific railway.
In a map (Lopez 1898) Soler appears on the railway line to San Luis and
Mendoza in the middle of the section that traverses southernmost Santa Fe, so
that 40 miles south” lies inside Buenos Aires province, where indeed there is
a farm named Media Luna just north of a station called Halsey on another
railway running west from Buenos Aires city to the junction of the borders of
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Cérdoba and La Pampa. Comparison with The Times atlas of the world suggests
that Halsey is now Ameghino and the position of Media Luna, which must
either have been a synonym or neighbour of Estancia Santa Elena, should lie
close to the present-day Santa Eleonora at 34°43'S 62°40'W.

Habitat

The habitat of the Bearded Tachuri has been described in numerous ways, all
qualitative in nature and (other than in the synthesizing literature) local in focus.
The elevations are varied but, apart from the Suba marshes record of bogotensis
(2,711 m) and two records from the Andean foothills in western Argentina
(1,600 m and 1,500 m), all are from below 1,350 m (the altitude of the other
bogotensis record and the upper limit for tepui localities), with the lowest stated
elevation being 150 m.

From Meta, Colombia, there are two accounts of the habitat. According to
one, the species is found in open savanna with scattered bushes and tall
clumped grass (Andropogon sp.) and weeds (S. Furniss in Hilty and Brown 1986).
In the other, birds have been seen in grassy drainage ditches and on the grassy
fringes of ponds (F. G. Stiles in litt. 1994).

For Venezuela the only published account refers to “swampy places in low,
open woodland, forest edge, savannas to 200 m north of the Orinoco, to 1,300 m
on the slopes of the tepuis’”” (Meyer de Schauensee and Phelps 1978). However,
in the Gran Sabana the species is ““found primarily in well-drained tall grassland
with abundant shrubby growth, usually within a few hundred metres of forest”,
with birds “apparently rare or absent from more open grasslands that are
frequently burnt” (T. A. Parker in litt. 1992). Nevertheless, near Peraitepui in
April 1994 the habitat was recently burnt open savanna on poor, sandy soil,
with most vegetation only c.20c cm high, although the birds were in or near a
group of 10 or so small bushes c.7o cm high, while at Quebrada Pacheco the
single bird observed was in a small (300 m®) patch of dense grassy vegetation
between a river, a road and some riverine forest, this time with grasses c.50 cm
and bushes c.7o0 cm (M. Kessler in litt. 1994). At both sites the vegetation was
composed primarily of Rhynchospora and Paepalanthus with scattered bushes,
and, since the species was not found during several weeks spent in one area
of grassy savanna from which bushes were absent, it was speculated that the
Bearded Tachuri requires scattered bushes within open grassy savannas (M.
Kessler in litt. 1994).

In French Guiana the habitat is “"high grass on wet soils in savannas” (Tostain
et al. 1992), while in Surinam the species has been found in “tussock grassland
and low scrub” (Haverschmidt and Mees 1994); G. F. Mees (verbally 1995)
commented that he expected to find it in grassy areas where bushier vegetation
grew on damper (seasonally wet) ground, but he did not encounter it in the
Rupununi savanna of southern Guyana, which was much wetter and perhaps
more damaged by cattle.

In Brazil brevipennis occurs in the campos (open savannas) north of the
Amazon, and in the campo-cerrado (grassland/savanna) region to the south.
Specimen label data refer to “campo lavrado” (a local term for ploughed land)
in Roraima (MPEG) and “capim jaragud” (a species of grass Hyparrhenia rufa
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Figure 3. The distribution of the Bearded Tachuri, subspecies pectoralis. Numbers by
locality points correspond to those in the text under Distribution. Coordinates for these
localities are derived from Paynter (1985, 1989, 1992, 1994), Paynter and Traylor (1991),
or else The Times atlas of the world (seventh edition). Localities not in these sources are
marked in the text with an asterisk (*) and are as follows, with sources for their coordin-
ates as shown: Pixaim, 16°45'S 56°57'W (Office of Geography 1963); Passo do Lontra,
very roughly 19°40'S 57°20'W (based on information from L. P. Gonzaga in litt. 1995);
Riacho Negro, 23°24'S 57°20'W (Office of Geography 1957); Reserva Tati Jupi, 25°30'S
54°30'W (read from IUCN 1992); Bernal-cué, assumed to be in Central since known to
be near Asuncién (Paynter 1989), hence placed at 25°16’S 57°40'W; Espinillo, 24°58'S
58°34'W (Office of Geography 1968); Ruta Nacional 12 at 32°18'S 59°09'W (Pearman and
Abadie 1995); Larroque, 33°02'S 58°59'W (Pearman and Abadie 1995); Benavidez, 34°25'S
58°40'W (M. Pearman in litf. 1995); Estancia Santa Elena, 34°43’S 62°40'W (see text).
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introduced from Africa) at Campo Grande (MZUSP). In Roraima in early 1992
(in the middle of the dry season) birds were present in a small, low-lying area
of seasonally flooded, tall (up to 60 cm), dense bunchgrass, close to a stream
but with no bushes; no birds were found in adjacent very dry, heavily grazed
campo grasslands (D. F. Stotz in litt. 1995). At Cuiaba in 1993 a bird was seen
in wasteland adjacent to the airport approach road, near seasonally then very
dry grassland and scrub (A. Whittaker in litt. 1994). In Emas National Park the
species seems to be confined to tall grass and dense shrubbery along small
streams through open grassland (T. A. Parker in litt. 1992). An individual seen
in the Pantanal in western Mato Grosso was foraging in the tops of small bushes
and in clumps of tall grass at the edge of a marsh (T. A. Parker in litt. 1992).
At Itirapina birds are most numerous and breed in upland “campo sujo” (i.e.
shrubby grassland) habitat, although single birds pass through disturbed, bushy
pastures, especially in winter (E. O. Willis per T. A. Parker in litt. 1992).

In the chaco region Wetmore (1926) found the species “among weeds and low
bushes in pastures not far distant from water”, and Short (1975) characterized its
habitat as open bushy country, including savannas, pampas, woodland edges
and scrub desert, especially near water, including pantanal and the more open
parts of chaco woodland. In Uruguay Aplin (1894) found his two specimens in
““a belt of young plantation with undergrowth of grass, thistle, and other plants,
joining the barley chacra”.

In Argentina the species inhabits grasslands, secondary (i.e. weedy)
herbaceous vegetation (“yuyales”’) and arid savannas with tall, hard grass
(“pajonales’”’) in the vicinity of lakes, marshes with reedbeds (“esteros”) and
flooded areas ('‘bariados’’) (Nores and Yzurieta 1980, Narosky and di Giacomo
1993), but also in fairly modified agricultural areas (even for nesting), which
suggests that habitat alteration is not the main cause of its scarcity (M. Nores
and D. Yzurieta in litt. 1986). Indeed, Partridge’s (1954) specimen from 1952 in
Arroyo Urugua-{ was from an open area inside a maté plantation, while
Pearman and Abadie (1995) have noted that in the north-east of the country the
species seems to have colonized the borders of roads and railways, although
M. Pearman accepts that its absence from many areas is a cause for concern: in
general his records are from tall grasses and thistles Cynara cardunculus in areas
of dry soil, but often adjacent to humid areas.

Two recent syntheses of all this information have been: “reed and rush-beds,
and neighbouring grassland, thistles, bushes and trees” (Fjeldsd and Krabbe
1990), and ‘‘savannas, tall grass in cerrado, lightly grazed fields, and adjacent
shrubbery”” (Ridgely and Tudor 1994). Both are clearly appropriate (the use of
reeds and rushes is presumably inferred from the species’s occurrence in habitat
adjacent to “esteros’’), but neither claims to identify the essence of Bearded
Tachuri habitat. What seems to emerge from the notes and impressions amassed
above is what Ted Parker wrote in his notes on the species, that Bearded
Tachuris “inhabit a variety of types of grassland, all with varying amounts of
shrubby vegetation” (our italics), a judgement that clearly mirrors the view of M.
Kessler based on his experience in the Gran Sabana. However, D. F. Stotz’s
1992 records from Roraima fail to fit this pattern, and R. S. Ridgely (in litt. 1995)
has also questioned it. The other important factor appears to be water, the
presence or proximity of which is repeatedly indicated by observers. This may,
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perhaps, simply be the factor that promotes different levels and types of
vegetation in otherwise uninterrupted — and hence perhaps for the tachuri
uninhabitable — grassland: Kessler's account of the Gran Sabana stresses its
aridity, and R. S. Ridgely (in litt. 1995) has found the species far from water in
both Emas and Itirapina. All the same, wet areas seem too recurrent a
characteristic of Bearded Tachuri habitat (even if only when adjacent) to be
discarded as of no significance to the species.

Feeding, breeding and seasonality

When foraging, the Bearded Tachuri will cling to grass stalks and perch-glean
nearby surfaces (T. A. Parker in litt. 1992), but to describe it as a “strict
perch-gleaner” (Fjeldsa and Krabbe 1990) is mistaken. Birds make short sallies
within grass to pick off insects, frequently changing perches but rarely flying
far (Ridgely and Tudor 1994), and they regularly hover briefly to glean small
insects from blades of grass and leaves of small bushes (T. A. Parker in litt.
1992, D. F. Stotz in [itt. 1995). The Cuiaba airport bird was still-hunting, sallying
to the ground from a perch 3 m up in a bush (A. Whittaker in litt. 1994). A bird
near Leones, Cérdoba, was likewise perch-hunting small caterpillars from the
ground in an overgrown allotment, flying up to a low barbed-wire fence to eat
them (M. Pearman verbally 1995). Stomachs of three birds collected in Roraima,
early 1992, contained insect parts (D. F. Stotz in litt. 1995).

The assertion that the species is usually in pairs (Holland 1893, Fjeldsa and
Krabbe 1990) is contradicted by Ridgely and Tudor (1994), who report it as
“usually seen singly, less often in pairs”’, but who add (see also R. 5. Ridgely
in Hilty and Brown 1986) that birds sometimes accompany flocks of other
grassland birds such as grass-wrens Cistothorus, seedeaters Sporophila (especially
Plumbeous Seedeater S. plumbea), Black-masked Finches Coryphaspiza melanotis
and Sharp-tailed Grass-tyrants Culicivora caudacuta; another observer adds
grassquits and spinetails (R. Schofield in litt. 1994). T. A. Parker (in litt. 1992)
found them usually in pairs or in small family groups of three or four, and
also noted their regular association with seedeaters and other small grassland
insectivores.

The natural history notes provided from Argentina by Holland (1893) appear
to have been neglected for over a century, but are worth reproducing for their
insights on breeding activity: “These birds inhabit the quinta, and are of a very
restless disposition before nesting, constantly hurrying from one weed-stalk to
another in search of insects. They prefer long grass and weeds, and, as their
flight is very low and straight, are hard to perceive. They live in pairs, and
during the breeding season the male is most pugnacious, driving away from
his nesting-place any stranger of the same species in a most determined way.
On one’s approaching the nesting-place the male has a peculiar habit of rushing
up into the air some 20 feet, making a loud whirring noise (with its wings, I
fancy) to intimidate the intruder; at other times it is very shy and easily escapes
observation.

““The bird breeds at the beginning of November; the nest is cup-shaped,
placed some inches off the ground in a clump of weeds, several stalks being
interwoven in the structure, by which it is suspended. It is a minute bit of work,
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being 1 in. X 1 in. deep in internal measurement, and composed of fine rootlets
thickly lined and interwoven with grass-down, so that it has a white
appearance. It is far superior to most nests in firmness and beauty. The eggs
are three in number; they vary greatly in shape, but are of a uniform faint
yellowish tinge in colour.”

Holland’s data on timing of breeding in Argentina and on nest structure and
clutch-size are confirmed by Pereyra (1933, 1938) and Nores and Yzurieta (1980),
who indicate that the nest is a small cup made of fine grass stems, rootlets,
thistledown and spiders’ webs, almost always placed in the ““cardo negro”
thistle Cirsium lanceolatum. The same seasonal pattern exists in Sdo Paulo, where
a pair was observed with two fledglings at Itirapina on 9 December 1984 (E. O.
Willis per T. A. Parker in litt. 1992), and in Misiones, for which at least two and
possibly four of the seven April 1958 specimens in AMNH are juveniles.

North of the Equator the regime is different but less clearly known or defined.
Examination of birds collected in February in Roraima, Brazil, confirmed that
they were not breeding (D. F. Stotz in [itt. 1995), yet the testes of a January
male from Surinam were well developed while the organs of an adult specimen
in May were so small as to be unfindable (specimens in RMNH). A pair in the
Gran Sabana appeared to be behaving territorially in April (M. Kessler in litt.
1994). In Meta, Colombia, a male with testes 4 X 2 was collected in May
(FMNH) followed in June by a male with testes 4 X 3 (IND), a juvenile female,
skull unossified (FMNH), and a female (IND) with a shelled egg in her oviduct
{as also reported in Hilty and Brown 1986); in December testes of a Meta
specimen (ANSP) were 1.5 X 1, while the ovaries of one of two females (ANSP)
were 4 X 2, and the bird was moulting. A male and female from Pard, June,
were in moult (Novaes 1967), and testes of a male from Amapd, July, were
3 X 2 (Novaes 1978).

The species is described as resident in Hilty and Brown (1986), and there
seems no reason to doubt that this is true of the short-winged brevipennis (see
Taxonomy below). However, the claim that nominate pectoralis is non-migratory
(Short 1975) is contradicted by a century of testimony from Argentina, starting
with Holland (1893), who reported its arrival in October and departure in Febru-
ary, with confirmation provided by more recent observers (Daguerre 1922, Per-
eyra 1938, Nores and Yzurieta 1980, Nores et al. 1983, Narosky and di Giacomo
1993) — the first two of whom indicate November to March or April as the
period of summer residence — not to mention the entire body of dated specimen
material cited under Distribution.

The existence or pattern of seasonal displacement further to the north is less
certain. Data from Misiones, Argentina, suggest a similar breeding season but
possibly year-round residence (at any rate, specimens as late as April and as
early as July). The dates of 10 specimens from Chapada dos Guimaries — two
in May, two in July, four in August and two in September (Allen 1892) — might
indicate the species’s use of the area as a winter quarters, but may merely reflect
chance or collecting intensity. It is, however, notable that all dates given above
for nominate pectoralis from Brazil outside the southern states of Sao Paulo and
Rio Grande do Sul are from May to October. Moreover, R. S. Ridgely (in litt.
1995) points out that his observations other than in Sdo Paulo have usually been
of single birds, and always of silent ones, which tends to accord with austral
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visitant status. If water is indeed significant in determining the distribution of
the species, it may well be that its presence in the pantanal region is linked
seasonally to the flooding regime there: the dry season causes the grasslands
to be exposed from May to November, and the birds may then move in from
the much drier surrounding areas.

Population density, decline and threats

Wherever it has been found, the Bearded Tachuri has been characterized as a
scarce bird. Recent reviews (e.g. Fjeldsd and Krabbe 1990, Ridgely and Tudor
1994) call it rare and local, and such judgement is repeated in many national
and regional evaluations: “very local” in Colombia (Hilty and Brown 1986),
“very scarce’”” on the Gran Sabana of south-eastern Venezuela (A. Altman and
C. Parrish per/fand T. A. Parker in litt. 1992), “‘scarce” in Sipaliwini, Surinam
(Haverschmidt and Mees 1994), “’scarce resident”” in Uruguay (Gore and Gepp
1978), “definitely rare and perhaps endangered” in Paraguay (F. E. Hayes in
litt. 1991), “’scarce” in Cdérdoba (Nores and Yzurieta 1980, Nores ef al. 1983),
“rare” in Buenos Aires (Narosky and de Giacomo 1993), and “‘scarce and local”
generally in Argentina (Pereyra 1933, M. Pearman in litt. 1990, T. A. Parker in
litt. 1992).

Nevertheless, there are places where the species was and is reported in at
least moderate numbers. Relatively recently it was judged fairly common in
part of Meta, Colombia (S. Furniss in Hilty and Brown 1986). In Roraima, Brazil,
it was “fairly common” (five birds collected and up to six seen in one day) in
a small patch of appropriate habitat in early 1992 (D. F. Stotz in litt. 1995). In
Cordoba, Argentina, there is a single area — Bafiados del Rio Dulce — where it
is considered moderately frequent (Nores and Yzurieta 1980, Nores et al. 1983).
At Itirapina in Sao Paulo state, Brazil, Willis (1992) reported six in one day, and
R. S. Ridgely (in litt. 1994) recently found it more numerous than anywhere he
had previously encountered it. It is possible that the relatively high representa-
tion of Guyanan specimens from Mount Roraima reflects fair numbers in pris-
tine areas on isolated tepuis (T. A. Parker in [itf. 1992); and the collection of
seven specimens in July 1930 from Campo Grande in Brazil, and of 15 specimens
in two short periods in 1958 at Arroyo Urugua-i, suggests locally solid popula-
tions. Conversely, extensive areas of apparently suitable habitat, such as those
in Rio Grande do Sul and eastern Entre Rios, have yielded no records (T. A.
Parker in litt. 1992, Pearman and Abadie 1995), and within Emas National Park,
clearly one of its strongholds, the species seems to be confined to a few small
areas, the entire population (if resident) being judged very small, “doubtfully
exceeding a few hundred individuals” (T. A. Parker in litt. 1992).

This seeming patchiness is mirrored in the historical record. At Santa Elena
in Uruguay in November 1992 only two were encountered (Aplin 1892), yet in
the same month of the same year at another Santa Elena, in Argentina, it was
“fairty common”’ (Holland 1893); and although at Sapucai, Paraguay, the single
bird collected was the only one encountered in a three-year period (Chubb
1910), it was “not rare” in late 1883 in Paysandd, Uruguay (Gibson 1885).

The size and behaviour of the Bearded Tachuri may be a significant influence
in general assessments of its status. Despite their concern that it may be
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threatened, Ridgely and Tudor (1994) admit that it is inconspicuous and there-
fore “probably often overlooked”’, and two recent observers of the race brevi-
pennis independently approach this conclusion. In Venezuela M. Kessler (in
litt. 1994) obtained his April 1994 records casually during botanical work, and
therefore tentatively suggests that the species may not be rare in the central
Gran Sabana. In Colombia F. G. Stiles (in litt. 1994) “was impressed with what
a difficult bird it is to see from any distance”, as “it rarely perches as much as
a metre above the ground or water and its sallies are likewise short and low”’;
he too speculates that it may not really be rare so much as greatly overlooked.
There is, moreover, the important testimony of Holland (1893), quoted above,
which indicates precisely the same habits in the race pectoralis (and emphasizes
the temporally patchy nature of its unobtrusiveness), and of one observer in
Emas National Park who refers to the species’s habit of keeping low in vegeta-
tion and being frequently lost to view (R. Schofield in litt. 1994). On one occasion
a bird was observed actually spending time on the ground, although also often
clinging to grass stems near the ground (R. Hopf in litt. 1994).

Changes in the status of the Bearded Tachuri must inevitably have occurred
over the past century. Although there are areas which appear to remain as yet
unaffected by human development (Meta is one: F. G. Stiles in litt. 1994), Fjeldsa
and Krabbe (1990) report that the species’s savanna habitat is being destroyed
everywhere, Ridgely and Tudor (1994) indicate that overgrazing and frequent
burning has reduced such habitat to a few scattered sites, and F. E. Hayes (in
litt. 1991) identifies the problem in Paraguay as the loss of pristine grassland to
agriculture and livestock grazing. More general accounts of the loss of habitat
within the bird’s range are in Bucher and Nores (1988), Cavalcanti (1988), Fjeldsa
(1988), and Willis and Oniki (1988). Nevertheless, cases where the Bearded
Tachuri has indisputably suffered decline or local extinction are few, and this
reflects the general dearth of information on the modern status of South Amer-
ican grasslands. There is the loss of ]. Natterer’s site, Cal¢dao do Couro, to urban
expansion in Sdo Paulo (see above), and the San Martin maté plantation in
Misiones, Argentina, now flooded by a reservoir (J. C. Chebez in litt. 1995).
There is the endangerment and possible extinction of the Andean race bogotensis
(see below). Recent searches by T. A. Parker (in litt. 1992) in remnant, but
seriously degraded grasslands around Santa Cruz, Bolivia, were unsuccessful,
and in his experienced view the present status and future of the Bearded Tachuri
“would appear to mirror the situation of the Greater Prairie Chicken Tym-
panuchus cupido in the Great Plains of North America, that is, both are species
that occur in numerous, widely scattered populations that survive (primarily)
in suboptimal habitats”.

The most unequivocally threatened population of the species is on the mont-
ane plateau of Colombia. The statement that bogotensis has not been found at
all in over 50 years (Ridgely and Tudor 1994) appears to be based on a similar
one made 15 years earlier by King (1978-1979), who was evidently using the
date of the most recent publication in his reference list on the species (Cory and
Hellmayr 1927) to establish this time-lapse. In fact, F. G. Stiles (in litt. 1994)
reports two specimens in the Museo de la Salle, Bogotd, apparently collected
in the 1950s, and has twice seen small brown flycatchers in remnant marshes
in the Bogotd area, too distant to identify, although J. Fjeldsa searched for it in
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1981 without success (in Collar and Andrew 1988). It is clear that if indeed any
birds of this race survive their numbers must, as King (1978-1979) stated, be
very small. Although King (1978-1979) expressed mystification as to the cause
of its rarity, Fjeldsad (1988) blamed extensive drainage and conversion of habitat
(factors of equal significance in the loss of the Colombian Grebe Pediceps andinus
and the endangerment of the Bogotd Rail Rallus semiplumbeus and Apolinar’s
Wren Cistothorus apolinari: see Collar ef al. 1992).

Evaluation of conservation status

Since the inception of IUCN’s Red Data Book programme in the mid-1960s,
qualitative criteria provided compilers of information with guidelines for the
listing and categorization of taxa. These criteria, with their unspecific reference
to impending extinction, near futures and likelihood of deterioration, remained
fairly constant over the 20-year period 1974-1993, during which time the oppor-
tunity to classify the Bearded Tachuri as threatened arose three times (in King
1978-1979, Collar and Andrew 1988, and Collar ¢f al. 1992), and was accepted
only on the second occasion, in the course of a very preliminary and cursory
review. The fuller evidence assembled during 1991-1992 suggested that this
listing was mistakenly cautious: with populations spread across so large an area
of South America, particularly when some of these appeared relatively secure,
little justification appeared to exist for believing that the species was as yet in
danger of global extinction or likely to reach that condition in the “near” future.
Given, however, the many references to its scarcity and to the loss of so much
of its habitat, it was clearly a serious cause for concern and hence a candidate
for continuous monitoring, a circumstance for which the unofficial but very
practical category ‘‘near-threatened” had been developed (Collar and Stuart
1985: 708, Collar and Andrew 1988: xi-xii, Collar et al. 1992: 1047, 1994: 222).

During the early 1990s explicit, quantitative criteria were developed by IUCN
against which to measure the conservation status of species. Since in the process
of becoming extinct a species must inevitably decline in numbers and contract
in range, numerical thresholds were established to promote a more consistent
and objective classification of extinction risk using these variables. In the new
criteria, the three (alternative) key thresholds dividing “threatened” from ““non-
threatened”” are <<10,000 for the number of mature individuals (this number
must also be currently in decline), <20,000 km® for the extent of their occurrence
(which again must be diminishing), or a rate of decline, irrespective of absolute
population size, in excess of 20% over 10 years. Collar ¢f al. (1994) give an
abbreviation of these criteria, which are fully set forth in Mace and Stuart (1994),
although the final version adopted by TUCN - containing the rate of decline as
expressed above — remains to be published.

There is clearly no question that the Bearded Tachuri fails to meet the range-
size threshold, and we think it reasonable to assume that so small a bird
extending over so massive a range must possess more than 10,000 mature indji-
viduals: to use the kind of argument deployed by Remsen (1995, this issue),
even a density of only one pair per 5 km” would be enough to reach the required
level in the Gran Sabana alone. Nevertheless, extrapolation based on local densi-
ties (even if any such data were available) is unwise for very patchily distributed
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species; moreover, as many of the localities detailed under Distribution must
by now be lost, any judgement of total population size will be undisguisably
purblind. As for a decline of 20% in the past 10 years (or projected for the next
10 years), this is less likely to be measured in terms of numbers, especially for
less frequent tropical species, than by inference from considerable circumstantial
evidence. In this case, despite specific examples of habitat loss within the bird’s
range, it remains doubtful (to us) that such an average can have been achieved
or is likely to apply. A more appropriate classification seems to be “near-
threatened”, since it would be far less easy to deny (say) a 10% decline over
the last or next 20 years, or (say) a population of <20,000 mature individuals.

However, if the three subspecies are (a) accepted as such (see Taxonomy
below) and (b) subjected independently to these criteria (since the criteria can
be applied to both species and subspecies), the form bogotensis would clearly
qualify at once, as indeed it had already done under the old criteria in King
(1978-1979), and it might well be that pectoralis and, with the application of
“responsible pessimism’’ (Collar ef al. 1994: 17-18), conceivably even brevipennis
could each also be assigned threatened status. This circumstance highlights one
of the curiosities of any evaluation system: that the criteria may admit every
subspecies of a species even while rejecting the species itself. It might then be
asked if it is right that, when threatened subspecies are sufficiently disjunct in
range or distinct in ecology from each other for their fates to be entirely inde-
pendent, the sum of their separate numbers or ranges should disqualify the
species as a whole from sharing their status. Against this it can be argued that
the probability of extinction must diminish with increasing number of popula-
tions (taxonomically distinct or not), and that the fate of the species must be
evaluated against a set of absolutes if significant distortions are not to enter the
system.

Another area of debate concerns the weight to be given to existing conserva-
tion measures for a species, most notably the (usually accidental) protection
achieved through its occurrence in parks and reserves. The new criteria include
the (non-threatened) category “Conservation Dependent” for species whose
fate is directly linked to the continuation of programmes of active management.
This is clearly not the case for the Bearded Tachuri, but it may yet be so if, over
the coming century, conservation policy for grassland species becomes more
fully integrated with agricultural development programmes.

Currently, however, the species is inadequately represented within the
existing network of protected areas. Although we cannot be sure that some of
the sites listed under Distribution above are not protected, the only ones known
to be so are as follows: (Venezuela) Canaima National Park (3,000,000 ha) which
embraces most of the records from the tepui region (IUCN 1992); (Surinam)
Sipaliwini Nature Reserve (100,000 ha), also important for the threatened
Rufous-sided Pygmy-tyrant Euscarthmus rufomarginatus (Wege and Long in
prep.); (Brazil) Tumucumaque Indigenous Park, Pard (2,700,000 ha), which is
contiguous with Sipaliwini Nature Reserve (IUCN 1992); Chapada dos Guima-
raes National Park, Mato Grosso (33,000 ha: IUCN 1992); Emas National Park,
Goiés (131,868 ha) which is important for seven threatened bird species includ-
ing Lesser Nothura Nothura minor (Wege and Long in prep.); Itirapina State
Ecological Station (2,300 ha), one of the largest remaining fragments of “‘campo
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cerrado” in Sdo Paulo, important for the threatened Lesser Nothura and Rufous-
sided Pygmy-tyrant (Wege and Long in prep.) and also the near-threatened
Sharp-tailed Grass-tyrant, Cock-tailed Tyrant, White-banded Tanager Neothra-
upis fasciata and White-rumped Tanager Cypsnagra hirundinacea (Collar et al.
1992); (Paraguay) Reserva Natural del Bosque Mbaracayt (62,979 ha) which sup-
ports populations of nine threatened species (Wege and Long in prep.); Reserva
Tati Jupi (no information); (Argentina) the new Mburucuyd National Park,
important for four threatened species (Wege and Long in prep.); Costafiero del
Sur Natural Park (74,000 ha) IUCN 1992); Bafiados del Rio Dulce and Mar
Chiquita Natural Park (50,000 ha), also important for three threatened species
(Wege and Long in prep.); and Otamendi National Scientific Reserve (2,632 ha:
TUCN 1992).

Taxonomy

There is confusion over the distinctiveness of the subspecies of Polystictus pec-
toralis. In view of Fjeldsd and Krabbe’s (1990) remark that the northern subspe-
cies, being very small and with no distinct throat markings, may be specifically
distinct from nominate pectoralis, we briefly review opinions on the taxonomy
of the species, as the subject clearly bears on conservation decision-making (see
above). Some of these issues may in due course be illuminated by a study of
the little known and, according to R. S. Ridgely (in litt. 1995), infrequently heard
voice of the species from various parts of its range.

In fact Sclater (1888) and then the describers of brevipennis, von Berlepsch and
Hartert (1909), were fairly emphatic in finding no differences in lowland birds
north of the Equator from those to the south other than in size (the measure of
which was in the wing, tail and bill). It was Cory and Hellmayr (1927) who
considered that brevipennis differs from pectoralis not only by smaller size and
feather length but by less developed crest, and less black on cheeks and throat.
Even so, such features advance no real case for the separation of brevipennis
from pectoralis at the species level: the distinction may be one that chiefly reflects
migratory (longer wings) as against sedentary status (in this regard it would
worth checking if all nominate pectoralis wing-lengths fall outside the range for
brevipennis, or whether the more northerly populations of pectoralis, at least some
of which may not be migratory, approach brevipennis in this character).

The situation is complicated by variation within brevipennis itself. Novaes
(1967) noted more black to the chin and throat and a more ferruginous wash to
the rump in birds from Par4 than in one from Roraima, Brazil. Four FMNH
birds from Meta, Colombia, are much darker crowned and darker faced than
(other) birds from Roraima, Brazil (D. F. Stotz in litt. 1995). Five AMNH birds
from lowland Annai (96 m according to Stephens and Traylor 1985), Guyana,
are generally paler (almost whitish on the throat and centre of belly) than five
birds there from upland Cerro Roraima, Venezuela, some or all of which were
collected at over 1,000 m, and one of which (236801) is so saturated as to be
barely distinguishable from bogotensis (T. S. Schulenberg in litt. 1995).

This finding further confuses the case of bogotensis, suffering as it does from
the paucity and dispersion of the museum material on which it is based. Chap-

https://doi.org/10.1017/50959270900001106 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959270900001106

Distribution and status of the Bearded Tachuri 385

man (1915, also 1917), using a single male, referred to its being “more richly
colored throughout” (its size being between pectoralis and brevipennis), and
because it was ‘‘a form of a Tropical Zone species apparently isolated on the
Temperate Zone Savanna of Bogotd”, he was tempted to treat it as a full species.
Wetmore (1926) took this view, citing not only the ““much more rufescent colora-
tion” of bogotensis but also its “wholly black bill, so that it seems to represent a
distinct species”’. Cory and Hellmayr (1927) added that bogofensis is nearest to
pectoralis and about the same size, but with crown feathers much more elongated
and narrower, back much more tawny, wing bands and edges of remiges deep
tawny instead of tawny ochraceous, superciliaries bright buff instead of pure
white, and so on.

However, these latter reported no difference between representatives of pec-
toralis and the single female bogotensis that Hellmayr was able to inspect and
which, in fact, he only assumed to be ascribable to bogotensis on the basis of its
provenance (Dagua). The variation within brevipennis, in particular the conver-
gence of some specimens on bogotensis, suggests that the situation is more com-
plex than the current arrangement allows, and that much more work is needed
before particular features can be identified as the basis for a constant racial
character. For example, the significance attached by Wetmore to the black bill
of bogotensis is lost alongside Sclater’s description of pectoralis’s bill as “black
above, slate below”. Clearly as it stands the evidence of the specific distinct-
iveness of hogotensis is wanting.

There also appears to be some variation within nominate pectoralis. The taxon
Pachyramphus minimus was shown by Hellmayr (1925) to be invalid, although it
was judged a distinct race of pectoralis by Allen (1889), basing himself on Gould’s
(misleading) plate, which is merely an adult male ““in high plumage”. Neverthe-
less, Wetmore (1926) found a female taken by T. ]J. Page on the Parana (the
Irarana bird) to be browner on the underparts and larger in bill than another
from Puerto Pinasco, Paraguay; and Cory and Hellmayr (1927) speculated that
birds from Brazil might never be so black about the head as those from the
other countries in the race’s range. There has, however, been no subsequent
move to separate any populations of nominate pectoralis as distinct subspecies.

There are two conclusions to draw from this brief review. The first is that it
is inappropriate to continue to promote the idea of specific identity for any of
the races of Polystictus pectoralis without the assembly and rigorous analysis of
an extensive series from all parts of its range. Even the subspecific identities of
bogotensis and brevipennis need further study and validation. The second is that
the discipline of wildlife conservation cannot function independently of the
discipline of formal taxonomy. The extensive list of institutions furnishing speci-
men data for this study (see Appendix below) is one token of the relevance of
museums to conservation; but the fact that we still cannot be sure which taxa
compose the subject of this paper illustrates the cardinal importance of con-
tinued biological and taxonomic investigation by museums. It is taxonomists on
whom conservationists depend for the knowledge of what there is to be con-
served. Modern conservation requires working museums. In one real sense,
therefore, the fate of the Bearded Tachuri itself is linked, ultimately, to the fate
of the institutions that hold the material evidence for its existence.
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Appendix

AMNH = American Museum of Natural History; ANSP = Academy of Natural
Sciences of Philadelphia; BMNH = Natural History Museum, Tring, U.K.;
CM = Carnegie Museum of Natural History; CMN = Canadian Museum of
Nature; COP = Colecciéon Ornitolégica Phelps, Caracas; FMNH = Field
Museum of Natural History; IND = Unidad Investigativa Federico Medem,
INDERENA, Bogotd; LSUMZ = Louisiana State University Museum of Natural
Science; MCZ = Museum of Comparative Zoology; MHNG= Muséum d’'His-
toire Naturelle, Geneva; MNHNM = Museo Nacional de Historia Natural,
Montevideo; MNR] = Museu Nacional, Rio de Janeiro; MPEG = Museu Para-
ense Emilio Goeldi; MZUSP = Museu de Zoologia, Universidade de Sdo Paulo;
RMNH = Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke Historie, Leiden; ROM = Royal Onta-
rio Museum; UMMZ= University of Michigan Museum of Zoology; UNP =
Universidad Nacional de la Plata; USNM = United States National Museum;
YPM = Peabody Museum, Yale University; ZSM = Zoologische Staats-
sammlung, Munich,
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