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Notes on the birds of the Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve,
including four new species for Honduras
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SUMMARY.—We detail records of 27 rare or poorly known species from the Rio
Platano Biosphere Reserve (RPBR) in eastern Honduras. Four of these, Fasciated
Tiger Heron Tigrisoma fasciatum, Grey-rumped Swift Chaetura cinereiventris, Striped
Woodhaunter Hyloctistes subulatus and Wing-banded Antbird Myrmornis torquata
have not previously been reported from Honduras.

The Caribbean slope lowlands and lower foothills of Central America form an area of
endemism for birds (Peterson et al. 1998) and have been subject to ornithological investigation
for over a century (Salvin & Godman 1879-1904). Despite this, most ornithological work has
focused on easily accessible sites in southern Central America such as Barro Colorado Island
in Panama (Karr 1990) and La Selva in Costa Rica (Slud 1960). Although humid lowland
rainforest extends from eastern Honduras south and east to Panama, the true extent of
many Caribbean slope bird species’ ranges are poorly documented due to the difficulty of
access to this region. Eastern Honduras hosts an extensive area of Caribbean slope humid
forest, but is incompletely known to ornithologists (Marcus 1983, Anderson et al. 2004).
Within this region, the Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve (RPBR) encompasses 5,250 km” in
dptos. Gracias a Dios, Colén and Olancho, and spans the elevational range from sea level
to 1,500 m. The RPBR, together with adjacent protected areas including Tawahka-Asangni
Biosphere Reserve, Sierra de Agalta National Park, the proposed Patuca National Park,
Rus Rus Biosphere Reserve, and Bosawas Biosphere Reserve in adjacent Nicaragua, form
the largest remaining wilderness in Central America. This region is sparsely populated,
with an estimated 3-5 human inhabitants / km? and includes extensive uninhabited areas.
Because past anthropogenic alterations have been limited in extent, the area offers valuable
opportunities to both researchers and conservationists. Previous investigations of the RPBR
have concentrated on areas near the village of Las Marfas (Marcus 1983, Anderson et al.
1998, 2004). To date, 496 bird species have been reported from the reserve (RJG pers. obs.).
Below, we detail observations of 27 species, mostly from the upper drainage of the rio
Platano, within the forested core of the RPBR, including two genera and four species not
previously reported from Honduras.

Methods

We visited the upper drainage of the rio Platano during 28 March— April 2002 (R]G),
11-21 April 2003 (R]G), 30 July—11 August 2006 (ACV and RJG), 8-27 June 2008 (ACV and
JSA), 3-14 February 2009 (R]G) and 22 April-2 May 2009 (ACV and RJG). During each visit,
we searched for birds, primarily in humid lowland rainforest adjacent to the rio Platano. We
estimated canopy height of the upper rio Platano forest at ¢.20-25 m and noted numerous
large emergents over 35 m. The understorey was typically dense along the floodplain of the
rio Platano and its tributaries, often with stands of palms, large-leaved herbs and lianas.
Adjacent steep slopes and uplands hosted a more open understorey, in many areas with
abundant rock outcrops. Most observations were made opportunistically along a network
of existing trails and passable watercourses. During 8-27 June 2008, we supplemented
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Figure 1. Map showing the location of the RPBR in Central America and the localities mentioned in the text:
(1) La Carrizalosa camp, (2) La Cueva Camp, (3) El Subterrdneo camp, (4) Pomokir camp, (5) Las Marias,
(6) Eden, Nicaragua (7) Siuna, Nicaragua, (8) Pefia Blanca, Nicaragua, (9) Cordillera de Guanacaste, Costa
Rica.

this with a small number of mist-net captures. Coordinates for individual sites within
the RPBR follow: La Carrizalosa Camp, Colén 15°19'56.13”N, 85°16'37.58”W; La Cueva
camp, Colén 15°2052.53”N, 85°14'51.50”W; El Subterrdaneo camp, Colén 15°26706.48"N,
85°03'56.28”W; Pomokir camp, Colén 15°28'33.68”IN, 84°59'53.82”W; Las Marias, Gracias
a Dios 15°40'01.06”N, 84°53'51.92”W. The locations of these and most other localities
mentioned in the text are presented in Fig. 1.

Species accounts

FASCIATED TIGER HERON Tigrisoma fasciatuim

A scarce and local species mostly considered to range no further north than the Caribbean
slope of Costa Rica (e.g. AOU 1998, Martinez-Vilalta & Motis 1992) where it was not
documented until 1952 (Slud 1964). Whilst Hancock & Kushlan (1984) and Hancock (1999)
mapped it in north-east Honduras, the source of this is unclear. ACV & R]JG encountered
an adult T. fasciatum on 1 August 2006 in the upper drainage of the rio Platano. ACV & JSA
closely observed and photographed an adult at La Cueva camp on 16 June 2008, and an adult
was seen briefly just below El Subterraneo camp on 19 June 2008. During 22 April-3 May
2009 ACV & RJG encountered at least three in the upper watershed and obtained several
photographs (Fig. 1; images will also be archived at the Visual Resources for Ornithology
[VIREO] collection, Philadelphia) below El Subterraneo camp, a range extension of >400 km
from the nearest locality, the Cordillera de Guanacaste, Costa Rica (Stiles & Skutch 1989).
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BLACK-AND-WHITE HAWK-EAGLE Spizaetus melanoleucus

Monroe (1968) listed just three records of this poorly known hawk from Honduras, and the
species is generally regarded as scarce and local over its extensive range. Anderson et al.
(1998) reported two encounters in the RPBR. We have three additional records. ACV & JSA
observed an adult soaring over El Subterraneo camp on 17 June 2008. ACV & R]G observed
two, also in the upper watershed, in late April 2009.

GREAT GREEN MACAW Ara ambiguus

Rare and local in Central America, and considered hypothetical in Honduras by Monroe
(1968), who mentioned a sight record from Olancho. A. ambiguus was subsequently reported
from Honduras by Marcus (1983, 1984) and by Anderson et al. (2004), who encountered
the species regularly along the lower rio Platano. A. ambiguus is considered Endangered
by BirdLife International (2009), who note that it is ‘now rare in the rio Platano’. We
encountered A. ambiguus, including groups of up to six, during each of our visits to the
upper rio Platano. Systematic surveys to determine the size and extent of the rio Platano
population are lacking, but the RPBR might represent an important global stronghold for
this species given the pace and extent of forest loss elsewhere on the Caribbean slope of
Central America.

CRESTED OWL Lophostrix cristata

This widespread species was first reported from Honduras by Monroe (1968) and was
subsequently considered rare in the country (Bonta & Anderson 2002). On 6 July 2007 and
13-15 January 2008, R]JG recorded L. cristata by voice near Las Marias in the RPBR.

SHORT-TAILED NIGHTHAWK Lurocalis semitorquatus
This widespread species was first recorded in Honduras in 1988 (Howell & Webb 1992) and
has been considered rare in the country (Bonta & Anderson 2002). On 9 February 2009, R]G
observed one at dusk in the upper drainage of the rio Platano at Pomokir camp. Next day,
RJG observed two at dusk downriver of Pomokir camp.

GREY-RUMPED SWIFT Chaetura cinereiventris

This widespread species was thought likely to occur in eastern Honduras by both Marcus
(1983) and Anderson ef al. (2004), but has not previously been reported north of Nicaragua
(AOU 1998, Chantler 1999). The northernmost previous record was a specimen taken by T. R.
Howell 18 km north-east of Siuna, in the Regién Auténoma del Atlantico Norte, Nicaragua,
on 26 June 1954 (University of California Los Angeles, Dickey Collection 35031). We found
C. cinereiventris common and conspicuous in the upper drainage of the Rio Platano, with
flocks of 10-25 observed on most days during most visits to the area. We distinguished C.
cinereiventris from the locally less common Vaux’s Swift C. vauxi by the cool grey rump
contrasting strongly with the darker mantle. This is the first record of C. cinereiventris for
Honduras, and represents a northward range extension of >200 km.

SNOWCAP Microchera albocoronata

Scarce and local, Snowcap is endemic to Central America and was first reported from
Honduras by Monroe (1968), who detailed sight records from dpto. El Paraiso. Anderson
et al. (2004) considered it ‘likely to occur’” in the Honduran Moskitia region. RJG first
encountered a single in the RPBR on 14 April 2003. On subsequent visits, we have found
it to be fairly common in the upper watershed and, during 9-20 June 2008, we recorded
3-5 daily near El Subterraneo and La Carrizalosa camps. The presence of several moulting
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immature males during the latter period suggests that mid June might represent the end
of the local breeding season. M. albocoronata is thought to undertake local or elevational
seasonal movements elsewhere in its range (Stiles & Skutch 1989). We did not encounter it
in the RPBR during late July / early August 2006. We photographed an immature male near
La Cueva camp in June 2008 (Fig. 3).

KEEL-BILLED MOTMOT Electron carinatum

This scarce and local species is endemic to the Caribbean slope of Central America, and
is considered Vulnerable by BirdLife International (2009). Anderson et al. (2004) drew
attention to the importance of the Honduran Moskitia as a probable population stronghold
for the species. We detected several by voice in the upper drainage of the rio Platano, and
photographed one at La Cueva camp on 15 June 2008, which image will be archived at
VIREO.

GREAT JACAMAR Jacamerops aureus

Long thought to range no further north than Costa Rica (AOU 1998), this widespread but
scarce species was first reported from Honduras in 2004 (Jones 2004) when R]G videotaped
one in the Tawahka-Asangni Reserve, dpto. Gracias a Dios. The first records for Nicaragua
were summarised by Mtnera-Roldan et al. (2006). Following decades of habitat destruction,
J. aureus is thought to be declining in Central America (e.g. in Costa Rica: Sigel ef al. 2005).
ACV & JSA detected one by voice at La Cueva camp in the upper drainage of the rio Platano
on 14 June 2008.

WHITE-FRONTED NUNBIRD Monasa morphoets

This widespread species reaches its northernmost limit in eastern Honduras (AOU 1998,
Rasmussen & Collar 2002). It remains poorly known in Central America and is thought to
have declined at several well-studied Caribbean slope sites (e.g. La Selva, Costa Rica: Sigel
et al. 2005). The persistence of this species in Central America may depend on the survival
of large, continuous blocks of lowland forest such as those protected by the RPBR. We have
encountered small numbers of M. morphoeus in the upper drainage of the rio Platano during
each of our visits, including groups of 3-8 individuals.

STRIPED WOODHAUNTER Hyloctistes subulatus

Known in north-east Nicaragua from a handful of specimens taken by W. B. Richardson
in 1908-09, including the type of H. s. nicaraguae (Miller & Griscom 1925), one of two
birds obtained at Rio Grande, a locality believed to be in dpto. Matagalpa (Lecroy & Sloss
2000). A third specimen of H. subulatus was taken by Richardson at ‘Pefia Blanca’, which
locality is thought to be in east-central dpto. Jinotega (J. C. Martinez Sanchez pers. comm.,
but see Anderson 2000). H. subulatus has not previously been reported from Honduras,
but was regarded as ‘likely to occur’ in the Honduran Moskitia by Anderson et al. (2004)
and was also expected by Marcus (1983). ACV & JSA observed one near La Cueva camp
on 15 June 2008 as it foraged within an forest interior mixed-species flock. It was seen for
¢.15-20 seconds as it probed in suspended litter and vine tangles in the midstorey. On 23
April 2009, ACV & R]G encountered a single H. subulatus, and obtained a sound-recording
(deposited at the Macaulay Library of Natural Sounds, Cornell University, Ithaca). The
precise locations of W. B. Richardson'’s localities have proven difficult to determine (Lecroy
& Sloss 2000; J. C. Martinez Sédnchez pers. comm.). Assuming that ‘Pefia Blanca’ is correctly
traced to dpto. Jinotega, our records represent a >200 km northerly range extension. This is
the first report of this genus and species from Honduras.
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Figure 2. Fasciated Tiger Heron Tigrisoma fasciatum, Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve, Honduras, April 2009
(James Adams)

Figure 3. Immature male Snowcap Microchera albocoronata, Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve, Honduras, June
2008 (John S. Ascher)

Figure 4. Male Tawny-crested Tanager Tachyphonus delatrii, Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve, Honduras, June
2008 (John S. Ascher)

Figure 5. Carmiol’s Tanager Chlorothraupis carmioli, Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve, Honduras, June 2008
(John S. Ascher)

FASCIATED ANTSHRIKE Cymbilaimus lineatus

This species reaches its northernmost limit in eastern Honduras, where specimens are
available from Arenal, Olancho (Monroe 1968). C. lineatus was considered rare in the
Honduran Moskitia by Anderson et al. (2004). We saw one on 10 June 2008 at La Carrizalosa
camp, and detected another by voice on 15 June 2008 at La Cueva camp.

WING-BANDED ANTBIRD Myrmornis torquata

Rare and local in Central America, where it is very infrequently reported away from eastern
Panama. M. torquata is known in Nicaragua from specimens collected by W. B. Richardson,
including several from ‘Pefia Blanca’ (dpto. Jinotega, see above). An additional specimen
was collected in Nicaragua in 1922 at Edén, in the Regién Auténoma del Atlantico Norte
(Huber 1932). Recent sight records from southern Nicaragua were presented by Cody (2000)
and Munera-Roldan ¢f al. (2007). In Honduras, M. torquata was considered ‘likely to occur’
in the Moskitia by Marcus (1983) and Anderson et al. (2004). JSA observed one in the upper
drainage of the rio Platano above La Cueva camp on 14 June 2008. On 25 April 2009, ACV &
RJG returned to the same site and photographed a male M. torquata (photograph deposited
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at VIREO) in tall humid forest surrounded by steep slopes and extensive limestone outcrops.
These are the first records of the genus and species for Honduras and represent a northward
range extension of ¢.200 km from the nearest known locality, Edén, Nicaragua.

GOLDEN-CROWNED SPADEBILL Platyrinchus coronatiss

Thought to be rare in the Honduran Moskitia by Anderson et al. (2004), who listed two
specimens from Las Marfas. We found P. coronatus to be fairly common in the upper
drainage of the rio Platano with multiple individuals encountered on most visits to the
area.

SPECKLED MOURNER Laniocera rufescens

Scarce and local in Central America, and regarded as rare in the Honduran Moskitia by
Anderson et al. (2004). Monroe (1968) considered it ‘exceedingly rare” in Honduras, noting
just four specimens from the country. We found L. rufescens to be locally fairly common in
the upper drainage of the rio Platano near La Carrizalosa, La Cueva and Pomokir camps,
with multiple individuals encountered during most visits to the area.

LOVELY COTINGA Cotinga amabilis

This Central American Caribbean slope endemic was described as uncommon to locally
common in Honduras by Monroe (1968). Following decades of habitat destruction, C.
amabilis is thought to be declining in Central America (e.g. in Costa Rica: Sigel et al. 2005)
and is now uncommon to rare and local (Snow 2004). RJG observed an adult male in the
upper drainage on 3 April 2003 and ACV observed an adult male at La Cueva camp on 13
June 2008.

SNOWY COTINGA Carpodectes nitidus

This scarce cotinga is endemic to the Caribbean slope of Central America. It was first
reported from Honduras by Bangs (1903), who collected several near La Ceiba, an area
that has since undergone extensive habitat degradation and from where there are no
recent reports. C. nitidus has declined at several well-studied sites (Sigel et al. 2005). We
encountered several during each of our visits to the upper rio Platano watershed.

THREE-WATTLED BELLBIRD Procnias tricarunculatus

A Central American endemic first reported from the Honduran Moskitia by Anderson et al.
(2004), who detailed observations made during February—March 1999 along the rio Patuca,
dpto. Gracias a Dios. P. tricarunculatus is considered Vulnerable by BirdLife International
(2009) and undertakes complex migrations (Powell & Bjork 2004). These movements,
particularly those undertaken by northern populations, remain incompletely understood.
RJG heard singing P. tricarunculatus on 13 April 2003 in the Waraska Valley (near La
Carrizalosa camp). ACV & RJG encountered several singing male bellbirds during late July
2006 in the upper drainage of the rio Platano (in the vicinity of La Cueva camp). We did not
detect the species on 8-27 June 2008 or 22 April-2 May 2009, and we tentatively conclude
that this highland breeder reaches the RPBR as a seasonal transient, though the precise
pattern of its occurrence remains to be fully documented.

SONG WREN Cyphorhinus phaeocephalus

First documented in Honduras by a single specimen taken in 1887 along the Segovia River
in Gracias a Dios (Monroe 1968), but poorly known in the region. The few recent reports
from Honduras include those of Marcus (1983), who encountered it along the rio Platano at
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Mairin Tighni camp, and Anderson et al. (2004), who regarded the species as fairly common
in the Honduran Moskitia. RJG obtained sound-recordings at the Sutawala Valley within
the Tawahka-Asangni Biosphere Reserve on 21-22 March 2004 (Gallardo 2008). ACV & JSA
identified one by voice above La Carrizalosa camp in the RPBR on 9 June 2008.

STRIPE-BREASTED WREN Thryothorus thoracicus

This Central American Caribbean slope endemic reaches its northern limit in eastern
Honduras, where it is poorlv known. The only previous record in Honduras is from
Tawahka-Asangni Biosphere Reserve in 2004 (Jones 2004, Gallardo 2008). One swas
identified by voice downriver of Las Marfas by RJG on 10 July 2007. Another was observed
foraging in the lower midstorey with a mixed-species flock at La Cueva camp on 15 June
2008 (ACV & JSA). These records are the northernmost reports of the species.

BLACK-THROATED WREN Thryothorus atrogularis

Endemic to the Caribbean slope of Central America and poorly known in Honduras, where
first reported by RJG, who obtained a sound-recording in the Tawahka-Asangni Biosphere
Reserve, dpto. Gracias a Dios (deposited at the Macaulay Library of Natural Sounds, Cornell
University, Ithaca; see Jones 2004). R]JG detected one by voice in the upper watershed of the
rio Platano above Las Marfas on 8 August 2006. This is the second record for Honduras, and
the northernmost for the species.

WHITE-THROATED SHRIKE-TANAGER Lario leucothorax

This Central American endemic reaches its northernmost limit in eastern Honduras (AOU
1998), where it was considered rare by Anderson ef al. (2004). We found L. leucothorax to be
an uncommon member of mixed-species flocks at forested sites in the upper watershed of
the rio Platano drainage, recording small numbers on each of our visits.

TAWNY-CRESTED TANAGER Tachyphonus delatrii

First reported from Honduras by Marcus (1983), who encountered it on the Tuskruhuas
River in the eastern RPBR. T. delatrii was considered rare in the Honduran Moskitia
by Anderson et al. (2004). We found it common in the forest interior within the upper
watershed of the rio Platano drainage. We encountered flocks of 5-10 on most days during
each of our visits, and photographed a mist-netted individual in June 2008 (Fig. 4).

CARMIOL’S TANAGER Chlorothraupis carmioli

This widespread species was considered rare in the Honduran Moskitia by Anderson et
al. (2004) who detailed the first records from near Las Marfas. We found C. carmioli to be a
common and conspicuous species at forest interior sites in the upper watershed of the rio
Platano drainage. We recorded flocks of 5-10 on most days during each of our visits, and a
mist-netted individual was photographed in June 2008 (Fig. 5).

SLATE-COLOURED SEEDEATER Sporophila schistacen

This widespread species is rare and irregular in the Central American portion of its range
(Ridgely & Gwynne 1989, Stiles & Skutch 1989, Howell & Webb 1995), and was not recorded
in Honduras prior to 1979 (Marcus 1983). RJG noted a single on 3 April 2002 near Las
Marias. On and around 17 April 2003, RJG found S. schistacea to be common in riparian
growth along the rio Platano, but we have not encountered the species subsequently.










