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AVIFAUNA OF THE GRAN PAJONAL AND
SOUTHERN CERROS DEL SIRA, PERU

MICHAEL G. HARVEY,'*® BENJAMIN M. WINGER,"**
GLENN F. SEEHOLZER,'? AND DANIEL CACERES A’

ABSTRACT.—Field surveys conducted between 4 September and 17 November 2008 resulted in the first
comprehensive inventory of the avifauna of the outlying highlands of the Gran Pajonal and southern Cerros del Sira in
central Peru. We report 462 bird species representing 52 families from above 900 m elevation. We describe the avian
communities of humid montane habitats and savanna, and provide accounts for 22 species for which we obtained either new
distributional data or information of taxonomic significance. We also discuss avian migration, reproduction, molt, and
conservation in the region. Our results highlight the richness and uniqueness of the avifauna of the Cerros del Sira and Gran
Pajonal, and reinforce the scientific and conservation importance of the eastern Andes and its outlying ridges. Received 21

April 2010. Accepted 14 December 2010.

The complex topography, geology, and climate
of the Peruvian Andes have produced isolated
patches of habitat with unique avian communities
and distinct taxa (Terborgh and Weske 1975,
Fitzpatrick 1977, O’Neill et al. 2000), many of
which are only beginning to undergo ornitholog-
ical exploration (Schulenberg and Awbrey 1997,
Schulenberg et al. 2001). The Cerros del Sira
(hereafter Sira) and Gran Pajonal in the depart-
ments of Hudnuco, Pasco, Junin, and Ucayali in
central Peru comprise a highland area of
12,000 km? to the east of the high Andes. The
Sira and Gran Pajonal are notable for the presence
of isolated patches of montane evergreen forest,
defined as forest in areas where clouds regularly
touch the mountains (Stotz et al. 1996), and
savanna, or areas of grass and shrubs locally
referred to as ‘‘pajonales’ (Chrostowski and
Denevan 1970). Montane evergreen forest in the
upper elevations of the Sira is isolated from
similar habitat in the main Andes by 100 km
(Terborgh and Weske 1975). The savannas of the
Gran Pajonal are isolated from the nearest large,
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contiguous block of savanna in Bolivia by
>600 km, although small areas of savanna and
seasonally dry forest occur in dry valleys of the
eastern Andes of Peru and Bolivia (Scott 1977,
Linares-Palomino 2006, Pennington et al. 2006).

Previous ornithological work conducted in the
Sira was concentrated at its northern edge (Weske
and Terborgh 1971, Terborgh and Weske 1975,
Weske and Terborgh 1977, Terborgh 1985,
Graves and Weske 1987, Mee et al. 2002). The
only available information on the birds of the
southern Sira and Gran Pajonal is from a small
collection made near the village of Tsioventeni by
personnel from Andrew’s University (Thoresen
1974; T. S. Schulenberg, pers. comm.). The
savannas of the Gran Pajonal have not received
any ornithological attention, despite their status as
a prominent example of a rare biotope in Peru.

We present the results of the first intensive
ornithological inventory of the Gran Pajonal and
southern Cerros del Sira. We provide descriptions
of the bird communities in the savanna and humid
montane habitats, as well as details on the status
of select species of interest. We also comment on
boreal and austral migratory species, reproductive
behavior, molt, and the biogeographic and con-
servation implications of our results. A species list
annotated with distribution, abundance, elevation,
and habitat information and incorporating data
from previous work in the region is presented in
the Appendix.

STUDY AREA AND METHODS

Geography.—The Cerros del Sira and Gran
Pajonal form an upland region bordered to the
west and north by the valley of the Pachitea River,
to the east by the valley of the Ucayali River, and
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FIG. 1.
of study sites. Circles indicate primary study sites and squares indicate secondary sites surveyed opportunistically. Black
patches are pajonales (from Scott 1977).

to the south by the valleys of the Tambo and
Peréne rivers (Fig. 1). The Cerros del Sira form a
linear ridge extending 250 km roughly NNW to
SSE, and located >100 km east of similar
elevations in the Andes. The crest of the ridge is
generally 1,300-1,700 m in elevation but in places
exceeds 2,200 m. The ridge of the Sira is
interrupted in two locations: a low (~1,000 m)
saddle bisecting the range at 09° 45" S, and the
valley of the Unine River at 10° 54" S. The spine
of the Sira on the eastern slope is characterized for
much of its length by a sheer cliff face intersected
perpendicularly by steep ridges and valleys that
descend east to the Ucayali River. The western
slope of the Sira descends relatively gradually
and, at the southern end, levels into a plateau that
averages ~1,200 m in elevation and extends
50 km to the west at its widest. This plateau is
locally referred to as the Gran Pajonal, after the
patches of savanna (‘‘pajonales’’) scattered over
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its surface, and retains a tenuous connection to the
foothills of the Andes through a series of
articulated ridges dividing the Chanchamayo and
Pachitea valleys. Human population densities are
low in the region surveyed and consist almost
entirely of titled Ashéninka indigenous commu-
nities, except for a colonist settlement at Oventeni
(Hvalkof 1998).

Climate.—A government report (ONERN
1968) provides general climatological data for
the region. The climate of the Cerros del Sira and
Gran Pajonal is classified as humid subtropical.
Monthly mean high temperatures at Oventeni in
the Gran Pajonal range from 28.3° to 30.1° C, and
monthly mean low temperatures from 11.2° to
17.8° C. Rainfall at Oventeni averages a moderate
2,166 mm annually and is concentrated between
November and April. Weather data from the
higher elevations of the Cerros del Sira are
unavailable, but temperatures likely average lower
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TABLE 1.
Habitat codes are in the Appendix.

Sampling effort in 2008 at primary study sites in the Gran Pajonal and southern Cerros del Sira, Peru.

Habitats surveyed Dates surveyed Observer-hrs Net-hrs Species detected
Monte Tabor Sp.FuF 6-11 Sep 303 92 186
Oventeni Sp.F.F.M 4-6, 12-15, 17-19 Sep 307 12 193
Menkoremon P,F. 2, 4-6 Oct 194 0 42
Upper Shaani Valley Fin 23 Sep—1 Oct, 3, 8-9 Oct 474 290 107
Upper Shinipo Valley F, 1-6 Nov 282 83 149

and precipitation higher due to the deposition of
rain by warm, moist winds from the east. At least
short periods of heavy rainfall occurred on a
nearly daily basis during our study, and prolonged
downpours were common. Atalaya, at the eastern
foot of the southern Sira, averages 2,950 mm of
precipitation annually.

Geology and Soils.—Soils in the region are
largely derived from residual material from
upland formations with some alluvial deposits.
Most pajonales overlay calcareous shale bedrock
with soils comprised of poorly draining red
latosols or yellow podzolics (Scott 1978). The
montane forests of the Sira ridge occur chiefly on
lithosols derived from red Permian sandstones
(Chrostowski and Denevan 1970, Scott 1978),
which are relatively poor in nutrients and support
a thin organic cap at higher elevations (ONERN
1968). Patches of fine, white substrates of
unknown composition occur sporadically in
humid forest in the highlands (pers. obs.). Rain
water in these locations often collects at the
surface, suggesting low internal drainage.

Vegetation.—The Gran Pajonal plateau (800—
1,300 m) is covered in humid evergreen forest
interrupted by pajonales; these are generally
smaller (<100 ha) and total 9,000-10,000 ha
region-wide, 3% of the total area of the Gran
Pajonal (Hvalkof 2006). The historical and
floristic relationships between the pajonales of
the Gran Pajonal and other neotropical savannas
and seasonally dry forest remain unclear (Linares-
Palomino 2006). Climatic and edaphic factors
may have contributed to their origins, but the
pajonales have been deliberately maintained
through fire management by the indigenous
Ashéninka population for centuries (Chrostowski
and Denevan 1970; Scott 1977, 1978; Hvalkof
1998, 2006). Several failed national cattle-raising
efforts in the Gran Pajonal since the 18th century
have augmented the extent of open areas and, in
recent years, settlers have increased deforestation

for pastoral and agricultural uses (Hvalkof 2006).
Forest is much more widespread regionally, but its
characterization is complicated by the slow
transition between tropical lowland evergreen
forest in the valleys and montane evergreen forest
on the ridges of the Cerros del Sira. The crests of
the highest ridges of the Sira support elfin forest,
semi-humid/humid montane scrub, and a habitat
resembling paramo grassland. Additional impor-
tant avian habitats scattered throughout the region
include Chusquea bamboo, small marshes, and
rivers and streams. Our habitat descriptions
generally follow Stotz et al. (1996); however we
follow Grubb (1974) in distinguishing between
lower montane evergreen forest, which is domi-
nated by trees with mesophyll leaf types and
vascular epiphytes, and upper montane forest with
more microphyllous trees and bryophytic epi-
phytes. We also erect a separate category for the
pajonales, although some may be within the
broader category of semi-humid/humid montane
scrubs.

Study Sites.—The authors surveyed the Gran
Pajonal and southern Cerros del Sira during
38 days between 4 September and 17 November
2008, focusing on pajonales and montane ever-
green forest at five sites (Table 1).

Monte Tabor (10° 53" S, 74° 11" W) is a
sandstone cap at 1,350 m at the northern edge of
Quitchungari Ridge with forested slopes and a
175 ha pajonal at its crest (Scott 1978). The
vegetation of the Monte Tabor pajonal is a short,
windswept community of grasses dominated by
Tricachne spp., Aristida spp., and Vernonia spp.
(Scott 1978) with occasional small islands of trees
and shrubs, and sparse coverage in areas by
bracken fern (Pteridium spp.). The pajonal
boundary is characterized by an abrupt demarca-
tion with surrounding forest. No agriculture or
grazing currently occurs on the Monte Tabor
pajonal, but local Ashéninka villagers regularly
burn it, and it was historically the site of a mission
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(Scott 1978). The forest at this site resembles
tropical lowland evergreen forest, although forest
along the ridge contains more moss and epiphytic
plants and resembles lower montane evergreen
forest.

Oventeni (10° 45" S, 74° 13" W; 1,000 m) is the
largest colonist settlement in the Gran Pajonal and
has experienced the greatest human impact. Orig-
inally within a large pajonal, it is now surrounded
by a mosaic of forest, pajonales of several
vegetative types, pastures, and swidden chacras in
different stages of disturbance and succession
(Scott 1978, Hvalkof 2006). Chrostowski and
Denevan (1970) and Scott (1978) reviewed the
plant communities associated with different land
uses, succession patterns, and pajonal types around
Oventeni. The nearby forest resembles tropical
lowland evergreen forest with increasing moss and
epiphyte loads on higher hills and the slopes east of
town as the forest transitions to lower montane
evergreen forest. Most forest patches around
Oventeni are second growth, although some
primary remnants may persist (Scott 1978).

The Shaani Valley site (10° 42" S, 74° 07" W) is
on the upper slopes of the saddle between the Sira
ridge and the isolated peak of Menkoremon. This
site includes elevations between 1,800 and
1,900 m where the dominant habitat is upper
montane evergreen forest. Patches of bamboo
(Chusquea spp.) are frequent in this area, and
mosses and epiphytes are abundant. Also present
on patches of fine white substrates is a stunted
forest containing numerous palms (Arecaceae)
and other plants with thick, glossy leaves.

Menkoremon (10° 42" S, 74° 06" W) is the
highest summit in the southern Cerros del Sira at
2,240 m and is covered in elfin forest transitioning
to a plant community resembling paramo grass-
lands. The latter is dominated by grasses, but also
includes scattered ground bromeliads (Bromelia-
ceae) and Paepalanthus spp., heather (Bejaria
aestuans), orchids (Orchidaceae), ferns (Jameso-
nia spp., Sticherus spp., Gleichenia spp.), and club
mosses (Lycopodiella spp.). We photographed
Drosera spp. (Droseraceae), a scarce genus in
Peru, and one that is indicative of nutrient
depleted soil (Rodolfo Véasquez, pers. comm.).

The Shinipo Valley (10° 31" S, 74° 07" W) is on
the eastern slope of the Cerros del Sira and
includes elevations between 900 and 1,200 m. The
habitat is lower montane evergreen forest with a
canopy height of ~30 m on the slopes and as low
as 10 m on ridge crests.

THE WILSON JOURNAL OF ORNITHOLOGY -« Vol. 123, No. 2, June 2011

We also recorded observations briefly or
opportunistically at three secondary localities:
Santeni Valley (10° 42" S, 74° 09’ W), Tzipani
Valley (10° 40" S, 74° 05" W), and Cerro
Quitchungari (11° 03" S, 74° 11" W; Fig. 1).

Field Methods.—We conducted surveys across
all habitat types at each primary site (Table 1).
Observational surveys were conducted along
transects that followed trails or water courses
between 0500 and 1200 hrs PET and again
between 1400 and 1830 hrs. Observation data have
been deposited in the Avian Knowledge Network
through the eBird portal, Cornell Laboratory of
Ornithology, Ithaca, New York, USA. We made
extensive use of audio recording for identification
and documentation, and our recordings have been
archived at the Macaulay Library (ML), Cornell
Laboratory of Ornithology, Ithaca, New York,
USA. We mist-netted birds in focal habitats at each
primary study site and obtained measurements and
photographs of many species (Table 1, Appendix).
We collected voucher specimens and tissue
samples of select species (Appendix), which are
deposited at the Centro de Ornitologia y Biodi-
versidad (CORBIDI), Lima, Peru; the Cornell
University Museum of Vertebrates (CUMYV),
Ithaca, New York; and the Kansas University
Natural History Museum (KUNHM), Lawrence,
Kansas. Common and scientific names of birds
follow Gill and Donsker (2010).

RESULTS

We recorded 462 bird species representing 52
families above 900 m elevation in the study
region. About 110 of the 462 species recorded
above 900 m represent first records for the
Department of Ucayali (T. S. Schulenberg, pers.
comm.). Information on distribution among the
study sites, relative abundance, habitat, documen-
tation, and conservation status for each species is
in the Appendix.

Pajonal Bird Community.—We recorded 106
bird species representing 30 families in the
pajonales, and detected 61 species only in this
habitat. Tyrannidae (22 species) and Thraupidae
(17 species) were the most diverse families. More
species were encountered in the shrub-dominated,
marginal, and secondary pajonales than in the
grass-dominated pajonales and pastures.

Montane Bird Community.—We detected 300
bird species representing 45 families across all
humid montane habitats (i.e., paramo, elfin forest,
and upper and lower montane evergreen forest).
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Trochilidae (24 species), Furnariidae (26 species),
Thamnophilidae (26 species), Tyrannidae (38
species), and Thraupidae (40 species) contributed
most to species richness. Habitats at higher
elevations were less diverse than those at lower
elevations with elfin forest (35 species) and
paramo grassland (5 species) having the lowest
diversity. The stunted forest on fine white
substrate was also depauperate with only Gold-
en-olive Woodpecker (Colaptes rubiginosus),
Rufous-vented Tapaculo (Scytalopus femoralis),
and occasional canopy flocks.

Status.—We recorded 12 presumed Boreal and
15 presumed Austral migrant bird species during
the inventory (Appendix), which straddled the
time period of arrival of Boreal migrants and
departure of Austral migrants. Two migrant
species, Black-and-white Tanager (Conothraupis
speculigera) and Black-and-white Seedeater
(Sporophila luctuosa), do not fit into either the
Boreal or Austral migrant category, and Red-eyed
Vireo (Vireo olivaceus) was likely represented by
migrants from both the north and south. Addi-
tional work in the region at other seasons is
needed to confirm the migratory status of some
species. Nesting activity in the form of an active
nest or dependent young was documented only for
Blue-fronted Lancebill (Doryfera johannae),
Swallow-winged Puftbird (Chelidoptera teneb-
rosa), Golden-olive Woodpecker, Slaty-capped
Flycatcher (Leptopogon superciliaris), Social
Flycatcher (Myiozetetes similis), Great Kiskadee
(Pitangus sulphuratus), Spotted Nightingale-
Thrush (Catharus dryas), and Wedge-tailed Grass
Finch (Emberizoides herbicola). We noted breed-
ing condition (brood patch or cloacal protuber-
ance) among an additional 15 species captured in
mist nets (Appendix). Two mist-netted Large
Elaenia (Elaenia spectabilis), almost certainly a
migrant in the region, and a Mouse-colored
Tyrannulet (Phaeomyias murina) had old brood
patches. Representatives of 27 of the 89 species
captured in mist nets were actively molting
(Appendix).

Species Accounts.—We obtained new data for
22 species previously unknown from the region,
of extremely local distribution, or of uncertain
taxonomic status.

Brown Tinamou (Crypturellus obsoletus).—
This species was detected in forested habitats at
seven of eight study sites, including Monte Tabor
and the upper Shaani Valley, where it was fairly
common to common. Birds from south of the
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Unine River generally occurred at lower eleva-
tions and gave songs and calls (ML 138701,
140407, 140428, 140429) that differed from songs
and calls given by birds north of the Unine River
(ML 138807, 138862, 140539, 140546, 140582).
Additional work on morphological and vocal
variation is needed to clarify the taxonomic status
of populations here and elsewhere in the range of
this widespread species.

Northern/Southern Caracara (Caracara spp.).—
We observed this species near the air strip in
Oventeni on 13 September 2008. The caracara
was seen well from below, but the brevity of this
observation precluded specific identification.
There have been scattered sight records of
Southern Caracara (C. plancus) in the Peruvian
Amazon, the northernmost at the Rio Cushabatay
in Loreto (B. P. Walker, unpubl. data), and
Yanachaga-Chemillen National Park in Pasco (J.
J. Chalco and Thomas Arndt, unpubl. data). This
constitutes the first record of the genus Caracara
for Ucayali.

Russet-crowned Crake (Laterallus viridis).—
This species was fairly common in tall grass
savanna at Monte Tabor and in shrub-dominated
savanna around Oventeni, where we collected a
single male. Individuals were most often detected
when a pair uttered a descending duet from dense
vegetation, often counter-singing with pairs on
adjacent territories. This species is patchily
distributed in Peru with the nearest records from
the Apurimac and Chanchamayo valleys (Tacza-
nowski 1886, Bond 1955; pers. obs.). These
constitute the first records for Ucayali.

Picui Ground-Dove (Columbina picui).—One
individual was observed and photographed on 13
September 2008 in dense, recently burned shrub-
dominated savanna in Oventeni. This austral
migrant is known in Peru largely from the Madre
de Dios drainage in the southern Amazon, and the
only prior records in Ucayali are from Yarina-
cocha (Pearson 1975) and Balta (O’Neill 1969).

Spot-tailed Nightjar (Caprimulgus maculicau-
dus).—This species was fairly common in recent-
ly burned savanna and pasture at Oventeni. Both
photographs and audio recordings were obtained.
Patchily distributed in Peru, this species is known
from savanna and dry inter-Andean valleys, the
nearest records being 400 km to the north in the
Mayo Valley (Begazo et al. 2001). These
constitute the first records for Ucayali.

New barbet form (Capito taxon novum).—A
form of Capito barbet allied to Scarlet-banded
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Barbet (Capito wallacei) of the Cordillera Azul in
Loreto, Peru was fairly common at the upper
Shinipo Valley site and also detected in the upper
Tzipani Valley. Four male and four female
specimens as well as photographs and recordings
were obtained. A more complete description of
this taxon will be presented elsewhere.

Cinereous-breasted Spinetail (Synallaxis hypos-
podia)—We found this species fairly common
both in grassy savanna at Monte Tabor and in
shrub-dominated savanna at Oventeni. We ob-
tained one male and one female specimen as well
as photographs and audio recordings. S. hypospo-
dia was previously known in Peru from only three
isolated localities: the Mayo River drainage (D. F.
Lane, unpubl. data), the Urubamba Valley (von
Berlepsch and Stolzmann 1906, Chapman 1921),
and Pampas del Heath (Louisiana State University
Museum of Natural Science [LSUMNS] speci-
mens). Our observations constitute the first
records for Ucayali.

Rusty-backed Antwren (Formicivora rufa).—
This species was fairly common in shrub-dominat-
ed savanna at Oventeni, but also present in taller
graminaceous savanna at Monte Tabor. Single male
and female specimens were obtained, as were
photographs and audio recordings. This species is
known in Peru only from three locations: the
Huallaga Valley (Bond 1955), Urubamba Valley
(von Berlepsch and Stolzmann 1906, Chapman
1921), and Pampas del Heath (LSUMNS speci-
mens). These records are the first for Ucayali.

White-browed Antbird (Myrmoborus leu-
cophrys koenigorum).—This species was uncom-
mon to fairly common in more xeromorphic
woodland with dense understory and forest
patches bordering savanna at Monte Tabor and
Oventeni, where we obtained photographs and
audio recordings. Most birds observed appeared to
represent the subspecies koenigorum based on
their extensive white caps and relatively dark
underparts. This recently-described subspecies is
known previously only from the Huallaga Valley
in Hudnuco, San Martin, and adjacent Ucayali (D.
F. Lane and B. P. Walker, unpubl. data; LSUMNS
specimens). However, as noted for the Huallaga
Valley (O’Neill and Parker 1997), we found that
some individuals had relatively dark caps resem-
bling the nominate subspecies of the Amazonian
lowlands. Further research into the taxonomic
status of these populations is needed.

Barred Antthrush (Chamaeza mollissima).—A
single individual of this species was heard on 2
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and 4 October 2008 in montane evergreen forest
at 1,900 m along the ridge separating the Rio
Tzipani and Rio Shaani watersheds. A recording
was obtained on 2 October. Short-tailed Antthrush
(C. campanisona) was common at lower eleva-
tions in transitional forest, but Barred Antthrush
was the only Chamaeza detected in humid
montane forest at high elevation. This locality is
within what was thought to be a gap in the
distribution of this species, previously known in
Peru only from north of the Mayo Valley and
southeast of the Apurimac Valley (Schulenberg et
al. 2007).

Plain-backed Antpitta (Grallaria haplonota).—
Two individuals were recorded in montane
evergreen forest at 1,850-1,900 m in the upper
Shaani Valley and later identified (D. F. Lane and
T. S. Schulenberg, pers. comm.); this is a
significant southward extension from the current
range limit of this species in San Martin north of
the Mayo Valley (Schulenberg et al. 2007).

Tapaculo species (Scytalopus spp.).—We found
two taxa of Scytalopus that apparently replace
each other elevationally in the southern Sira and
Gran Pajonal. Birds with vocalizations consistent
with the Peruvian endemic Rufous-vented Tapa-
culo were regularly heard and recorded, and rarely
glimpsed between 1,700 and 2,200 m. The song of
this taxon was a single note repeated at 1-4 notes/
sec usually for 30 sec or longer. This species was
one of the more common birds by voice both in
the upper Shaani Valley and in elfin forest, and
even patches of scrub up to just below the summit
of Menkoremon. A faster-paced Scytalopus song
was heard and recorded between 1,400 and
1,600 m in the upper Santeni Valley and at Cerro
Quitchungari. This song consisted of a single note
repeated at a rate of 7-9 notes/sec, often for 12 to
20 sec. Each phrase was frequently initiated with
an excited rising-descending jumble of faster-
paced notes. This song type is consistent with the
songs of southern populations of Northern White-
crowned Tapaculo (Scytalopus atratus) in the
Cordillera Azul and Cuzco (Krabbe and Schulen-
berg 1997; D. F. Lane, pers. comm.).

Sooty-headed/Yungas Tyrannulet (Phyllomyias
griseiceps/weedeni)—A tyrannulet species was
fairly common in forest patches at Oventeni, and
also recorded in the upper Santeni Valley, at
Monte Tabor, and at Cerro Quitchungari. Photo-
graphs and audio recordings were obtained. Songs
given by individuals appear to be intermediate
between those of these similar species, containing
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clear whistled notes reminiscent of Yungas
followed by a chatter resembling that of Sooty-
headed. Further research into morphological and
vocal variation within and between these very
similar taxa is warranted.

Sharpbill (Oxyruncus cristatus).—Three sing-
ing birds were in montane evergreen forest at
1,550 m in the Santeni Valley on the western side
of the Sira cordillera. Photographs and audio
recordings were obtained. These three birds sang
in rotation from the tops of particular trees within
200 m of each other, behavior consistent with that
observed at exploded leks in Costa Rica (Stiles
and Whitney 1983). One individual was also
heard lower down the same ridge at 1,200 m, also
in the Santeni Valley. We did not detect this
species at suitable elevations on the eastern side of
the cordillera, where we focused much more
effort. This species is spottily distributed on
outlying ridges in Peru (Davis 1986). O. cristatus
had not previously been recorded in the Cerros del
Sira.

Wing-banded Wren (Microcerculus bambla).—
One individual was observed and recorded at
1,000 m in the upper Shinipo Valley, and two
birds were heard at 1,200 m near Huerto Eden
west of Cerro Quitchungari. Two additional
individuals were recorded at lower elevations
(400-800 m) at Sapani in the Ucayali Valley.
Curiously patchy in distribution, M. bambla has
been recorded several times in the foothills of
central Peru (Mee et al. 2002; LSUMNS speci-
mens; M. J. Miller, unpubl. data).

Pipit species (Anthus spp.).—One individual
was observed on 2, 5, and 6 October 2008 at
2,200 m elevation just below the summit of
Menkoremon. We generally observed this indi-
vidual in short, grassy paramo, particularly in
wetter areas with muddy substrates. It typically
flushed close underfoot before flying some
distance, often 100 m or more, and dropping
down into a taller patch of grass. We did not hear
this bird call, nor were we able to secure a
specimen or photographs. Our observations indi-
cate the bird was relatively pale with contrasting
white outer tail feathers, but are insufficient for
specific identification.

Sira Tanager (Tangara phillipsi)—This species
was uncommon in the elfin forest near treeline on
Menkoremon, but locally common in montane
evergreen forest in the upper Shaani Valley. We
also recorded one individual in short forest at the
edge of a landslide in the upper Santeni Valley.
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We obtained audio recordings and photographs of
both males and females. This species appeared to
favor open habitats or edges over forest interior. It
was most frequently encountered in elfin forest, in
the stunted forest on fine substrates, or along the
openings over streams. We recorded this species
between 1,600 and 2,200 m, higher than the
previous records at between 1,300 and 1,570 m
(Graves and Weske 1987, Mee et al. 2002). This
species frequently occurred in groups of between
two and 15 individuals that associated with
mixed-species feeding flocks in the canopy or
sub-canopy. Other species in these flocks included
Montane (Lepidocolaptes lacrymiger) and Olive-
backed (Xiphorhynchus triangularis) woodcreep-
ers; Mottle-cheeked Tyrannulet (Phylloscartes
ventralis); Blue-winged Mountain-Tanager (Ani-
sognathus somptuosus); Flame-faced (Tangara
parzudakii), Beryl-spangled (T. nigroviridis),
Saffron-crowned (7. xanthocephala), Vermilion
(Calochaetes coccineus), and Yellow-throated
(Iridosornis analis) tanagers; Golden-collared
Honeycreeper (Iridophanes pulcherrimus); and
Bluish (Diglossa caerulescens) and Golden-eyed
(D. glauca) flowerpiercers. This species was
previously known only from the northern Cerros
del Sira, 150 km north of our study sites (Graves
and Weske 1987, Mee et al. 2002). Its presence in
the southern Sira suggests a more or less
continuous distribution at higher elevations along
the Sira cordillera.

Wedge-tailed Grass Finch.—This species was
common in grassy savanna at Monte Tabor and in
primarily herbaceous savanna around Oventeni.
We obtained photographs and audio recordings of
individuals at both localities. We also mist-netted
and measured a single juvenile at Monte Tabor.
We located, measured, and photographed a nest
with two eggs that was probably of this species in
short grass at Monte Tabor on 7 September 2008.
This species was previously known in Peru from
only the Marafion and Mayo drainages to the
north (LSUMNS 88734; D. F. Lane, unpubl. data;
Todd Mark, unpubl. data) and the Pampas del
Heath to the southeast (Graham et al. 1980).
These records constitute a range extension of
600 km and the first records for Ucayali.

Grassland Sparrow (Ammodramus humera-
lis).—This species was common but secretive in
short grassy savanna at Monte Tabor. At least six
individuals were observed at Monte Tabor,
including one juvenile on 7 September 2008.
Four individuals were observed in fields west of
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the town of Oventeni, where syntopic with
Yellow-browed Sparrow (A. aurifrons), one of
the most common birds in this area. We obtained
photographs and audio recordings of several
individuals. Birds sang regularly early and late
in the day, at which time they could at times be
observed at length as they perched in an exposed
location. Widespread in grasslands in more open
parts of South America, the nearest known
populations of Grassland Sparrow to the Gran
Pajonal are at Pampas del Heath and in cleared
lands around Puerto Maldonado, 600 km south-
east (Graham et al. 1980; B. P. Walker, unpubl.
data). Our records constitute the first for Ucayali
and the first from isolated patches of savanna in
the eastern Andes.

Plumbeous Seedeater (Sporophila plumbea).—
This species was uncommon in short graminac-
eous savanna at Monte Tabor and fairly common
in pasture and recently burned savanna at
Oventeni. We obtained two male specimens as
well as photographs and audio recordings. The
birds were generally observed in small groups
containing both male and female-plumage individ-
uals, but occasionally alone or in flocks of up to 10
individuals. They often associated in Oventeni with
large groups of primarily Blue-black Grassquit
(Volatinia jacarina) in grassy or recently burned
areas. Plumbeous Seedeater has a similar global
distribution to Grassland Sparrow, and in Peru is
known only from the Pampas del Heath (Graham et
al. 1980). This species may be a non-breeding
visitor to the Gran Pajonal from breeding areas
further south; neither male collected was in
breeding condition (testes = 1 X 1 mm).

Black-billed Seed Finch (Oryzoborus atriros-
tris).—A male singing from a marsh of tall reeds
bordering dry savanna in Oventeni throughout the
day on 19 September 2008 was photographed and
recorded. We did not detect this bird despite
coverage of this area prior to 19 September, but its
near-continuous song and strong response to audio
playback appeared to be territorial behavior. It is
possible this bird’s arrival was related to the
appearance of large roosting aggregations of
Black-and-white and Yellow-bellied (Sporophila
nigricollis) seedeaters in this marsh beginning
about 17 September. Rare and patchily distributed
in eastern Peru, most records of Black-billed
Seed-Finch come from near the base of the Andes.
The only previous record from Ucayali was along
the Abujao River well to the east (LSUMNS
specimens).
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DISCUSSION

Biogeography.—In addition to the 462 bird
species we recorded, 57 species are known from
above 900 m only in the northern Cerros del Sira
(J. S. Weske and J. W. Terborgh, unpubl. data;
Mee et al. 2002), bringing the regional species
total to 519. These totals are preliminary and there
are few equivalent surveys for comparison, but it
is clear the Gran Pajonal and southern Cerros del
Sira support high levels of avian diversity.

The majority of the birds we found in the
pajonales are widespread in disturbed areas,
anthropogenic or otherwise, in lowland Amazonia
or the lower slopes of the Andes. Other species are
restricted to regions with better-developed neo-
tropical savannas (e.g., the Venezuelan llanos or
Bolivian pampas) but occur patchily in isolated
dry valleys of the eastern Andes (Chapman 1921,
Robbins et al. 1999, Aleixo and Poletto 2007).
This list includes Tataupa Tinamou (Crypturellus
tataupa), Russet-crowned Crake, Spot-tailed
Nightjar, Cinereous-breasted Spinetail, Rusty-
backed Antwren, Yellow-bellied Elaenia (Elaenia
flavogaster), Black-faced Tanager (Schistochla-
mys melanopis), and Wedge-tailed Grass Finch.
Plumbeous Seedeater and Grassland Sparrow are
unique as they are widespread in neotropical
savannas elsewhere, but were not previously
known from isolated savannas in the eastern
Andes (Graham et al. 1980). It is not obvious
whether the above species have maintained
relictual populations in this region or whether
colonization has occurred more recently. Resolv-
ing this question may provide insight into origins
of the pajonales.

The majority of the avifauna of humid montane
habitats represents a subset of that found in these
habitats on the eastern slopes of the Andes that are
closest to the Cerros del Sira in the departments of
Junin, Pasco, and Hudnuco (Schulenberg et al.
1984; pers. obs.). Some species detected, howev-
er, occur on multiple isolated Andean ridges, but
not on the principal cordillera of the Andes. Of
these, Subtropical Pygmy Owl (Glaucidium par-
keri), Koepcke’s Hermit (Phaethornis koepckeae),
Rufous-webbed Brilliant (Heliodoxa branickii),
Rough-legged Tyrannulet (Phyllomyias burmeis-
teri), Sooty-headed/Yungas Tyrannulet, Buff-
throated Tody-Tyrant (Hemitriccus rufigularis),
Brazilian Laniisoma (Laniisoma elegans), Sharp-
bill, and Gray-tailed Piha (Snowornis subalaris)
were recorded. Two other species of isolated
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Andean ridges detected in the northern Sira (J. S.
Weske and J. W. Terborgh, unpubl. data), Rufous-
brown Solitaire (Cichlopsis leucogenys) and Rorai-
man Flycatcher (Myiophobus roraimae), were not
found during our surveys. These ‘outlying ridge
species’’ are hypothesized to be relictual taxa that
became extinct along the main Andean chain but
persist due to lack of competition in the relatively
depauperate avian communities on outlying ridges
(Terborgh and Weske 1975, Fitzpatrick et al. 1977).
Further investigation of this peculiar biogeographic
pattern is warranted.

CONSERVATION IMPLICATIONS

The new barbet form and Sira Tanager are of
particular conservation concern because their
global distributions are restricted to the Sira.
Large cracids such as Wattled Guan (Aburria
aburri) and Spix’s Guan (Penelope jacquacu),
appear to maintain healthy populations in the
southern Cerros del Sira and Gran Pajonal, but
deserve special consideration because they are
threatened by hunting in many areas (Strahl et al.
1994). The endemic koepckeae subspecies of
Horned Curassow (Pauxi unicornis) was not
detected during our inventory, but it may well
be present at low densities and merits urgent
conservation action because of its small range and
apparent susceptibility to hunting pressure (Gas-
taiaga et al. 2007, Graham 20009).

Both lower montane forest and savanna are
habitats of conservation priority in South America
(Silva 1995, Stotz et al. 1996, Renjifo et al. 1997).
The patches of these habitats within the study region
deserve special attention because of their isolation
and unique avian communities. The montane
evergreen forests of the Sira have received some
protection since a portion of the range was
designated a communal reserve in 2001 (Benavides
2005). The pajonales of the Gran Pajonal receive no
official protection and are particularly susceptible to
changes in land use by humans. Conservation of bird
habitat in the Gran Pajonal by outside interests
would be a complex task; the pajonales are
maintained by the Ashéninka for spiritual and
agricultural reasons (Hvalkof 2006), but exist in a
mosaic of disturbed habitats impacted by both
traditional Ashéninka practices as well as land use
by colonists. Our fieldwork indicates the region
supports several bird species of open habitats that are
rare or range-restricted in Peru. There are currently
few protected areas of savanna or seasonally dry
forest in inter-Andean valleys of Peru where these
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species are found (Linares-Palomino 2006, Angulo
et al. 2008). Any conservation strategy will depend
on the support of the local Ashéninka and should
incorporate their interests.
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