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Som e records of b ird s  from  Belize, C en tra l 
A m erica, inc lud ing  th ree  first records

by R . Walters
Received. 29 June 1992

R ussell’s (1964) m o n o g rap h  has for m any  years been  the  s tan d ard  w ork 
on th e  avifauna of Belize, fo rm ally  B ritish  H o n d u ras . F u r th e r  in fo r
m ation  is con ta ined  in  B arlow  et al. (1969, 1970, 1972), E rickson  (1977), 
K iff & K iff (1974) and  W ood  & L eb e rm an  (1987). A n anno ta ted  checklist 
(S co tt W ood  et al. 1986) gives b rie f  d is trib u tio n a l and  abundance  details 
of all species know n to have o ccu rred  in  Belize up  to the  end  of 1985.

W hils t research ing  the  h isto ry  of b an d in g  in Belize, I also found  
several significant records, w hich  p re -d a te  the  checklist. I found  a later 
occurrence  of one species, w hich  I repea t here  as the  p u b lica tio n  in w hich  
it is reco rded  has a lim ited  d is tr ib u tio n . E xcep t w here  sta ted , all instances 
of b an d in g  w ere carried  ou t by W . P. N ickell. N ickell was an experienced  
b ander, w ith  considerab le  experience in  th e  n o rth e rn  N eo trop ics. H e 
took p a rt in  six exped itions to Belize be tw een  1960 and  1965 (N ickell 
1968).

T o  e lim inate  th e  possib ility  o f in p u t e rro r, all co m p u te r records 
w ere verified  against th e  o rig inal b an d in g  schedules. Sequence  and 
nom encla tu re  follow  A. O. U . (1983).

NORTHERN PYGMY-OWL G laucidium  gnoma
T h is  species is n o t lis ted  by R ussell (1964) o r S co tt W ood et al. (1986). 

A single ind iv idua l o f th is  species was b an d ed  at San A nton io , Cayo 
D istric t, on  24 F e b ru a ry  1960. O n 8 M arch  1986, a Royal A ir F orce
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O rnitho log ica l Society  exped ition  n e tted  and b an d ed  an o th er near 
G uacam allo  B ridge, approx im ate ly  24 km  sou th  of San A nton io  (C ounsell 
1988). In  G uatem ala  th is  owl is reco rded  as an uncom m on  res id en t o f p ine 
and oak w oodland  in the  h igh lands, rang ing  dow n in to  the  s u b tro p ic s  
(L an d  1970). In  H o n d u ra s  it is rep o rted  as an uncom m on  res id en t of 
h igh land  p ine  and cloud fo rest (M onroe  1968). T h e  areas w here  b o th  
ind iv iduals w ere trap p ed  in Belize fall w ith in  the  M o u n ta in  P ine R idge, 
an area of h igh land  p ine  forest. In  view  of the  G uatem ala  and  H o n d u ras  
records, the  occu rrence  of th is species in  Belize as a rare  res iden t shou ld  
no t be unexpected .

WESTERN WOOD-PEWEE Contopus sordidulus
Sco tt W ood et al. (1986) list th is  species as accidental, w ith  one p re 

vious reco rd  (R ussell 1964: 122; a specim en  collected at O range Walk in 
D ecem ber 1881). A n ind iv idua l o f th is  species was b an d ed  at S tan n  C reek 
on 15 M arch  1960.

CASSIN’S KINGBIRD Tyrannus vociferans
T w o  b an d ed  at S tann  C reek  on 9 M arch  1960, one b an d ed  at M elinda  

F o re s try  S ta tion  on 6 M arch  1961, one b anded  on 9 M arch  1962 at S ilver 
C ity , S tann  C reek  D is tric t. I can find no trace  of th is last locality. In  
ad d itio n  to the  above, I b anded  a single C assin ’s K in g b ird  near L adyville , 
Belize D is tr ic t, on 9 A pril 1985. Sco tt W ood  et al. (1986) list th is  species 
as an accidental, w ith  one record . T h e  only p u b lish ed  reco rd  p rio r to 1986 
is one on the  C hris tm as B ird  C o u n t for Belize C ity  area, on 26 D ecem ber 
1985 (A m erican B irds , 40 (1986): 1024).

WESTERN KINGBIRD Tyrannus verticalis
O ne b anded  11 m iles w est of S tan n  C reek  on 16 A pril 1963. T h is  

species has no t been  prev iously  rep o rted  from  Belize. M onroe  (1968) 
states th a t th e  W este rn  K in g b ird  is a rare  tran s ien t in the  C aribbean  
low lands of H o n d u ras , and  th a t there  are sigh t records from  the  Sw an 
Islands.

GRAY KINGBIRD Tyrannus dominicensis
O ne b anded  E l Cayo (San Ignacio) on 22 M arch  1960, an o th e r at 

M idd lesex  on 26 M arch  1963. M onroe  (1968) lists it as a rare  m ig ran t to 
the  Sw an Islands, and  p ro b ab ly  the  n o rth e rn  coast o f H o n d u ras . T h e  only 
p rev ious p u b lish ed  records for Belize are by H ow ell et al. (1992).

HUTTON’S VIREO Vireo huttoni
W ood et al. (1986) list th is species as a rare  (fewer th an  five records) 

p e rm an en t res id en t of the  M o u n ta in  P ine  R idge. R ussell (1964) m en tions 
only one record , a specim en from  the M o u n ta in  P ine  R idge taken  on 26 
A pril 1888. N ickell banded  tw o ind iv iduals o f th is  species, one on 22 
M arch  1963 and an o th e r on 19 M arch  1964. O n  these  dates he was 
w orking  in  the  S tan n  C reek  V alley, be tw een  the  coast a t D ang riga  and 
M iddlesex . T h ese  records ex tend  the geographical d is tr ib u tio n  of th is 
species in to  the  S o u th e rn  H ard w o o d  F orest.
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A critique  of W a lte rs’ (1993) new  b ird  records
from  Belize

by Steve N . G. Howell
Received 23 August 1994

W alters (1993) rep o rted  records of six species of b ird s from  Belize 
(fo rm erly  B ritish  H o n d u ras), C en tra l A m erica, based p rim arily  on 
b ird s banded  betw een  1960 and 1964 by W . P. N ickell. A lthough  five 
of these species w ould  rep resen t first records for the  coun try , a review  
of the  records in a w ider con tex t casts d o u b t u p o n  th e ir  au then tic ity . It 
shou ld  be rem em bered , how ever, th a t d u rin g  the  early  1960s little  or no
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lite ra tu re  was available to  co rrectly  iden tify  C en tra l A m erican  b ird s  in 
th e  field, or to evaluate th e  significance of such  records.

N O R TH ER N  PYGM Y-OW L  G laucidium  gnoma
W alters (1993) rep o rted  tw o reco rds of b ird s b anded  in the  v icin ity  

of M o u n ta in  P ine  R idge, w h ich  he c laim ed to be an area of “ h igh land  
p ine  fo res t” . H e considered  the  records “ n o t u n ex p ec ted ” since G. 
gnoma occurs in  the  h igh lands of G ua tem ala  and H o n d u ras .

E levations in M o u n ta in  P ine  R idge “ range from  1000 to 3000 fee t” 
(i.e. 300– 900 m ) (R ussell 1964) and, desp ite  th e  dom inance  of p ines 
(Pinus caribaea , a species com m on at sea level in  n o rth e rn  C en tra l 
A m erica), the  avifauna is d istinc tly  trop ical, or at best m arg inally  
sub trop ica l. A lso, the  tw o localities no ted  by W alters (1993), San 
A nton io  and  G uacam allo  B ridge, are at low er elevations a ro u n d  the  
p e rip h e ry  of M o u n ta in  P ine  R idge p ro p er, w here  p ines m eet h u m id  
evergreen  forest. Species com m on at these  sites include  m any  
w idesp read  trop ica l- low land  species such  as W h ite  H aw k Leucopternis 
albicollis, Scaled P igeon  Columba speciosa, and  B arred  A n tsh rike  
Tham nophilus doliatus (pers. obs.). F u rth e r , the  F e rru g in o u s  Pygm y- 
O w l G. brasilianum  is com m on  a ro u n d  San A nton io , as it is th ro u g h o u t 
the  p ines of M o u n ta in  P ine  R idge (pers. obs.), and  the  C en tra l 
A m erican  P ygm y-O w l G. griseiceps (H ow ell & R obb ins 1995), a 
rep resen ta tive  o f th e  L east P ygm y-O w l com plex, w ould  also be 
expected  at G uacam allo  B ridge. T h e  only Belize reco rd  for L east 
P ygm y-O w l no ted  by R ussell (1964) was from  “ S o u th e rn  [=  M oun ta in ] 
P ine R id g e” . (T h is  species is charac teristic  of low land r a in f o r e s t  
(H ow ell & R obb ins 1995) and is no t com m on in  M o u n ta in  P ine  R idge, 
as sta ted  e rroneously  by  W ood et al. (1986).)

A lthough  in G ua tem ala  G. gnoma has been  rep o rted  from  
400– 2600 m  (L an d  1970), th is low er-elevational lim it is a lm ost certain ly  
in e rro r, p ro b ab ly  based  u p o n  G riscom  (1931, 1932) w ho confused  
d istinc tions betw een  the  N o rth e rn  and L east (G. m inutissim um ) 
pygm y-ow l g roups and  m istaken ly  lu m p ed  the  two. R ecords of G. 
gnoma from  H o n d u ras  are from  1700– 2000 m  (M onroe  1968) and  the  
species’ elevational range in so u th e rn  M exico is 2000– 3000 m  (B inford  
1989, pers. obs.) w h ich  p ro b ab ly  reflects its tru e  d is tr ib u tio n  in 
G uatem ala . T h ro u g h o u t its range, G. gnoma is a b ird  o f tem pera te  
hab ita ts . T h u s  I q uestion  the  iden tification  of b ird s  b anded  in Belize as 
G. gnoma, a h igh land  species o therw ise  un k n o w n  from  th a t coun try , 
and  w hich  w ould , contra  W alte rs  (1993), be h igh ly  unexpec ted  in 
trop ical p ine w oods.

W ESTERN W OOD-PEWEE  Contopus sordidulus
T h e  only p rio r rep o rt of th is species from  Belize is for D ecem ber 

1881 (R ussell 1964, W ood  et al. 1986). S ince W este rn  Pew ees m igra te  
p rim arily  th ro u g h  the  h igh lands of M exico and  C en tra l A m erica, and  
w in te r in S o u th  A m erica  (A .O .U . 1983; H ow ell & W ebb  1995), th is 
reco rd  is h igh ly  questionab le , being  ou t of range and ou t o f season (e.g. 
the  latest au tu m n  date  for H o n d u ra s  is 11 O ctober; M onroe  1968). 
F u rth e r , separa tion , even in  the  hand , of th e  sib ling  W este rn  Pew ee
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and E aste rn  Pew ee (C. virens; a com m on passage m ig ran t in Belize 
from  early  M arch  to m id - M ay) can be ex trem ely  difficult, and  is no t 
always possib le  (Pyle et al. 1986).

T h e  reco rd  rep o rted  by W alte rs (1993), and  indeed  th is  species’ place 
on the  Belize list, is b es t considered  hypo thetica l.

CASSIN’S KINGBIRD  Tyrannus vociferans
T h is  species w in ters sou th  in  the  in te rio r and  on the  Pacific S lope of 

M idd le  A m erica to n o rth w es te rn  G uatem ala , rare ly  to H o n d u ra s  
(A .O .U . 1983; H ow ell & W ebb  1995); it is rare ly  reco rded  as a vag ran t 
in  w ell-w atched  areas of easte rn  N o rth  A m erica  (A .O .U . 1983). T h e  
basis for the  Belize reco rd  lis ted  by  W ood et al. (1986) is unc lear (D . S. 
W ood  in l i t t .) and  consequen tly  the  repo rts  of W alte rs (1993) w ould  
constitu te  th e  first records for Belize.

A lthough  the  occurrence  of C assin ’s K in g b ird  in Belize is possib le , I 
suggest th a t the  species’ place on th e  Belize list, in c lud ing  the  five 
u n d o cu m en ted  reco rds lis ted  by  W alte rs (1993), be considered  
hypo thetica l, since no o th er observers have rep o rted  th is species from  
Belize; C assin ’s K in g b ird  is know n from  one reco rd  in  H o n d u ras  
(w hence, p resum ab ly , sp ring  m ig ran ts to  Belize w ou ld  orig inate); and 
field iden tification  of k ingb ird s has been  trea ted  inadequate ly  in b ird  
guides for M exico and C en tra l A m erica.

W ESTERN K INGBIRD  Tyrannus verticalis
W hile  th is species, w hich  w in ters on the  Pacific slope and  in  the 

in te rio r of M id d le  A m erica  so u th  to  C osta  Rica, cou ld  occur as a 
vag ran t to Belize, its p resence  on th e  Belize list shou ld  be confirm ed  by 
m ore  th a n  an u n d o cu m en ted  ban d in g  rep o rt from  an observer 
responsib le  for o th er questionab le  records.

GRAY K INGBIRD  Tyrannus dominicanus
T h e  tw o reco rds rep o rted  by W alte rs (1993) fit in to  the  p a tte rn  of 

tw o w ell-d o cu m en ted  recen t reco rds (H ow ell et al. 1992), w ith  all four 
occu rring  from  17 M arch  to 3 A pril, and  th u s  m ay have been  identified  
correctly .

H U TT O N 'S VIREO Vireo huttoni
H u tto n ’s V ireo has been  a ttr ib u te d  trad itio n a lly  as occu rring  in 

M o u n ta in  P ine  R idge, Belize, based  on an 1888 specim en  (R ussell 
1964; W ood et al. 1986). H ow ever, P h illips (1992) exam ined  th is 
anom alous specim en  and  found  th a t it is a So litary  V ireo V. solitarias, a 
sm all race of w h ich  has long been  know n as a res id en t in M o u n ta in  
P ine R idge. T h u s  th e re  is no evidence for the  p resence of H u t to n ’s 
V ireo in  Belize, and  its occurrence  th e re  is at best h igh ly  un likely  on 
b iogeograph ic  g rounds.

W alte rs ’ (1993) repo rts  of H u tto n ’s V ireo from  the  so u th e rn  
hardw ood  forests of Belize, a h a b ita t u nknow n  for th e  species, are thus 
n o t credib le . P erhaps , like the  old  specim en, they  m ay refer to the  
Solitary  V ireo, an ap p aren tly  res id en t p o p u la tio n  of w hich  was
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rep o rte d  recen tly  from  the  hardw ood  forests o f so u th e rn  Belize (Parker 
et al. 1993).

T h e  questions su rro u n d in g  the  above records h igh ligh t th e  danger of 
rely ing  on u n d o cu m en ted  ban d in g  records from  poorly  know n trop ical 
localities and  show  th a t, even th o u g h  a b ird  has been  exam ined  in the 
hand , it m ay no t have been  identified  correctly . I t  also m ay be no ted  
th a t the  only two rep o rts  of O range-c row ned  W arb le r Verm ivora celata 
from  Belize, correctly  considered  hypo thetica l by R ussell (1964), are 
b ird s cap tu red  for b an d in g  by N ickell in 1961.

T h u s  the  rep o rts  of G laucidium  gnoma and  Vireo huttoni rep o rted  by 
W alters (1993) surely  refer to m isiden tified  b irds, w hile the  repo rts  of 
Tyrannus vociferans, T . verticalis and  Contopus sordidulus are at best 
considered  hypo thetica l. I th ank  S tep h en  M . R ussell for review ing a 
copy of th is  note.
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