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BANDING EXPERIENCES IN GUATEMALA AND COSTA RICA
By John V. Dennls

ne looking at the atlas and noting the ever narrowing land

(4ze that connects North with South America may come to the same con-
jon that I did; namely, that birds migrating southward by way of this
must become funnelled into ever denser concentrations. If so, there

d be areas in Central America that are highly productive to anyone

has & yen to catch large numbers of migrants for banding purposes.

such speculation, however, should take into account the fact that

. North American migrants have dropped out before the really narrow
jons of Central America have been reached. Most North American pas-

ne species that breed in the West do not penetrate farther than Guate-

Many eastern passerines, on the other hand, move on as far as

na and southward. But it should be added that those that reach South
a2 have not necessarily come by way of Central America. Many pre-

bly take dominantly over-water routes.

In March and April, 1959, when I spent three weeks in Costa Rica, I
geriously to look into the question of banding migrants. The first
to receive my U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service bands were two Baltimore
es. Mr. Roy Kimmel, of the U.S. Embassy in San Jose, had told me

two orioles in his outdoor aviary, and wanted advice as to releasing
for the spring migration northward. I was only too happy to band the
s and see them on their way. The following November, Mrs. Kimmel re-
ed that one, and possibly two, banded orioles were back in their San

yard!

Toward the end of my stay, I obtained trangportation by air to San
dro del General in southwestern Costa Rica, .From here a Pan American
ghway truck took me over some rough roads to the finca (farm) of Dr.
ander S. Skutch, the renowned writer and authority on Central American
mds. Dr. and Mrs. Skutch, although expecting me, I think were a trifle
prehensive about my banding intentions. They needn't have been, because
small amount of mist netting I did was hardly enough to ruffle the
bird population. Indeed, my banding operation came to grief almost
re 1t got underway. No one had forewarned me about bats. I made the
ake of leaving my nets up too late in the evening. An entangled bat
ot only difficult to handle but will chew gaping holes in the net,
five dozen or so bats I caught left me with little netting for birds
au the three remaining days of my stay. Nevertheless the 33 birds of
Y Species that I caught gave me an idea of what to expect in that part
osta Ricas My banding location was near the edge of a stream, and
fly along the boundary between dense forest and a clearing, The alti-
was about 2,500 feet,
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I have gsince gained great respect for bats in the tropics. Inamﬁ-
as night comes on suddenly and bats may be about at twilight, it payg %‘
zet nets down early. I might add that Dr., Andrew Starrett, mamalogiat .
the University of Southern California, was very happy to receive my 8h13
ment of ten species of Costa Rican bats. "

My next experience with mist netting in Central America occurreq i,
November of the same year, The Northeastern 3ird Banding Association. ;
which I was connected at the time as director of the Nantucket Ornithg)y’
gical Research Station, kindly allowed me to complete the banding sggso'
in Guatemala. Through the efforts of Mrs. Roy E. Larsen, the way wag Py
pared for banding operations at an altitude of about 4,200 feet in wegte,
Guatemala, and also trips to some representative areas for seeing birdg, *
I am greatly indebted to Mr. Donald Hodgson at whose coffee finca Mrs, 7,
sen and I started banding operations. Mr. Hodgson also took me on sevy
long trips through the country so that I became acquainted to some ¢
with the birdlife at many altitudes and different habitats. I am also iy
debted to the Charles Stillmans for many courtesies.

About six nets were in use daily during a total of 14 banding days
at the Hodgson finca which is near Pochuta on the Pacific slope. Mrs,
Larsen was present to assist during the first half of this period. At
first banding was conducted near the finca headquarters where thers weaps
orange groves, wide lawns (shared with three horses), and the edge of
large coffee plantings with the usual canopy of shade trees. After soms
initlal success in these surroundings, it was found that birds quickly
learned to avoid the nets. Also, the horses were a disadvantage.

The coffee plantings were not especially productive and also the
Indian pickers were everywhere at this season. Therefore, the rema I
havitat for banding had to be the steep wooded ravines that fell off fron
a tableland where the coffee was principally grown. Not only did thess
steep slopes call for considerable climbing ability, but the hanging of
single net was a time and labor consuming effort. One of the greatest
drawbacks was a lack of sultable poles and an instrument for sinking poﬁ;
We had been somewhat concerned about poles bsfore leaving the states, but
who is going to haul poles by air to Guatemalal Left to my own devices
with a machete, a hatchet, and some nails, I gradually improved the pole
siltuation. But even in this heavily wooded country, tall straight poles
of the right size for hanging mist nets were a rarity.

Not infrequently after cutting net lanes and hanging nets across
and along the sides of ravines, I had the disappointment of scarcely
catching any birds at all. It seemed that most birds tended to wander i
loose mixed parties at this season, much as they do in our northem wood
in winter, If such parties didn't happen to appear at one's banding
cation, the day's results would be extremely meager. On several occa
the nets began to fill toward dusk, just when I was beginning to take Ul
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In approximately 500 net-hours, 144 birds were banded ,

out 25 birds were released unbanded
a0 7 or unsuitable band sizes oo olther bscause of uncertainty in

s "hf; ;cciden:;nyhstepped into the nets.
, banded even though their identification wa
d & supply ef Don Bleitz hummingbira bemdsls TS e ot

atching one of these birds was almost nil b
1 poagibla return visit another year, B dks R

crlth th:d exception of the Lawrence!
mmon and scientific names in The Species of Middle

American Bird
hsactions of the Linnaean Soclety, by Eugene Eisenmann New York, 1;55).

Since the North American m

Hatenala, T ghal
e ;pecfel:.l 1ist banding totals for these and

h November 6 and 24, 1959,
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I recall one pitch black evening when I had
miles along unfamiliar Indian trails. I had oven =y hone
» a flashlight!

I had even neglected to

In addition,

Two or three birds were killed by In-
A rumber of hummingbirds

o The chance of anyone else

only 18 out of 51 species banded were o

thet 1s, occurring as breeders chiefly ri;oxl't“l:eg ﬂ:;tgoAmerican "
jrican element had been even less con ¢
o There I had banded one Kentucky
ghes.
the help of Dr. Skutch are as follows:

The North
spicuous in southwestermn Costa

Warbler and four Swainson's

Resident species banded at the same locality and identified

Tawny-winged Woodcreeper (Dendroci.
Lawrence's Woodcreeper (Mphomchlr;:l:a:gz?atma )
Plain Xenops (Xenops minutus)
Bare-crowned Antbird (Gymnocichla nudiceps)
Blue-crowned Manakin (Pipra coronata)
Red-capped Manakin (Pipra mentalis)
ﬁgﬁzcwg gainaktn (Mar(1acua aurantiacug)
=rumpe ycatcher (Myobius sulphur
Northern Royal Flycatcher (Onychorhyncﬁus ;ggﬁ:sg)
Golden-crowned Spadebill (Platyrinchus coronatus)
Nightingale Wren (Microcerculus philomela)
Bananaquit (Coereba flaveola)
Buff-rumped Warbler (Basileuterus fulvicauda)
Scarlet-rumped Tanager (Ramphocelus passerinii)
Blue-black Grosbeak (Cyanocompsa cyanoides)
Yellow-faced Grassquit (Tiaris olivacea)
Gray-striped Bush-finch (Atlapetes assimilis)
Orange-billed Sparrow (Arremon aurantiirostris)

s Woodcreeper, I was able to find

igrants were of most interest to us in

omit totals f
The banding was conducted on 14 different fiagesoll:.efh i

at Finca Pacayal near Pochuta, Guatemala.
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Species Number Banded In December 1961 I returned to Guatemala, this time for a two week

- cation with my family. About half our stay was in Guatemala City and
pemaining half at Panajachel on lLake Atitlan. Looking over the

ing possiblilities, although I had no nets, I noted that around Pana-
ohel birds of the higher tree levels often came down close to numerous

v 11 irrigatlon ditches, These ditches with fast flowing water ran

ere through coffee plantations and fields near the town. Again

a8 55€€ and Wilson's Warblers were most abundant, also many Baltimore

7_1”, Western Tanagers, and Townsend's Warblers. Anyone enjoying the

08noTys swinming, and pleasant accomodations at this lake resort could

“igo do some fairly productive banding, if so minded.

Swainson's Thrush
Black and white Warbler
Worm-eating Warbler
Tennessee Warbler
Ovenbird

Northern Waterthrush
Kentucky Warbler
Mourning Warbler
MacGillivray's Warbler
Yellow=breasted Chat
Wilson's Warbler
Baltimore Oriole
Western Tanager
Rose-breasted Grosbeak
Indigo Bunting

-
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In Guatemala City, Mrs. Kay Shaw is banding on a small scale with a
ot or two and some traps, She tells me that she has had a banded Mac-

1ivray's Warbler back for three years now (although she hadn't caught
this bird this year to read the band number),

There are plenty of opportunities with North American migrants, but
likelihood of disappointment. I am convinced that the greatest op-
ty is in banding the resident species - this not only to look for
gible local movement or even migration, but to learn about plumage
o3, welghts, and the many small 1ife history subjects that are made
r when birds are individualized through their bands. Of course, such
es would necessitate residence in a Central American country through
rt or all of the year. It is time, I should think, that someone other
than Dr. Skutch, who has contributed more than 200 life histories, took
tailed interest in the habits of Central American birds. No one has

more than dabble at bird banding in this region, The possibilities
loye are enormous,

Several other species banded might have been migrants from Mexico
or this country. These included Bullock's Oriole, Summer Tanager, and
Painted Bunting.

It is to be noted that Wilson's Warbler led the list in the number
banded. This is an extremely common winter resident in the highlands of
Guatemala. Slnce thils speclies frequents low shrubbery, it is highly sus,
ceptible to being taken in mist nets. Tennessee Warblers are even more
abundant, but they tend to stay higher in the trees. Both in Guatemala
and Costa Rica, Tennessee warblers are extremely abundant in the flowerd
trees that grow so plentifully in coffee plantations and that are fo
widely elsewhere, Other migrants that throng these trees are Townsend's
Warbler, Baltimore Oriole, and Rose-breasted Grosbeak, If one could rai
mist-netting to higher levels, the take in North American migrants would
be spectacular.

fox 22592, Highland Village, Houston 27, Texas b &
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Under mist-netting conditions such as I have described, the banding B 7. C-oATEMALA

of North American migrants is extremely unproductive. To hope for fore! ™ Sy

birds from the north or recovery northward of one's own birds, the numbe: ’eq o N

of migrants handled should be in the thousands. There is always an odd J URAS

chance, of course, that something spectacular might turn out of a sm y‘ =

banding operation. But to my mind the most productive approach would b : NICARAGUA

to slant one's operation at the few North American migrants that appean [ Lago che nﬁﬂah - o /

in the greatest numbers. One would have to find the optimum altitude & 7 Costa RiCA f
EL SaLvador. B sl {

geographic location for the species in question. Also, the mist-netting
should be tailored to whatever species one has chosen. It is, of cours

possible to raise mist nets to mid-tree levels. This is where the greal , [
est numbers of North American migrants would be taken and, at the samé San Tise I’”’;' A
time, some of the hazards of close-toground netting would be eliminated SanTsidro o AC;"M C okl
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