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Scattered in the ornithological literature,
often in journals that are difficult to obtain
and hence to consult, even in rich libraries (as
is the one at the American Museum of Natu-
ral History), one can find papers chiefly con-
sisting of lists of genera and species of
Neotropical birds with some raw data on their
body mass (weights). A very incomplete list of
such papers includes the following: Cavalcanti
& Marini (1993), Marini et al. (1997), and
Oniki (1980, 1990) for some Brazilian birds;
Fiora (1933, 1934), Contreras (1975, 1979,
1983a, 1983b, 1983c), Contreras & Davis
(1980), and Salvador (1988, 1990) for birds
from Argentina; Karr et al. (1978) for some
birds from Central America; Peris (1990) for
some birds from the Paraguayan chaco; Olson
& Angle (1977) and Steadman et al. (1980) for
some West Indian birds; Sanft (1970, 1973)
for a number of birds from Venezuela, Peru,
and Brazil. Many other publications dealing
with various aspects of the Neotropical avi-
fauna have included data on body mass.
Examples are Fry (1980) for birds from the
cerrado of Brazil and Belton (1984, 1985) for
the birds of Rio Grande do Sul.

Knowledge of avian body mass can be
used for a variety of purposes (see the classic

paper by Nice 1938; see also, e.g., Clark 1979),
but, unfortunately, all too few reliable and
usable data on body masses of Neotropical
birds exist. Thus, about fifteen years ago, dur-
ing our comparative study of bird communi-
ties living in Mediterranean-type bioclimates,
including central Chile, we (Blondel et al.
1984) had difficulty finding adequate weight
data to include in our multivariate statistical
analyses.

The fact that a number of papers list body
masses of many Neotropical species should
not be construed to mean that our knowledge
of avian body mass in this region is adequate.
Indeed, interesting and valuable as papers like
the ones cited herein are, I have reached the
conclusion that the data they contain are,
unfortunately, probably useless for most gen-
eral studies. This sad conclusion is due to the
fact that the circumstances of capture are
often not given, the sample sizes are very
small (often the body masses of single birds
are cited), and, in general, there is little in the
way of comparisons or analysis. By contrast,
such papers as that of Clench & Leberman
(1978) give an analysis by month, age, and
sex, that allows one to investigate further the
significance of body mass as a biological vari-
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able.
Body mass, and its variability, both intra-

and interspecific, is widely acknowledged to
represent certain physiological states during
the life of birds, and is hence an important
variable to consider in studies of avian biol-
ogy in the Neotropics. But to be truly useful,
weight (mass) data should be exhaustive,
wholly comparative, and given with full infor-
mation about the circumstances during which
body masses were recorded. This information
should include, but is not restricted to, molt
stages, body (subcutaneous) fat level, parasite
load, age, sex, whether the body mass data
correspond to the breeding period or the
migration period, and whether they are taken
from birds that have recently bred or laid
eggs. In addition, body mass data of Neotro-
pical birds should be accompanied by precise
information about the instruments used to
record these data, and their relative degree of
precision. Some authors, for example Marini
et al. (1997) do give this information. Other-
wise, I fear that these published lists of body
masses, useful as they may appear at first
sight, will actually remain in the category of
"unanalyzable raw data."

In order to move ahead in the study of
body mass of Neotropical birds, I suggest a
two-step process. First, an ornithologist who
has an interest in, and knowledge of, body
mass information and its potential relevance
to avian biology in the Neotropics should
undertake a thorough and critical review of
the disparate information that is now avail-
able in this scattered literature, using the bibli-
ography below as a starting point. Once this
review is done, actual research on body mass
should be pursued by ornithologists in the
Neotropics who have access to such data, not
simply on an anecdotal level, but, most
importantly, on a scale such that statistical
analysis of the raw data can be presented.
Such studies could be carried out on a single
species or on an assemblage of species. But

what is now needed is information about
body mass that is fully integrated into a bio-
logical framework. The lists which started the
ball rolling have now outlived their usefulness
and must be supplanted by biologically mean-
ingful studies. If lists of raw data of body
masses of Neotropical birds are still deemed
worthy of publication, then, at the very least,
an analysis of the significance of the lists of
weights must be presented. 

REFERENCES

Belton, W. 1984. Birds of Rio Grande do Sul, Bra-
zil. Part 1. Rheidae through Furnariidae. Bull.
Amer. Mus. Nat. Hist. 178: 369–636.

Belton, W. 1985. Birds of Rio Grande do Sul, Bra-
zil. Part 2. Formicariidae through Corvidae.
Bull. Amer. Mus. Nat. Hist. 180: 1–242.

Blondel, J, F. Vuilleumier, L. F. Marcus, & E. Ter-
ouanne. 1984. Is there ecomorphological con-
vergence among Mediterranean bird
communities of Chile, California, and France?
Evol. Biol. 18: 141–213.

Cavalcanti, R. B., & M. A. Marini. 1993. Body
masses of birds of the cerrado region, Brazil.
Bull. Br. Ornithol. Club 113: 209–212.

Clark, G. A., Jr. 1979. Body weights of birds: a
review. Condor 81: 193–202.

Clench, M. M., & R. C. Leberman. 1978. Weights
of 151 species of Pennsylvania birds analyzed
by month, age and sex. Bull. Carnegie Mus.
Nat. Hist. 5: 1–87.

Contreras, J. R. 1975. Caracteristícas ponderales de
las aves del Parque Nacional Nahuel Huapi y
regiones adyacentes. Physis 34: 97–107.

Contreras, J. R. 1979. Bird weights from northeast-
ern Argentina. Bull. Br. Ornithol. Club 99: 21–
24.

Contreras, J. R. 1983a. Notas sobre peso de aves
argentinas. I. Hist. Nat. 3: 16.

Contreras, J. R. 1983b. Notas sobre peso de aves
argentinas. II. Hist. Nat. 3: 39–40.

Contreras, J. R. 1983c. Notas sobre peso de aves
argentinas. III. Hist. Nat. 3: 95–96.

Contreras, J. R., & Y. E. Davies. 1980. Aportes para
el conocimiento del peso de las aves argentinas.
Rev. Asoc. Cienc. Nat. Litoral 11: 21–29.
208



POINTS OF VIEW
Fiora, A. 1933. El peso de las aves. Hornero 5:
174–188.

Fiora, A. 1934. El peso de las aves. Hornero 5:
353–365.

Marini, M. A., J. C. Motta-Junior, L. A. S. Vascon-
cellos, & R. B. Cavalcanti. 1997. Avian body
masses from the cerrado region of Central Bra-
zil. Ornitol. Neotrop. 8: 93–99.

Nice, M. M. 1938. The biological significance of
bird weights. Bird-Banding 9:1–11.

Olson, S. L., & J. P. Angle. 1977. Weights of some
Puerto Rican birds. Bull. Br. Ornithol. Club 97:
105–107. 

Oniki, Y. 1980. Weights and cloacal temperatures
of some birds of Minas Gerais, Brazil. Rev.
Brasil. Biol. 40: 1–4.

Oniki, Y. 1990. Overnight changes in body weight
and cloacal temperature of birds from Mato
Grosso state, Brazil. Rev. Brasil. Biol. 50: 681–
684.

Peris, S. J. 1990. Peso y biometría de algunas aves
del chaco húmedo (Presidente Hayes, Para-
guay). Ornitol. Neotrop. 1: 31–32.

Salvador, S. A. 1988. Datos de peso de aves argen-
tinas. Hornero 13: 78–83.

Salvador, S. A. 1990. Datos de peso de aves argen-
tinas. 2. Hornero 13: 169–171.

Sanft, K. 1970. Gewichte südamerikanischer
Vögel-Nonpasseres. Beitr. Vogelkunde 16:
344–354.

Sanft, K. 1973. Gewichte südamerikanischer
Vögel-Passeres. Beitr. Vogelkunde 19: 406–
423.

Steadman, D. W., S. L. Olson, J. C. Barber, C. A.
Meister, & M. E. Melville. 1980. Weights of
some West Indian birds. Bull. Br. Ornithol.
Club 100: 155–158. 

Accepted 28 October 1998.
209




