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INTRODUCTION

The Colombian Mountain-Grackle (Macroage-
laius subalaris) is a poorly known forest icterid
endemic to the northern part of the eastern
Andes of Colombia (Hilty & Brown 1986).
Although it used to be a common and rela-
tively widespread species within its limited
range, it has experienced a severe population
decline as a result of deforestation over recent
years and is now threatened with extinction
(Jaramillo & Burke 1999). The Colombian
Mountain-Grackle is suspected to be extinct
or at least extremely rare in areas where it was
common c. 30 years ago (see Olivares 1969)
and is now critically endangered according to
IUCN criteria (BirdLife International 2000).
Few observations have been made in the last
decades, all of them taking place in remote
forested areas in the department of

Santander. Despite its conservation status and
because of its rarity and localized distribution,
virtually nothing is known about the species’
ecology and natural history (Jaramillo &
Burke 1999). Here we present some observa-
tions that constitute the first data on the nest-
ing behavior of the Colombian Mountain-
Grackle and suggest that this species is likely
to breed cooperatively. Detailed accounts of
the song, calls, and behavior of the species
will be published elsewhere (López-Lanus et
al. in prep).

STUDY SITE

Our observations were made at Cachalú
Nature Reserve, located in the municipality of
Encino, department of Santander, on the
western (Magdalena Valley) slope of the East-
ern Andes of Colombia (06°04’N, 73°07’W).
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The reserve, owned and administered by Fun-
dación Natura Colombia, protects c. 1200 ha
of primary and secondary montane forests
(1800–2600 m a.s.l.) that adjoin Guanentá –
Alto Río Fonce Fauna and Flora Sanctuary, a
10,430 ha protected area administered by the
Colombian National Park System.

This region should be regarded as one of
the most important areas for the conservation
of threatened Colombian endemic birds. In
addition to the Colombian Mountain-
Grackle, it supports the only remaining popu-
lations known of the critically endangered
Gorgeted Wood-quail (Odontophorus strophium),
and thriving populations of the little known
and endangered Black Inca (Coeligena prunellei).
Other restricted-range species of the eastern
Andes endemic bird area (sensu Stattersfield et
al. 1998) occurring in the region include the
endangered Rusty-faced Parrot (Hapalop-
sittaca amazonina), and low-concern Short-
tailed Emerald (Chlorostilbon poortmani) and
Moustached Brush-finch (Atlapetes albofrena-
tus) (Fundación Natura, unpubl. data, C. D.
Cadena et al. pers. observ.). 

RESULTS

On 22 June 2001, we observed from close
range a group of four Colombian Mountain-
Grackles in the upper levels of primary forest
at 2150 m a.s.l.. The birds were notably vocal
and responded aggressively to playbacks of
their recorded vocalizations. One individual
(possibly an adult male) was especially aggres-
sive, approaching to within 5 m and singing
persistently for over 10 min. We located a
nest under construction on 24 June by
observing birds carrying nest materials in
their bills. The nest was placed on a fork on a
branch c. 3 m below the crown of an emer-
gent, living tree generally free from epiphytes
apart from a few bromeliads. It was located
on a steep slope facing a c. 5 m wide dry
stream course, c. 15–20 m above the ground

at 2160 m a.s.l.. Judging by the size of the
structure at that time and by the frequency
with which materials were being added, nest
building had likely begun a few days before.
Four birds (probably the same individuals we
had observed previously in the same general
area) actively participated in nest construc-
tion. There were no noticeable differences in
plumage or body size among the birds in the
group. Nest materials included 5–30 cm long
flexible plant fibers, twigs, and dry bromeliad
and palm leaves, often obtained from trees
located within 100 m of the nest site. All four
birds in the group brought materials to the
nest, but we never observed more than two
individuals working on it at the same time.
Upon returning to the nesting tree, they
would usually take turns depositing materials
at the nest before leaving as a group, usually
after one of the birds vocalized. Only rarely
did a grackle return alone to the nest. On 24
and 25 June, the group visited the nest fre-
quently (mostly during the early morning), at
30–60 min intervals; visits were relatively
short, ranging from a few seconds to c. 3 min.
The birds’ activity at the nest gradually dimin-
ished thereafter. Visits were much less fre-
quent on 26 June and 30 June, the birds were
only heard vocalizing close to the nest but
didn’t visit it on 4 July, and they were not
found in the area at all after 7 July, suggesting
that due to undetermined reasons the nest
was abandoned before egg laying. Thus, we
were unable to obtain information on clutch
size and incubating and fledgling periods.
When the nest was abandoned, it appeared to
be very close to completion. This was also
indicated by the fact that the birds mostly
concentrated on working on the nest lining
during the last days we observed them. The
nest was a loosely woven cup, which we esti-
mated to be c. 30 cm in diameter and c. 10 cm
in height, based on the size of the birds.
Because the nest was inaccessible, we were
unable to photograph it or examine it from
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close range.
Other bird species in the area were breed-

ing at this time as well. We found active nests
of Andean Cock-of-the-Rock (Rupicola peruvi-
ana), Slate-throated Redstart (Myioborus minia-
tus), and Black-billed Thrush (Turdus ignobilis),
and observed recently fledged juveniles of
Moustached Puffbird (Malacoptila mystacalis),
Orange-bellied Euphonia (Euphonia xantho-
gaster), and Chestnut-capped Brush-finch
(Buarremon brunneinucha). Also, collected speci-
mens of Chestnut-capped Brush-finch and
Three-striped Warbler (Basileuterus tristriatus)
had very enlarged gonads. 

DISCUSSION

There is no previously published information
on breeding for the Colombian Mountain-
Grackle, other than that five specimens in
breeding condition were collected in the
department of Norte de Santander in Sep-
tember (Hilty & Brown 1986). Specimens
housed in the collection of the Instituto de
Ciencias Naturales (Bogotá) include one male
with enlarged testes from Santander taken in
March, four (both sexes) with small gonads
from Cundinamarca taken in June, and one
male with slightly enlarged testes taken in
Cundinamarca in August (F. G. Stiles pers.
com.). Our finding of nesting birds in June
suggests that the breeding season of the spe-
cies might extend over several months, and/
or that there is little synchrony between areas
or years. Reproduction in the Andes of
Colombia usually peaks at the onset of the
rainy season (around April and May) but
extends through most of the first semester of
the year, with some species breeding almost
year-round.

The description of the only nest of the
Tepui Mountain-Grackle (M. imthurni) found
so far, a bulky cup with a messy overall
appearance (Jaramillo & Burke 1999),
matches our observations for the Colombian

Mountain-Grackle. However, although these
two taxa have sometimes been considered
conspecific, they differ in that in the Tepui
Mountain-Grackle only one bird (a female)
participated in nest building, and in the
Colombian Mountain-Grackle we observed
several individuals working together. Due to
the small sample sizes available, however, we
hesitate to interpret this as a biologically
meaningful difference between the two taxa.

Although the nest was abandoned before
egg laying, we find it reasonable to assume
that the helping birds would not only cooper-
ate in nest building, but would also help care
the offspring. Thus, we believe that the evi-
dence suggests the Colombian Mountain-
Grackle is likely to have a cooperative breed-
ing system (sensu Brown 1987). Cooperative
breeding has been reported in six species of
icterids (reviewed by Brown 1987, see also
Ochoa & Cuervo 1998), and it has been sug-
gested it should be looked for in two more
(Jaramillo & Burke 1999). Leaving aside the
Bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus), a species in a
monotypic genus of uncertain systematic
position, cooperative breeding appears to
occur only in the grackles and allies, one of
the five icterid lineages identified by Lanyon
& Omland (1999). Interestingly, all the spe-
cies in the group that are known or suspected
to be cooperative breeders occur in tropical
or subtropical South America, a pattern
which agrees with the idea that this behavior
is favored in more stable and benign environ-
ments such as those in the tropics, but not in
temperate areas that are subject to dramatic
seasonal changes (Brown 1987). However,
since North and South American species
form two distinct, well-supported monophyl-
etic groups (Johnson & Lanyon 1999), addi-
tional comparative studies involving other
taxa are necessary to determine if cooperative
breeding can be considered an adaptation to
tropical environments (see Edwards &
Naeem 1993) because different grackle spe-
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cies within each region are not phylogeneti-
cally independent. 

With the available data on nesting behav-
ior and phylogeny, the most parsimonious
hypothesis would be that cooperative breed-
ing behavior evolved independently several
times from a non-helper ancestor in the
South American grackle lineage. However,
the possibility that the ancestor of all South
American species was a cooperative breeder
cannot be ruled out at this moment due to the
incomplete knowledge of the natural history
of many of these species (see Jaramillo &
Burke 1999). Presumed non-cooperative
behavior in several South American species
may just reflect incomplete knowledge and
not a true characteristic of their breeding sys-
tems. Although the overall rarity of coopera-
tive breeding in birds led to the idea that this
behavior evolved from pair breeding, recent
studies have demonstrated that in several
groups, cooperative breeding is the ancestral
condition from which pair breeding evolved
(reviewed by Edwards & Naeem 1993, Ligon
1999; see also Nicholls et al. 2000, Saunders &
Edwards 2000). Whether this situation applies
to the Neotropical grackles remains an
unsolved question that will only be amenable
to rigorous examination when more basic nat-
ural history studies are completed.
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