840

The Wilson Journal of Ornithology 125(4):840-844, 2013

THE WILSON JOURNAL OF ORNITHOLOGY - Vol. 125, No. 4, December 2013

First Nesting Information on the Enigmatic Black Bushbird (Neoctantes niger)
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ABSTRACT.—We present the first nesting informa-
tion for the Black Bushbird (Neoctantes niger), an
enigmatic and poorly known member of the family
Thamnophilidae. A hanging bulky cup nest was found
in September 2011, in the buffer zone of Manu National
Park, Peru. The nest contained a single white egg with
scattered dark maroon spots and light streaks and was
being attended by a male. The general shape of the nest
resembled the deep pouch-shaped nests of other ant-



SHORT COMMUNICATIONS

birds (e.g., Hypocnemis, Myrmotherula) but with clear
differences in overall dimensions, thickness and amount
of nesting material. More information is needed on nest
architecture and breeding behavior for the Black
Bushbird and all of its possible close relatives. Received
24 April 2013. Accepted 23 August 2013.

Key words: Black Bushbird, egg, Neoctantes niger,
nest, nesting biology, tropical.

The Black Bushbird (Neoctantes niger) is an
enigmatic and poorly known member of the
antbird family (Thamnophilidae). One of its most
distinctive morphological traits is the bill shape
with an upturned lower mandible, an unusual
characteristic in the family that is also found only
in two other species in the genus Clytoctantes.
These two genera are known as the Bushbird
group (Lanyon et al. 1990, Zimmer and Isler
2003, Whitney 2005). The current taxonomic
classification treats the genus Neoctantes as
monotypic (Remsen et al. 2013), and recent
phylogenetic hypotheses suggest a close relation-
ship between Neoctantes and antwrens in the
genus Epinecrophylla (Irestedt et al. 2004, Brum-
field et al. 2007, Gémez et al. 2010, Belmonte-
Lopes et al. 2012, Bravo et al. 2012).

The Black Bushbird is rare to locally uncom-
mon throughout its range; it is distributed mainly
throughout northwestern Amazonia (south-central
Colombia, eastern Ecuador, northeastern Peru and
west Amazonian Brazil) with two isolated popu-
lations in southeastern Peru and eastern Amazo-
nian Brazil (Ridgely and Tudor 1994, Zimmer and
Isler 2003, Schulenberg et al. 2007). The secretive
and skulking behavior of Black Bushbirds,
coupled with their preference for areas of dense
tangled growth around treefalls, light-gaps, and
swampy forest streams, make it challenging to
observe them (Zimmer and Isler 2003). All
aspects of the natural history of Black Bushbirds
are poorly known, and nothing has been published
with regard to their breeding behavior (Zimmer
and Isler 2003). Here, we provide the first nesting
observations of Black Bushbirds based on an
active nest found in the buffer zone of Manu
National Park at Pantiacolla Lodge, Madre de
Dios, Peru.

OBSERVATIONS

A nest of the Black Bushbird was found in the
Pantiacolla Station, Madre de Dios, Peru (12° 38’
31.3"S, 71°14'21.2" W; 412 m elevation). The
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station is part of the Pantiacolla Lodge, which is
located in the Amazonian lowland rainforest in
the buffer zone of Manu National Park, a well-
known destination for birding with about 500
species recorded (Walker 2009). We traversed
the trail system in the area to search for nests of
Black Bushbirds. The locale is comprised mainly
of floodplain, terra firme habitats, and bamboo
patches (Guadua spp.). Elevations of the study
site range from 400-900 m. Monthly average
temperature is 23.1 * 2.5 °C (min-max = 13.6 to
39.1 °C) with a rainy season from November
through April and a dry season from May through
August.

On 27 September 2011 during a daily routine of
nest searching, SD flushed a male Black Bushbird
and discovered a cup nest with one egg (Figs. 1A-
1B). We measured the nest and egg to the nearest
0.1 mm with calipers and weighed the egg and dry
nest materials using a FlipScale F2 (My Weigh,
Phoenix, Arizona, USA) digital pocket scale with
an accuracy of +0.05 g. A digital video camera
was set 3 m from the nest and camouflaged with
natural vegetation from 0845-1040 Peru Time (PET)
to confirm the species. The nest was located 1 m
above ground in a dense understory area with
abundant stems and vine tangles and moderately
open canopy (50%) in terra firme forest. The
bulky cup nest was hanging from a horizontal fork
of a 1.5-m small plant. The measurements (mm)
of the nest were: inner diameters of the cup 82 X
77.1; outer diameters 122.6 X 124.5; wall
thickness 35.3; cup depth 74.5; and overall height
140.2. The nest had three distinctive layers that
weighed a total of 38.9 g; the external layer
weighed 17.8 g and was made of dry tree leaves or
fragments (20%), dry palm leaves (10%), and dry
palm fibers (20%); these three materials were
woven with dark brown rootlets of variable
thickness (50%). The intermediate layer weighed
19.0 g and was a compact layer composed entirely
of dry light-colored palm-like leaves. The most
internal layer (cup lining) was composed of dry
grass fibers (50%) and dark rootlets (50%) that
weighed 1.0 g. A conspicuous amount of extra
material hung asymmetrically from the outer wall
and rim of the nest, and was maximally 250 mm
in length (Fig. 1A).

One single egg was in the nest being incubated
by the male. The egg was white with scattered
dark maroon spots and light streaks mainly at the
large end (Fig. 1C). It measured 23.6 X 16.8 mm
and weighed 3.5 g. We recorded two incubation
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FIG. 1.

events with the digital video camera that lasted 50
and 39 mins, respectively, and a foraging trip of
23 mins; the male approached and landed on the
nest rim quietly (no vocalizations could be heard
on the camera), turned once on the rim, and made
a conspicuous upward and downward tail motion
before hopping into the nest and starting incuba-
tion (Fig. 1D). A video of the nest is available at
www.zoology.ubc.ca/~jankowsk/Manu_Videos.
html. The nest was found empty the next day at
0730; the structure was moderately twisted to one
side and eggshell fragments were found on the

Nest, egg, and adult of Black Bushbird (Neoctantes niger) in Madre de Dios, Peru. (A) Lateral view of the
bulky open cup suspended from a horizontal fork. (B) Nest with egg seen from above. (C) Lateral view of the egg. (D) Male
adult in the rim of the nest.

ground. We could not determine if predation or
natural damage by heavy rain in the previous
night were the cause of the failure.

DISCUSSION

The nest described here represents the first
breeding information for the Black Bushbird.
Recent molecular data suggest that Neoctantes is
closely related to the ‘‘Checker-throated’” group
of antwrens, Epinecrophylla (Irestedt et al. 2004,
Brumfield et al. 2007, Gémez et al. 2010,
Belmonte-Lopes et al. 2012, Bravo et al. 2012).
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However, none of these molecular analyses
included the two species in the genus Clytoc-
tantes, Rondonia Bushbird (C. atrogularis) and
Recurve-billed Bushbird (C. alixii), that are
suggested to be closely related to the Black
Bushbird based on morphological, vocal, and
behavioral similarities (Lanyon et al. 1990,
Whitney 2005). However, Black Bushbirds have
similar vocalizations to Rondonia Bushbirds
(Whitney 2005) but differ from Recurve-billed
Bushbirds, which suggest that the latter might
not be as closely related to the other species as
previously proposed (Laverde-R and Stiles 2007).

The nest architecture of Black Bushbirds is
quite different from the supposed oven-shaped
nest architecture with side entrances constructed
by Epinecrophylla antwrens (Isler et al. 2006).
However, Skutch (1969) described the nest of the
Checker-throated Antwren (Epinecrophylla fulvi-
ventris) as a deep pensile pouch attached to a fork
rather than as an oven-shaped nest, and this
description resembles the general shape of a nest
of a Black Bushbird. Unfortunately there are no
nest descriptions for the Rondonia Bushbird or the
Recurve-billed Bushbird, and thus it is impossible
to make comparisons among these and the nest of
the Black Bushbird.

The general shape of the Black Bushbird’s nest,
a bulky open cup suspended from a horizontal fork,
resembles the deep pouch-shaped nests constructed
with dry leaves and dark rootlets of other antbirds.
These include Yellow-breasted Warbling-Antbird
(Hypocnemis subflava: David and Londofio 2013),
Amazonian Streaked-Antwren (Myrmotherula
multostriata: Cadena et al. 2000) and Checker-
throated Antwren (Skutch 1969). However, the
Black Bushbird’s nest was larger in all dimensions,
thickness, material compactness, and amount of
extra material pending from the nest, compared to
the nests of these species. These differences could
be related to the differences in body size between
these species.

Two eggs comprise the typical clutch size of
antbirds (Zimmer and Isler 2003), but incubation
of one egg in the nest reported here suggests that
this could be the clutch size of Black Bushbirds;
however, it is also possible that one egg was
already depredated on the nest. Incubation by the
male during the day is also widely reported for
antbird species (Zimmer and Isler 2003). Detailed
information on nest architecture and breeding
behavior for almost all species possibly related to
the Black Bushbird is lacking and may be useful
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for understanding the evolutionary history and
relationships of this enigmatic species.
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