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Notes on the Nests, Eggs, Incubation Period, and Nestling Development of
Thripadectes holostictus moderatus

Chris Smith1,3 and Gustavo A. Londoño2

ABSTRACT.—Thripadectes, a little studied genus in
Funariidae has thorough nest descriptions for five of its
seven species, most consisting of one or two nests.
Although the nest of Thripadectes holostictus has been
described, it is based only on two nests, and there is no
nest description for the subspecies, T. h. moderatus,
which we report in this study. Between October and
December 2011, we monitored four nests of T. h.
moderatus in Manu National Park, Peru. In addition to
reporting the first nest for the subspecies T. h.
moderatus, we provide new information for T. holos-
tictus, including incubation period (between 13–
17 days), fledgling period (20–23 days), fresh egg
weights (x̄ 6 SE 5 5.8 6 0.1 g), nestling growth
patterns, further evidence for biparental care, and new
observations on nest materials. Received 18 May 2012.
Accepted 12 August 2012.
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Thripadectes, a poorly studied genus in the
family Funariidae, has little published nesting
behavior and nest architecture information (Zys-
kowsky and Greeney 2010). The genus has a
neotropical distribution from Costa Rica to central
Bolivia, generally inhabiting montane evergreen
forests from 700–3,000 m. Generally, Thripa-
dectes excavate cavities in banks with burrows
usually 40–100 cm long (up to 160 cm), where
they build cup nests at the end of the tunnel
(Zyskowsky and Greeney 2010).

T. holostictus has three subspecies tentatively
recognized, and no formal quantitative analysis
has determined if subspecies are clinal variations
(Zimmer 1936, Remsen 2003). All subspecies
generally live between 1,500–2,500 m in humid
montane forest in the Andes with T. h. striatidorus
occurring on the west slope of the Andes from
central Colombia to southern Ecuador, T. h.

holostictus on the east slope of the Andes from

western Venezuela to northern Peru, and T. h.

moderatus from central Peru to central Bolivia

(Remsen 2003).

The first nest, eggs, and nestlings for T.

holostictus were recently described by Zyskowsky

and Greeney (2010), based on two nests found

in Ecuador for the subspecies striatidorus and

holostictus (Remsen 2003, Zyskowsky and

Greeney 2010). We present the first relative

incubation and nestling periods and egg weights

for T. holostictus along with further evidence for

biparental care, descriptions of nestling develop-

ment, growth rates, and body temperature regula-

tion, and the first nest and nestling description of

T. h. moderatus.

METHODS

Field work was conducted from August–De-

cember 2010 in Manu National Park, Southeastern

Peru, between 1,500 m (San Pedro Field Station;

13u 039 19.40 S; 71u 329 48.50 W) and 3,100 m

(Wayqecha Biological Field Station; 13u 109 30.10 S;

71u 359 14.60 W) . The study site encompassed

subtropical montane cloud forest, down to humid

subtropical forest (UNESCO 2010). All the nests

were found along the Manu Road, a single lane, dirt

road that follows the Kosñipata Valley into the

Amazon lowlands. Little habitat disturbance (i.e.,

very small scale agriculture) has occurred along this

section of the road.

From August–December 2010, two nest search-

ers walked down the Manu road once per week

looking for nests. Once found, nest burrows were

enlarged to arm size and nests were measured

with calipers to the nearest 0.1 mm for maximum

inner and outer length and width, inner and outer

depth. If eggs were present, length and width were

measured using calipers (to nearest 0.1 mm),

weighed (to nearest 0.01 g) and described. When

young were present, tarsus length (measured to

the end of the leg when the foot was bent at a 90

degree angle) and wing (from joint of the bent

manus to the furthest point of emerging primaries)
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were measured. Active nests were visited on a

weekly basis to calculate incubation and nestling
periods and to measure growth rates of nestlings.

Nestlings were uniquely marked with permanent

marker on their legs to differentiate between
individuals. Upon fledging, nests were collected,

weighed, and their materials described.

RESULTS

On 7 October 2010, the first nest was excavated
to arm diameter (roughly 8 cm) and found empty
in a bare dirt bank alongside the Manu road under
a tree root mass (13u 79 35.40 S, 71u 349 33.60 W;
2,127 m). The tunnel was 0.75–1 m long, as were
all of the following. During our next visit on 14

FIG. 1. One-day old nestlings (A), 20-day old nestling (B), and nest of T. holostictus from Manu, Peru, 2010 (C).
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October, three white eggs were found and candling

indicated they were likely .4 days old (Lokemoen
and Koford 1996). Assuming one egg is laid per

day (as in most passerines), the clutch was likely

completed on 10 October. On 21 October, newly

hatched chicks were found (Fig. 1), weighing
within 1 g of recent egg weights; thus, they likely

hatched that day, making the incubation period

between 12–13 days. After weekly visits, on 11

November the nest was found empty; chicks likely
fledged the nest between 15–21 days of age. This

nest and all of the following were made entirely of

fine brown rootlets, unless stated otherwise.

A second nest was found 12 October in a red-
clay dirt bank (13u 59 36.70 S, 77u 330 47.40 W;
1,899 m) with two white eggs. Two weeks later,
the nest had chicks, and 1 November the nest was
found empty, likely depredated.

The third nest was found empty on 14 October
in a 4 m high, vertical, bare earth bank under an
overhanging tree root mass (13u 89 13.00 S, 71u
34952.30 W, 2231 m). The following 3 weeks, no
eggs were found (likely abandoned). The nest had
3 distinct layers, with the outer layer having a
few twigs with bumpy, protruding pedicels. The
chamber itself was roughly 10 3 10 cm.

FIG. 2. Average 6 SE for nestling mass (A), tarsus length (B), and wing length at various ages (6 1 day range) from

five Thripadectes holostictus nestlings from Manu National Park, Peru, 2011.
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The fourth nest was found empty 14 October—
again in a vertical, bare earth bank, with the
parent seen carrying material (13u 89 36.50 S, 71u
359 9.50 W; 2,298 m). The following week, two
white eggs were found within; egg candling
suggested the eggs were likely #3 days old. The
following week, they had lost ,20% mass and
both adults were nearby calling agitatedly, likely
indicating biparental care. On 4 November, two
nestlings had hatched, and chicks were again
within 1 g of egg mass from the previous week,
indicating the nest was checked within a day of
hatching; incubation period was therefore be-
tween 14–17 days. On 18 November, we found
only one chick remaining in the nest; the other
nestlings were likely depredated. On 23 Novem-
ber, the surviving chick struggled to get away,
indicating it was ready to fledge within a few
days. On 1 December, the nest was found empty
with extensive feces that weighed more than the
nest itself, likely indicating one chick fledged
successfully. Based on previous behavior, the
chick fledged around 20–23 days of age.

Both nests with chicks of known ages (the first
and fourth nest) showed similar appearance of
development, and were therefore condensed for
conciseness. Upon hatching, chicks appeared pink
and naked, with sparse gray down on head, wings,
and flanks, with eyes closed. Around 1 week of
age, pins were present on head, back, flanks, and
primaries (1 mm long), but no feathers had
emerged from sheath and eyes were half opened.
At 2 weeks of age, pin feathers had emerged
over the chicks entire body, breast feathers not
completely covering its belly, primaries emerged
from sheath about 5 mm, tail emerged 3–4 mm. At
18–19 days of age, the chicks attempted to fly and
escape when handled.

Among the seven eggs, the mean (6 SE) size
was 27.9 6 0.21 mm 3 21.0 6 0.44 mm, and
mean fresh egg weights (,3 days old, n 5 2) were
5.8 6 0.1 g. Among our four nests, average 6 SE
internal nest dimensions were 89 6 3 mm 3 67 6

15 mm, external dimensions were 142 6 3 mm 3

201 6 19, and burrow length was 83 6 8 mm.
Mass of chicks decreased 1.55 g before fledging
(Fig. 2A).

DISCUSSION

We provide new information for Thripadectes
holostictus moderatus including incubation period
(between 13–17 days), fledgling period (19–
23 days), fresh egg weights (x̄ 6 SE 5 5.8 6

0.1 g), nestling growth patterns (Fig. 2), further
evidence for biparental care, description of
nestling development, and new observations of
nests comprised of multiple layers, and occa-
sional use of small twigs in the outer layer of
nests.

Remsen (2003) noted that the body mass of the
subspecies T. h. moderatus is smaller in its
southern range (where our study site is located),
similarly our egg dimensions for T. h. moderatus
(27.9 6 0.21 mm 3 21.0 6 0.44) are much
smaller compared to the northern subspecies T. h.
striatidorus in Ecuador (32.6 6 0.25 3 23.9 6 0;
Zyskowski and Greeney 2010). However a bigger
sample size is needed to know if these differences
are significant.

Whether nests can also be used to address
phylogeny at the subspecies level is unknown,
although nesting characteristics for the Funariidae
closely parallel physical characteristics and ge-
netic data used to create phylogenetic trees
(Zyskowski and Prum 1999, Irestedt et al. 2006).
Our nests were similar in almost every way to
those described for the other two subspecies: all
nests have been found in exposed soil banks, have
been roughly the same height off the ground, have
similar dimensions and shapes of nests and
burrow entrances, occur at similar elevations,
and are made predominantly of similar materials
(fine dark rootlets). One nest had twigs which is a
new material for T. holostictus. Tunnel length also
showed similar ranges (0.75–1 m), although the
single described nest of T. h. striatidorus had a
significantly shorter burrow (0.45 m).

We observed similarities and differences when
comparing incubation periods, fledgling periods,
and growth rates with other members within
Furnariidae that nest in excavated cavities with
predominantly rootlet nests (Philydor, Hylocryp-
tus, Automolus and Xenop; Zyskowski and Prums
1999). Incubation period of T. holostictus (13–
17 days) is similar in length to Xenops minutus
(15–17 days; Skutch 1945), Hylocryptus rectiros-
tris (17 days; Faria et al. 2008), and Automolus
ochrolaemus (18–20 days; Skutch 1952). Similar-
ly the nestling period (20–23 days) was also
similar to Hylocryptus rectirostris (21–25 days;
Faria et al. 2008) and Automolus ochrolaemus
(18 days; Skutch 1945, 1952) but longer than
Xenops minutus (13, 14 days; Skutch 1945). Our
sample size of nestling weights is too small to
determine a growth rate, although noteworthy is
that all nestlings lost weight before fledging

SHORT COMMUNICATIONS 225



(Fig. 2A). We could not find published sources
with nestling growth rates for Automolus, Phyli-
dor, Xenops, or Hylocryptus for comparison. Our
observation of two adults near the nest with
nestlings and previous similar published observa-
tions (Greeney 2010) suggest that T. holostictus
exhibits biparental nestling care.
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