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WHITE-WINGED NIGHTJAR Caprimulgus candicans E1 
 
This distinctive nightjar is known from only two old specimens from open grasslands in Mato Grosso and 
Sao Paulo in central Brazil, but with even older evidence from Paraguay.  The only modern records are 
from Emas National Park in Goiás, Brazil. 
 
DISTRIBUTION  The White-winged Nightjar (see Remarks 1) has only ever been recorded in four 
localities (north to south; see Remarks 2): near Cuiabá, Mato Grosso, in the mid-1820s (von Pelzeln 1868-
1871; also Sclater 1866); Emas National Park, south-western Goiás, currently (Redford 1985, R. S. 
Ridgely in litt. 1992, TAP); “Irisanga” (= Orissanga, 22°12’S 46°57’W in Paynter and Traylor 1991), São 
Paulo, February 1823 (von Pelzeln 1868-1871; also Sclater 1866; see Remarks 3); and, possibly, 
somewhere in Paraguay in the eighteenth century (de Azara 1802-1805), but with no confirmed records 
(F. E. Hayes in litt. 1991). 
 
POPULATION  The highly distinctive plumage of this species (von Pelzeln 1868-1871 raised but 
dismissed the possibility of the type being a partial albino) suggests that, although a nightbird and from a 
poorly known area, it should have been recorded more often if it were at all common or widespread: one 
general report (in which the identity cannot be confirmed) from the late eighteenth century (de Azara 
1802-1805 saw a few – “pocos”), two records of individual birds from the early nineteenth, and one area 
identified in the late twentieth, is not encouraging evidence.  As it is, small numbers of the species were 
easily found with the aid of a spotlight during night drives through open grassland in Emas National Park 
almost annually in the 1980s, records being in late August–October, the period when most natural history 
tour groups visit the park (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1992, TAP).  In September 1985 the bird was common (at 
least a dozen seen) (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1992) and at least six were found on one night in September 1986 
along c.3 km of a road north-west of the park headquarters (TAP); yet in September 1989 only two could 
be found, and in October 1990 only one (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1992).  No indication of seasonal or annual 
changes in abundance can be ascertained from the scanty available information, but it may be that numbers 
fluctuate with the availability of optimal habitat (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1992).  Considering the size of the 
park (132,000 ha: IBAMA 1989) it is probably safe to assume that the population numbers in the hundreds 
if not larger. 
 
ECOLOGY  The type in São Paulo was found “in grassland on the ground” (von Pelzeln 1868-1871).  
Birds at Emas have been found in open cerrado that had been burnt in the previous year or two (much like 
Campo Miners Geobates poecilopterus), often favouring areas with a scattering of very low shrubs and 
prostrate palms, and seemingly avoiding areas with longer grass (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1992); they were 
observed sitting quietly on small patches of bare ground or atop clumps of grass in open, well-drained 
campo limpo habitat west and north-west of the park headquarters, where there are extensive areas of open 
grassland almost devoid of bushes and small trees, but with abundant termite mounds (TAP).  Their 
vocalizations (or other sounds) are unknown, although most grassland bird species at Emas are quite vocal 
at the beginning of the rainy season in late September-October (TAP).  For this reason, it may be that 
breeding occurs somewhat later in the rainy season (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1992); however, the type, taken 
in February, was “in very heavy moult” (von Pelzeln 1868-1871).  Park staff report that birds are year-
round residents, but this needs checking particularly as there may be nomadism in response to fires (R. S. 
Ridgely in litt. 1992, TAP).  De Azara (1802-1805) saw what may have been this species only from 
September to November, and considered it might be migratory. 
 
THREATS  The White-winged Nightjar is only known this century from a national park about whose 
future fears have been expressed, owing to its inappropriate boundaries and the uncontrolled fires set by 
ranchers outside them (Redford 1985, 1987).  The effect of frequent burning of much of the park on the 
species is unknown: it apparently prefers very open grasslands that are maintained by fire (see Ecology), 
but the natural burn cycle is presumably not annual, as is now the case in much of west-central Brazil 
(TAP).  The most serious threat to the survival of this species is outright habitat destruction (see also 
account of Lesser Nothura Nothura minor).  Extensive, open grasslands on fairly level land like that at 
Emas are almost non-existent now: this and other protected areas where the species might occur are 
increasingly becoming tiny islands in a sea of cultivation (TAP).  That this and other grassland endemics 
may be migratory or semi-nomadic in response to fires further complicates their chances of survival. 
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MEASURES TAKEN  The White-winged Nightjar is protected under Brazilian law (Bernardes et al. 
1990).  That the only known locality for this species is a national park offers some comfort, despite 
comments under Threats; and in recent years the park managers have been able to control the grass fires 
that affect the area annually (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1992). 
 
MEASURES PROPOSED  A census and study of this species at Emas National Park is badly needed, 
followed by appropriate management (e.g. controlled burning of certain areas if it is shown that the bird 
does indeed select recently burnt grassland); biological surveys (for which knowledge of the species's 
voice is obviously desirable) of remaining campo and cerrado localities in Goiás and Mato Grosso are 
equally urgent, for example in protected areas such as Chapada dos Guimarães National Park north-east of 
Cuiabá and at the Serra das Araras Ecological Reserve to the west (both Mato Grosso), while extensive 
campo limpo habitat in Brasília National Park (Distrito Federal) and at Chapada dos Veadeiros National 
Park also looks suitable for this species (TAP; see Remarks 4).  Expansion of the Chapada dos Guimarães 
National Park to include extensive areas of rolling grassland north of the main highway west of the town 
might protect populations of this and numerous other grassland endemics, which may also occur on the 
unprotected serras and adjacent cerrados of northern Mato Grosso (TAP).  Further comments are made 
under Lesser Nothura. 
 
REMARKS  (1) The observation that Caprimulgus candicans is morphologically like the (also 
threatened) Sickle-winged Nightjar Eleothreptus anomalus (von Pelzeln 1868-1871) deserves further 
study.  Both these apparently allopatric taxa occur in grasslands (the latter more in marshy areas), but lack 
of behavioural information (and of anatomical material) for either will make such a comparison difficult at 
present.  (2) Two skins tentatively identified as this species from Fazenda Gavião, São Paulo, January 
1946 (in FMNH) require re-examination to confirm that they are not.  (3) It is worth noting that this is a 
locality at which J. Natterer obtained specimens of the threatened Lesser Nothura and Dwarf Tinamou 
Taoniscus nanus (see relevant accounts).  (4) It is imperative to utilize such fieldwork, both at Emas and 
beyond, also to search for and study the Bearded Tachuri Polystictus pectoralis, of which the nominate 
race – grasslands of central Brazil southwards into eastern Bolivia (at least formerly), eastern Paraguay, 
Uruguay and northern Argentina – is now in a highly perilous condition (Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990 pointed 
out that it might yet be found to constitute a biological species): the only site where it has been found 
consistently in recent years is Emas National Park, where it seems to be confined to a few small areas of 
tall grass and dense shrubbery along streams through open grassland, and it is doubtful whether the 
population (which may not even be resident) exceeds a few hundred individuals (TAP).  Other recent 
localities for this species are mentioned in Remarks 2 under Lesser Nothura and Remarks 3 under 
Hyacinth Macaw Anodorhynchus hyacinthinus. 
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