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APOLINAR'S WREN Cistothorus apolinari R11 
 
This reed-marsh specialist is confined to the dwindling marshes of the East Andes of Colombia, 
which are threatened by drainage and the influences of agriculture.  Key sites include Laguna de 
Tota in Boyacá and Laguna de Pedropalo in Cundinamarca. 
 
DISTRIBUTION  Apolinar's Wren is restricted to the wetlands in the East Andes of northern 
Boyacá department, and on the Sabana de Bogotá south to Páramo de Sumapaz, Cundinamarca 
department, Colombia.  Coordinates are from Paynter and Traylor (1981), with localities from north 
to south as follows: 
 Boyacá  Güicán, on the western slope of the Sierra Nevada del Cocuy (Hilty and Brown 1986, 
Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990); La Cueva (6°25’N 72°21’W; also on the western slope of the Sierra 
Nevada del Cocuy, at c.3,500 m), where a bird (in ICN) was collected in December 1971; Lagunillas 
(6°15’N 72°38’W; at 3,300-3,400 m on the south-western slope of the Sierra Nevada del Cocuy), 
where a female (in CM) was taken in March 1917; Peña Negra (untraced, but on the Páramo de 
Rechiniga at c.6°16’N 72°23’W), where two females (in CM) were collected in March 1917; Laguna 
de Tota in 1982 (Varty et al. 1986); 
 Cundinamarca  Laguna de Fúquene (J. Fjeldså in litt. 1992); Laguna de Cucunubá (5°17’N 
73°48’W; at 2,500 m) (J. Fjeldså in litt. 1992); Laguna de Palacio (just south of the previous locality), 
where birds were recorded in February 1992 (L. M. Renjifo in litt. 1992); Estación La Caro (4°52’N 
74°02’W; at 2,540 m, c.30 km north of Bogotá), where four birds (in ICN) were taken in March 
1952; Laguna de Pedropalo (c.4°45’N 74°24’W) (Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990, J. Fjeldså in litt. 1992); 
Suba marsh (4°45’N 74°05’W; at 2,710 m, a northern suburb of Bogotá), where 14 birds (in AMNH, 
FMNH, MNHN, USNM) were taken between 1913 and 1919 (also Chapman 1917a); Funza (4°43’N 
74°13’W; at c.2,600 m, c.20 km north-west of Bogotá), whence come three birds (in AMNH, 
LACM) taken in 1960; Laguna de la Florida (c.4°43’N 74°09’W; at c.2,600 m on the western 
outskirts of Bogotá), (Hilty and Brown 1986: see Population); Laguna de la Herrera (c.4°42’N 
74°18’W; at c.2,600 m, 20 km west of Bogotá) (Naranjo 1989, J. Fjeldså in litt. 1992); Usaquén 
(4°42’N 74°02’W; at 2,590 m, a north-eastern suburb of Bogotá) (Olivares 1969); Fontibón (4°40’N 
74°09’W; at 2,575 m, 10 km north-west of Bogotá) (Olivares 1969); Subia (4°34’N 74°37’W; at 
1,800 m), the type-locality (Chapman 1917a); Páramo del Verjón (c.4°32’N 74°04’W; at 3,400-
3,600 m, south-east of Bogotá) (Olivares 1969); Chipaque (4°27’N 74°03’W; at 2,470 m, 17 km 
south-south-east of Bogotá), where a male (in LACM) was collected in January 1960; Lagunas del 
Chisacal (= Laguna Chisaca at 4°17’N 74°13’W; 45 km south-west of Bogotá on a spur of the 
Páramo de Sumapaz), whence come numerous specimens (in AMNH, FMNH, ICN, LACM, USNM) 
taken during the 1950s and early 1960s, and recent records (J. Hernández Camacho verbally 1991); 
Páramo de Sumapaz (possibly referring to records from the previous locality) (Hilty and Brown 1986, 
Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990); and Boquerón de Medianaranja (untraced, but apparently on the Páramo 
de Sumapaz), where a specimen (in ICN) was taken in November 1961. 
 
POPULATION  Apolinar's Wren is apparently locally fairly common (Hilty and Brown 1986, 
Ridgely and Tudor 1989, Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990), but increasingly rare at some localities such as 
the Laguna Chisaca (J. I. Hernández Camacho and F. G. Stiles verbally 1991), where it was 
previously common.  A substantial population still exists at Laguna de Tota (Ridgely and Tudor 
1989), estimated at 30-50 pairs in 1982 (Varty et al. 1986).  There is very little information on the 
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population of this species, and while King (1978-1979) mentioned that the species was most plentiful 
at La Florida in Bogotá, recent observations have indicated that the population must be of only a few 
pairs (LGN), F. R. Lambert (in litt. 1989) observing 6-7 birds on 25 February 1989; however, the 
population of this whole area is probably at least 10-15 pairs (F. G. Stiles in litt. 1992).  Observations 
by J. Fjeldså (in litt. 1992) in October 1991 recorded three family groups at Laguna Fúquene (noting 
that the population may be dense in some places, as two males were singing just 10 m apart); a few 
pairs at Laguna Cucunubá; birds singing at several places around Laguna de la Herrera; and one bird 
singing at Laguna de Pedropalo.  Local populations at La Caro and Usaquén, Cundinamarca (see 
Distribution), are now apparently extinct (L. M. Renjifo in litt. 1992). 
 
ECOLOGY  This secretive wren is confined to tall emergent vegetation (reed-beds) fringing 
marshes and lakes (see Remarks); such vegetation typically comprises bulrushes Scirpus sp., cattails 
Typha sp., Cortadera sp., and Polygonum sp. (Varty et al. 1986, J. Fjeldså in litt. 1992).  Although 
Hilty and Brown (1986) and Ridgely and Tudor (1989) suggested that Apolinar's Wren occurs 
primarily in tall cattails, Varty et al. (1986) concluded that at Laguna de Tota the bird appeared to 
favour bulrushes, and at Laguna de Fúquene J. Fjeldså (in litt. 1992) found the species inhabiting 
dense areas of Scirpus–Polygonum reed swamp.  At Laguna de la Herrera the preference for cattails 
over bulrushes is evident and appears to segregate the territories of this wren and those of the Yellow-
hooded Blackbird Agelaius icterocephalus bogotensis, possibly indicating a negative association 
owing to antagonistic interactions between the species (Naranjo 1989), although L. M. Renjifo (in litt. 
1992) found one territory in bulrushes overlapping with a colony of the blackbird at this site. 
 Apolinar's Wrens typically move slowly through dense bulrush–cattail vegetation, by climbing up 
to 1 m (from the water or ground surface), and dropping to the base of the next stem, where they feed 
on slow-moving, flightless or emerging insects (Varty et al. 1986).  Areas of bulrushes Scirpus sp. at 
Laguna de Tota evidently supported the most prey items for the wren, amongst which (in order of 
preference) were midges Chironomidae, Araneae, Diptera (except Culicidae), Zygoptera and, with 
much less frequency, Culicidae, Braconidae, and Lepidoptera (Varty et al. 1986).  Birds spend little 
time in open areas between patches of suitable reeds, although a juvenile (at Laguna de Tota) was 
seen to feed in such an area, gleaning from a Rumex sp. leaf (Varty et al. 1986). 
 Birds are found in pairs or (family) groups, and may even form loose colonies (Hilty and Brown 
1986, Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990).  Breeding seems to occur generally between February and October: 
birds in breeding condition have been noted in most months between February and October (Borrero 
1953; specimens in AMNH, ICN, USNM), with eggs in July, juveniles from July to October, a 
colony and fledglings in October, and singing in the same month (Olivares 1969, Hilty and Brown 
1986, Varty et al. 1986, Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990, J. Fjeldså in litt. 1992). 
 
THREATS  Wetland drainage, pollution (sewage and agrochemicals), and reed-harvesting across the 
Bogotá plateau and adjacent areas is undoubtedly the main reason for the decline of this species (see 
Colombian Grebe Podiceps andinus and Bogotá Rail Rallus semiplumbeus accounts for details). 
 
MEASURES TAKEN  The wetlands of the Sabana de Bogotá enjoy no legal protection, although 
the Corporación Autónoma Regional de las Cuencas de los Ríos Bogotá, Ubaté and Suárez (CAR) is 
charged with the task of providing water for drinking and industrial use, and as such is concerned 
with conservation initiatives and management plans for the many wetlands within its jurisdiction in 
Cundinamarca, and Laguna de Tota, Boyacá (Varty et al. 1986): however, drainage and other habitat 
alterations still continue unchecked.  Away from the Sabana de Bogotá, Apolinar's Wren occurs in 
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both the El Cocuy National Park, Boyacá (306,000 ha), and Sumapaz National Park, Cundinamarca 
(154,000 ha) (Hernández Camacho et al. undated). 
 
MEASURES PROPOSED  The ecological requirements of Apolinar's Wren are already sufficiently 
well known to allow the design of an effective conservation plan, and the priority must be to secure 
the long-term future of the larger remaining wetlands.  Any initiatives in these areas need to consider 
the region's other threatened species, namely Colombian Grebe and Bogotá Rail (see relevant 
accounts), along with threatened and endemic subspecies such as Niceforo's Pintail Anas (georgica) 
niceforoi, Cinnamon Teal Anas cyanoptera borreroi, Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis andina, Spot-
flanked Gallinule Porphyriops melanops bogotensis, Least Bittern Ixobrychus exilis bogotensis, 
Bearded Tachuri Polystictus pectoralis bogotensis and Yellow-hooded Blackbird Agelaius 
icterocephalus bogotensis (Varty et al. 1986). 
 Laguna de Tota probably harbours the largest populations of both this species and Bogotá Rail, 
and is in urgent need of long-term protection from further degradation of suitable habitat. 
 During the last two years both the “Grupo Ornis” and the recently founded “Sociedad Bogotana 
de Ornitología” have been campaigning for the legal protection of the remnant oak forest surrounding 
Laguna de Pedropalo, of critical importance for the Black Inca Coeligena prunellei and Turquoise 
Dacnis Dacnis hartlaubi, but also where the Bogotá Rail and Apolinar's Wren have been recorded in 
recent years (see relevant accounts): these initiatives should be strongly encouraged. 
 Searches for the wren should perhaps concentrate in the páramo areas which have apparently 
enjoyed a less disturbed history than the savanna wetlands: the species may well be found to occur 
widely and in significant populations within these areas.  However, an assessment of the population 
within the savanna wetlands is also important for this species, the status of which is unclear outside of 
Laguna de Tota. 
 
REMARKS  There appears to be some confusion over the habitat preferences of this species, and 
possibly over its identification: J. I. Hernández Camacho (in litt. 1973, and verbally 1991) has stated 
that some populations on the Bogotá plateau prefer stands of Alnus acuminata mixed with Cortadelia 
sp. at the periphery of páramo marshes, and Borrero (1953) noted that the páramo populations are 
found both in marshes and in patches of Escallonia myrtillioides and Chusquea sp. with a ground 
cover of Sphagnum sp., and sometimes even in stands of the páramo dominant Espeletia spp.  
However, an analysis of the vocalizations of the birds in such habitat above Bogotá suggest that they 
belong to a race of the Grass Wren Cistothorus platensis (M. Gochfeld in litt. undated; also King 
1978-1979).  There are seemingly no confirmed records of Apolinar's Wren in habitats other than 
emergent fringing marsh vegetation, despite a number of studies (e.g. Varty et al. 1986, J. Fjeldså in 
litt. 1992). 
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