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PACIFIC ROYAL FLYCATCHER Onychorhynchus occidentalis E2 
 
Confined to humid low-lying forest in western Ecuador and immediately adjacent north-west Peru, this 
spectacular, low-density flycatcher is now left with virtually no habitat. 
 
DISTRIBUTION  The Pacific Royal Flycatcher (see Remarks) was confined to humid lowland forest in 
western Ecuador and immediately adjacent Peru, but it is now gone from most of its range.  The few 
known localities (coordinates from Paynter and Traylor 1977, Stephens and Traylor 1983) are as follows: 
 
Ecuador (Esmeraldas) Esmeraldas (sea level), at 0°59’N 79°42’W (Chapman 1926); (Manabí) Chone 
(Chapman 1926); Cerro San Sebastián, Machalilla National Park, at c.1°34’S 80°40’W (sighting in 
January 1991: TAP); San José (untraced), 80 m, May 1942 (specimen in BMNH); (Guayas) Jauneche 
reserve, 50-70 m, at c.1°05’S 79°46’W (sightings in July 1991: TAP); nearby at Hacienda Pacaritambo 
(untraced, but near Quevedo and half-way between Santo Domingo de los Colorados and Babahoyo), May 
1962, February 1963 (Brosset 1964; also Vuilleumier 1978); Balzar (100 m), at 1°22’S 79°54’W 
(Salvadori and Festa 1899); Guayaquil, near sea level (von Berlepsch and Taczanowski 1883); (Los Ríos) 
Vinces (15 m), at 1°32’S 79°45’W (Salvadori and Festa 1899); Babahoyo (5 m), at 1°49’S 79°31’W 
(Sclater 1860c); (Cañar) Manta Real, c.250-500 m, at c.2°30’S 79°17’W (sightings and one specimen now 
in ANSP collected in 1991: TAP and R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1991); (Azuay) San Miguel del Azuay, 
c.900 m,at c.2°48’S 79°30’W (a pair seen at a partially constructed nest in January 1992: M. Whittingham 
in litt. 1992, coordinates from B. J. Best in litt. 1992); (El Oro) Santa Rosa (c.100 m), at 3°27’S 79°58’W 
(Chapman 1926); 9 km west of Piñas, 600 m, El Oro, at 3°40’S 79°44’W (Robbins and Ridgely 1990; 
elevation from M. B. Robbins verbally 1991); 
 
Peru (Tumbes) Matapalo, 3°41’S 80°12’W, 60 m, April 1956 (Koepcke 1961); El Caucho, 3°50’S 
80°16’W, Tumbes National Forest (recorded during June and July 1979: Wiedenfeld et al. 1985). 
 
POPULATION  There have been very few recent records of this species: its habitat is now almost gone, 
and the bird is rare at the few remaining sites, being commonest at Jauneche (TAP), a reserve of only 
130 ha (Dodson and Gentry 1991).  On Cerro San Sebastián it was reported to be rare in January 1991 
(TAP) and none was found there during an intensive survey in August 1991 (R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1991).  
At Manta Real three birds were heard on one day in July 1991 (TAP), but R. S. Ridgely (in litt. 1991) 
reported it to be seemingly rare, and at San Miguel del Azuay only one pair was seen there during 
fieldwork in January 1992 (M. Whittingham in litt. 1992).  West of Piñas there were so few records that no 
abundance was given by Robbins and Ridgely (1990), and in Tumbes National Forest only a few birds 
were recorded during surveys in June and July 1979 (Wiedenfeld et al. 1985).  The recent taxonomic split 
that established this species may have contributed to the paucity of records, although the bird is clearly rare 
(living naturally at low densities) and has suffered from extensive habitat loss. 
 
ECOLOGY  R. S. Ridgely (in litt. 1990) described this tyrant flycatcher's habitat as “humid and 
deciduous forest... favouring deciduous woodland”, and on Cerro San Sebastián and at Jauneche there are 
indeed elements of both humid and deciduous forest (TAP).  At Manta Real in 1991 the species was found 
in cocoa plantations, humid second-growth woods and humid forest lower growth at c.300-550 m (TAP, 
R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1991).  The known historic sites all presumably had humid forest, although 
Esmeraldas, Chone, Guayaquil and Santa Rosa most probably had elements of deciduous forest (NK).  
Originally occurring down to near sea level, this bird now finds its lowest elevation at Jauneche at 50 to 
70 m, whilst its upper limit may be reached at San Miguel del Azuay at 900 m (see Distribution).  At the 
last-mentioned locality (at the edge of primary forest, c.200 m from the village), in January 1992, a pair of 
birds was seen displaying around a half-constructed nest (built of long twigs, and totalling c.1 m long) 
which was suspended from a branch overhanging a river (5 m above the water), in trees c.25 m high (M. 
Whittingham in litt. 1992).  In a study which judged it a sociable species (i.e. a group was present in the 
area surveyed), dwelling in the forest understorey at 3-15 m, a male from February had gonads developed 
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(the stomach held a ball of insects), while those of a female from May were dormant (Brosset 1964); the 
bird (in BMNH) collected in May at San José, Manabí, was juvenile. 
 
THREATS  Owing to deforestation and cultivation, low-lying humid forest in western and south-western 
Ecuador now exists in extremely small and isolated patches (NK), none of which may be large enough to 
maintain a viable population of this species for much longer (see Threats under Grey-backed Hawk 
Leucopternis occidentalis). 
 
MEASURES TAKEN  This flycatcher occurs in Machalilla National Park; Jauneche reserve; and 
Tumbes National Forest (see equivalent section under Grey-backed Hawk).  Plans to establish a reserve at 
Manta Real are under way (P. Greenfield in litt. 1989), but the species only occurs in its lowest part (see 
Distribution).  It is possible that the species also occurs in the Cerros de Amotape National Park that 
adjoins Tumbes National Forest. 
 
MEASURES PROPOSED  The Jauneche and Manta Real reserves should be supported in order to 
ensure the integrity of the species's habitat there.  The few remaining areas on the Pacific slope of Azuay 
where the forest still reaches down to the coastal plain should be investigated and protected immediately, 
as this habitat is rapidly disappearing, and may well harbour this species (TAP).  A reserve west of Piñas, 
if large and reaching low enough, might harbour a small population.  Both Machalilla National Park and 
Tumbes National Forest require adequate protection.  The Pacific Royal Flycatcher shares habitat with 
several other threatened species of bird endemic to western Ecuador and north-west Peru: options and 
actions to preserve all of these species are outlined in Measures Proposed under Grey-backed Hawk. 
 
REMARKS  The Pacific Royal Flycatcher has traditionally been regarded a subspecies of Royal 
Flycatcher Onychorhynchus coronatus, found from Mexico to Bolivia, but TAP found occidentalis 
differing enough (e.g. simply in size) to be considered specifically distinct, and R. S. Ridgely (in litt. 1990) 
has suggested that the previously monotypic genus actually may be composed of three or even four 
allospecies.  If this is followed, then the form O. swainsoni, Atlantic Royal Flycatcher, of central and 
south-east Brazil, emerges as an exceptionally rare and little known bird (LPG). 
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