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PLAIN-TAILED WARBLING-FINCH Poospiza alticola V/R10 
 
This warbling-finch is a rare bird of shrubby forest and mixed Polylepis–Gynoxys woodland at 3,200-
4,300 m in western Peru, and at least in some areas it appears to be a Gynoxys (Compositae) specialist, 
feeding on the sugary secretions and insects on the undersides of the leaves. 
 
DISTRIBUTION  The Plain-tailed Warbling-finch is known from c.11 specimens taken at six different 
localities in three departments (Cajamarca, La Libertad and Ancash) along the upper río Marañón in 
western Peru, and has been sighted at eight more places in the same region, records ranging from 2,900 to 
4,300 m (most at 3,500-4,300 m) and localities (north to south, by department, and with coordinates unless 
otherwise stated from Stephens and Traylor 1983) being: 
 Cajamarca  shrubby patch near Balsas–Celendín road, 10 km east of Celendín, 2,900 m, at 
c.6°51’S 78°04’W (sightings by TAP; coordinates and altitude read from IGM 1969a); Sendamal, 
3,500 m, 30 km south-west of Celendín, at c.6°58’S 78°13’W (specimen in LSUMZ); 
 La Libertad  Cajamarquilla, 3,350 m, at 7°18’S 77°48’W (specimen in ANSP); above Los Alisos, 
somewhere between 3,200 and 3,700 m, Pataz–Pajaten trail, Pataz being at 7°44’S 77°37’W (sightings by 
D. F. Stotz, four on 29 July and two on 25 August 1981: T. S. Schulenberg in litt. 1988, 1989); Quebrada 
La Caldera, 3,500 m, 7 km north-east of Tayabamba, at c.8°13’S 77°15’W (specimen in LSUMZ); 
Huamachuco, 3,170 m, at 7°48’S 78°04’W (Salvin 1895; three specimens including type, in BMNH); 
 Ancash  Quebrada Tútapac, 3,660 m, c.25 km by trail south of Yánac, at c.8°40’S 77°49’W 
(recent sightings by TAP); Laguna Paron, near río Paron, 4,050 m, west slope of Cordillera Blanca, at 
9°00’S 77°41’W (one sighting: Frimer and Møller Nielsen 1989; coordinates read from IGM 1972); 
Quebrada Morococha, east slope of Cordillera Blanca, at c.9°03’S 77°34’W (recent sightings by TAP; 
coordinates read from IGM 1973); Quebrada de Llanganuco, 3,600-4,000 m, west slope of Cordillera 
Blanca, at c.9°05’S 77°39’W (four specimens in MHNJP; also recent sightings by TAP; M. Kessler in litt. 
1988, P. K. Donahue in litt. 1990; coordinates read from IGM 1973); upper Quebrada Rurichinchay, at 
3,700 m (Andavite), 3,800 m and 3,800-4,000 m (near the glacier), east slope of Cordillera Blanca, at 
9°22-23’S 77°16-19’W (three sightings of singles in 1988 sightings: Frimer and Møller Nielsen 1989; 
coordinates read from IGM 1978b); Quebrada Carhuascanchan, 3,900 m, east slope of Cordillera Blanca, 
at 9°28’S 77°16’W (two sighted in 1988: Frimer and Møller Nielsen 1989; coordinates read from IGM 
1978); Quebrada Pucavada, 4,300 m, east slope near crest of Cordillera Blanca, at c.9°41’S 77°14’W 
(Fjeldså 1987; specimen in ZMUC; coordinates read from IGM 1971); Cerro Huansala, 3,700 m, south-
eastern Cordillera Blanca, at c.9°51’S 76°59’W (recent sightings by TAP; altitude from Fjeldså 1987; 
coordinates read from IGM 1973). 
 
POPULATION  The Plain-tailed Warbling-finch is considered local and uncommon by Parker et al. 
(1982) and Fjeldså and Krabbe (1990).  Frimer and Møller Nielsen (1989) recorded only an average of one 
individual per day in what appears to be its optimal habitat.  Around Laguna Llanganuco a maximum of 
three was reported in a day during visits in September 1979, July 1980 and August 1987 (P. K. Donahue in 
litt. 1987, 1990), and above Los Alisos up to four were recorded in a day (D. F. Stotz per T. S. 
Schulenberg in litt. 1989).  Both Quebrada Pucavado and Quebrada Carhuascanchan have dense 
populations of Tit-like Dacnis Xenodacnis parina (Fjeldså 1987, O. Frimer in litt. 1988), apparently a 
competitor (see Ecology), but at other localities with smaller populations of Xenodacnis (Laguna Paron, 
Quebrada Rurichinchay), the warbling-finch appeared to be equally scarce (O. Frimer in litt. 1988), so 
competition does not appear to be a major factor governing the size of the population.  Unless the Plain-
tailed Warbling-finch is found to be locally numerous or widely using a different habitat north of 
Cordillera Blanca in La Libertad and Cajamarca, the total poulation is very small. 
 
ECOLOGY  The Plain-tailed Warbling-finch mainly inhabits mixed Polylepis–Gynoxys woodland 
(Parker et al. 1982, Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990), but has also been encountered in scrubby forest composed 
largely of Gynoxys and, at one locality, in an Alnus thicket admixed with a little Gynoxys and other shrubs 
(TAP), at elevations ranging from 3,500 to 4,300 m, occasionally as low as 2,900 m (see Distribution).  In 
Quebrada Rurichinchay it was found at 3,700 m in the transition from humid, 8-15 m tall Polylepis 
woodland to shrubbery composed of Gynoxys, Buddleia, Berberis, Baccharis, Miconia, Brachyotum, 
Ribes and others, but higher up in the valley, near 4,000 m, it was observed in Polylepis and Buddleia 
woodland and shrub (Frimer and Møller Nielsen 1989).  In Quebrada Carhuascanchan and at Laguna 
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Paron it was found in mixed Polylepis weberbaueri, P. sericea and Gynoxys woodland and shrub (at the 
latter locality also with many Berberis bushes) (Frimer and Møller Nielsen 1989).  It is found singly, in 
pairs or small family groups, and forages in dense, low shrubbery (Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990).  The species 
has been observed taking insects from leaf-clusters of Polylepis sericea and weberbaueri (O. Frimer in litt. 
1988), but apparently mainly feeds on the sugary secretions and associated insects on the undersides of 
Gynoxys leaves, thus competing with Tit-like Dacnis and Blue-mantled Thornbill Chalcostigma stanleyi 
(TAP in Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990; O. Frimer in litt. 1988), but it also gleans insects from leaves and stems 
of other shrubs (TAP).  Breeding probably takes place from December to February, as juveniles have been 
recorded in February (in Ancash) and March (in La Libertad) (Fjeldså and Krabbe 1990). 
 
THREATS  Although probably less at risk than birds that require taller trees, the species may be 
threatened by habitat destruction.  The mixed Polylepis–Gynoxys woods are shrinking as a result of cutting 
for firewood, as well as lack of regeneration caused by grazing sheep and goats, and by the burning of 
mature grass between the trees (Fjeldså 1987), even on the steepest slopes (P. K. Donahue in litt. 1990).  
Even in Huascarán National Park the woods are dwindling due to the activities of man (Fjeldså 1987, P. K. 
Donahue in litt. 1987, Frimer and Møller Nielsen 1989). 
 
MEASURES TAKEN  Much of the range of the Plain-tailed Warbling-finch falls within Huascarán 
National Park, Ancash department (but see Threats). 
 
MEASURES PROPOSED  Relevant ideas are in Measures Proposed under White-cheeked Cotinga 
Zaratornis stresemanni. 
 
REMARKS  The species's overlaps in its Polylepis habitat with two other threatened bird species, Ash-
breasted Tit-tyrant Anairetes alpinus and, to a lesser extent, White-cheeked Cotinga (see relevant 
accounts). 
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