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BUFFY-THROATED SEEDEATER Sporophila frontalis V/R10 
 
Deforestation within its range in south-east Brazil (a few records exist for Paraguay and Argentina), 
perhaps combined with trade, appears to have rendered this bamboo specialist seedeater very patchily 
distributed and much reduced from its former numbers, with the majority of modern records stemming 
from Rio de Janeiro state. 
 
DISTRIBUTION  The Buffy-throated Seedeater is endemic to the Atlantic Forest region of south-eastern 
South America, extending from extreme southern Espírito Santo and south-east Minas Gerais south 
through Rio de Janeiro (this state holding the bulk of modern records) to Rio Grande do Sul (no records 
this century) in Brazil into eastern Paraguay (no recent records) and Misiones, Argentina. 
 
Brazil Records suggest that the heart of this (evidently somewhat nomadic) species's range lies in and 
around the state of Rio de Janeiro. 
 Espírito Santo  This state is included in the range by several authorities (Meyer de Schauensee 
(1966, 1982, Sick 1985, Ridgely and Tudor 1989), but the only recorded localities seem never to have 
been published: Augusto Ruschi (Nova Lombardia) Biological Reserve, September 1979 (A. Greensmith 
per B. C. Forrester in litt. 1992), and Bom Jesus do Norte in the extreme south, where a few individuals 
were seen in January 1984 (J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1991). 
 Minas Gerais  Localities (north to south) include: Fazenda Campo Grande, Passa Tempo, 1984 
(de Mattos et al. 1990); Araponga; Serra do Brigadeiro (near Araponga); São Miguel do Anta; Rio Preto, 
these four all in 1979 (and all from A. Brandt in litt. 1987); Fazenda Ponderosa, Volta Grande, a 
concentration in December 1979 (J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1991); Bocaina de Minas, near Itatiaia National 
Park, 1,800 m, one bird mist-netted in October 1985 (de Mattos et al. 1990). 
 Rio de Janeiro  Older records are from Cantagalo (Cabanis 1874) and Nova Friburgo (von Pelzeln 
1868-1871).  Twentieth-century records (east to west) are from Rosal, January 1984, a few birds seen; 
ribeirão Vermelho, Desengano State Park, 800 m, October 1987; Lumiar, July 1979, a recently trapped 
bird; Fazenda Bandeirantes, Silva Jardim (adjacent to the Poço das Antas Biological Reserve), 50 m, 
August 1988; Volta do Pião, March 1988 and August 1989; Teresópolis (see below); Petrópolis, January 
1985 and (near Correias) June 1990; Tijuca National Park (see below); Tinguá (near present-day Tinguá 
Biological Reserve), December 1980 and January 1981; Mazomba, Itaguaí, November 1980, many 
recently trapped; Serra das Araras, Piraí, March 1990; and Itatiaia National Park (see below) (all from or 
per J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1991).  There is a concentration of records around Teresópolis: at Fazenda Boa Fé, 
May 1942 and December 1942 to March 1943 (Davis 1945, 1946, specimens in MNRJ, MZUSP); Serra 
dos Órgãos National Park, June/July 1986 (C. E. Carvalho in litt. 1987); Teresópolis–Nova Friburgo road, 
September 1987; Sobradinho, December 1990; Alto da Posse and Quebra-frasco, February/March 1991 
(all three from J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1991).  In Tijuca National Park birds have been recorded in November 
1959 (Sick and Pabst 1968), on several days in September 1982 (J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1991), and in 
September 1991 (P. S. M. da Fonseca verbally 1991).  From Itatiaia there are records in July/August 1950, 
June 1951 (Pinto 1954b), June/July 1952 (Sick 1968, 1984), October 1977 and October 1980 (TAP), 
October 1981 (D. F. Stotz in litt. 1988), April and July 1985 (J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1991, C. E. Carvalho in 
litt. 1986), September/October 1985 and October 1987 (TAP).  Birds were formerly recorded also in the 
Barra da Tijuca and Marambaia, Rio de Janeiro (Sick and Pabst 1968). 
 São Paulo  Old records are: Mato Dentro, December 1818, and Porto do Rio Paraná, c.19°59’S 
47°46’W, 1823 (von Pelzeln 1868-1871); Alto da Serra (near Ribeirão Pires; see Pinto 1945), August 
1906; Moji das Cruzes, March 1933; Iporanga, rio Betari, January 1944 (all three sites in Pinto 1944); 
Ipiranga, São Paulo, February 1949; Primeiro Morro, rio Ipiranga (near Juquiá), July 1961; Baicô, Iguape, 
June 1977 (all three sites based on specimens in CIAL, MZUSP).  Recent records are only from the 
Fazenda Albion, Serra da Bocaina, Bananal, where one bird was seen in December 1990 (J. F. Pacheco in 
litt. 1991); near Ubatuba, August 1991 (B. C. Forrester in litt. 1992), September and October 1991 (TAP, 
D. F. Stotz in litt. 1991, B. M. Whitney in litt. 1991); and Ilha do Cardoso State Park, where the species is 
an annual visitor (P. Martuscelli in litt. 1991; also M. R. Bornschein verbally 1991). 
 Paraná  The species is listed by Scherer Neto (1985) without further details. 
 Santa Catarina  The species is included in the state list, but no recent record is indicated (Sick et 
al. 1981). 
 Rio Grande do Sul  Two specimens were obtained near Taquara (von Berlepsch and von Ihering 
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1885); in 1883 this species appeared in huge numbers in German colonies north of 30°S (von Ihering 
1887); no further record is known (Belton 1984-1985; see Remarks). 
 
Paraguay  One specimen was collected on the upper rio Paraná at 25°40’S on an ungiven date (Bertoni 
1901).  Another undated locality is Puerto Bertoni (Bertoni 1914).  There are no recent records (Ridgely 
and Tudor 1989, F. E. Hayes in litt. 1991). 
 
Argentina  The species has been recorded from Misiones (Dabbene 1914, SOMA 1935-1942), but the 
only concrete record appears to be that of a bird ringed in Iguazú National Park in 1978 (Olrog 1979, J. C. 
Chebez in litt. 1986, 1992).  It is probably only occasional in Argentina (M. Nores and D. Yzurieta in litt. 
1986). 
 
POPULATION  In south-east Brazil the species is (or was) known to occur in large numbers locally in 
rice-fields and at bamboo-flowerings (Sick 1985), but its overall numbers are certainly much reduced 
owing to deforestation and heavy trapping (Ridgely and Tudor 1989), and this seedeater is now more 
frequently seen in cages than in the wild (J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1986, C. E. Carvalho in litt. 1987), although 
it has also been considered still locally common (D. M. Teixeira in litt. 1987) or very common (J. Vielliard 
in litt. 1986); nevertheless, numbers are seemingly greatly reduced from their levels 100 or even 40 years 
ago. 
 In Rio Grande do Sul it was reported to have appeared in 1883 in rice-fields in such enormous 
numbers that the crop would have been lost had birds not suddenly disappeared (von Berlepsch and von 
Ihering 1885, von Ihering 1887, Belton 1984-1985).  During a bamboo flowering in Itatiaia, June/July 
1952, “thousands” of birds were present (Sick 1968, 1984, 1985), and an apparently similar concentration 
(hundreds if not thousands) occurred there again as recently as September/October 1985, at 1,100-1,300 m, 
with dozens of individuals inside single patches of bamboo, and flocks of up to 30 or more constantly 
flying back and forth (TAP).  Up to 76 birds were counted in January 1943 at Fazenda Boa Fé, Teresópolis 
(Davis 1945); at Sobradinho birds were in a “small concentration” around an extensive bamboo formation 
in December 1990 (J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1991), but only small numbers (1-6) were seen in the Serra dos 
Órgãos National Park in June/July 1986 (C. E. Carvalho in litt. 1987).  “Moderate numbers” were recorded 
by one observer near Ubatuba in early September 1991 (D. F. Stotz in litt. 1991), while others found 
“more than 100 (possibly many more) of these seedeaters” one month later at the same locality (B. M. 
Whitney in litt. 1991).  The species has been found to be periodically fairly common in the Ilha do 
Cardoso State Park in São Paulo (P. Martuscelli in litt. 1991) and at São Miguel do Anta in Minas Gerais 
(de Mattos et al. 1990), and until recently it was common also at Passa Tempo (M. A. de Andrade in litt. 
1986).  Most of the other recent records in Rio de Janeiro were of single or a few (2-3) birds, exceptions 
being the approximately 100 that had been trapped near Itaguaí in November 1980 and “a large group” 
present at Tinguá in December 1980/January 1981 (J. F. Pacheco in litt. 1991).  It is remarkable that the 
species was only seen in cages, not in the wild, during a survey in Rio de Janeiro that included several one-
month stays at Tinguá, Serra dos Órgãos, Poço das Antas reserve and the Nova Friburgo area, October to 
January, 1980/1981 and 1981/1982 (Scott and Brooke 1985). 
 
ECOLOGY  The Buffy-throated Seedeater inhabits forest interior and borders, secondary growth and 
cultivated and other open areas near forest (Sick 1985, Ridgely and Tudor 1989).  Records, at least those 
of any local concentration of birds, are usually tied to periodic bamboo flowerings, which are regularly 
attended also by Uniform Finches Haplospiza unicolor (Davis 1945, Sick and Pabst 1968, Sick 1984, 
1985, C. E. Carvalho in litt. 1987, D. F. Stotz in litt. 1988, de Mattos et al. 1990, J. F. Pacheco in litt. 
1991).  On one occasion, at Itatiaia, the bamboo was identified as Merostachys sp., and Sooty Grassquits 
Tiaris fuliginosa were also present (Sick 1984, 1985); on another occasion the bamboo was certainly large-
leaved, and believed to be Merostachys, the birds plucking the seeds from near the ends of branches, and 
feeding and flying about in all directions with such intensity that two birds even flew in through the open 
window of a hotel bedroom (TAP).  Near Ubatuba in 1991, Temminck's Seedeaters Sporophila falcirostris 
(see relevant account) were in the same bamboo flowering (a “small-leaved” species), but not concentrated 
in the same areas as Buffy-throateds (D. F. Stotz in litt. 1991, B. M. Whitney in litt. 1991).  At Teresópolis 
in 1942/1943, the species was accidental in bird flocks outside the breeding season (Davis 1946).  The 
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species is remarkably arboreal, rarely if ever descending to the ground (Ridgely and Tudor 1989), as did 
the bird collected by Bertoni (1901). 
 During the September/October 1985 bamboo flowering at Itatiaia, very vocal and seemingly 
territorial (presumed) males sang persistently throughout the day from a few preferred perches high in the 
thickets or from the middle branches of nearby trees: several presumed females were observed building 
ball-like nests of dried grasses or other plant fibres, two being placed c.4 and c.8 m up in the branches of 
ornamental pine-trees in a clearing near bamboo (TAP).  In October at Ubatuba many individuals were 
singing while foraging on the fruiting bamboo (B. M. Whitney in litt. 1991).  The species was believed to 
follow the breeding pattern of its family in Teresópolis, with gonads being progressive in September, 
active in October and regressive in December (Davis 1945).  There are no other data on breeding, except 
that the gonads of one male and one female (in CIAL) from São Paulo, June, were undeveloped. 
 
THREATS  This and two other bamboo specialists (Purple-winged Ground-dove Claravis godefrida and 
Temminck's Seedeater; see relevant accounts) seem to be in difficulties even with moderate deforestation, 
which extends the intervals between major bamboo flowerings and nestings (E. O. Willis in litt. 1986).  In 
addition, birds are systematically persecuted and trapped in numbers for the pet trade: in the popular 
Caxias bird market in Rio de Janeiro lots of 100-200 birds may often be offered for sale at certain times, 
when numbers of other bamboo-followers (Temminck's Seedeaters, Uniform Finches and Sooty 
Grassquits) also increase in the trade (C. E. Carvalho in litt. 1987).  Although both the core of the species's 
current distribution and the centre of its exploitation in trade seems to be the state of Rio de Janeiro, it is 
also persecuted by bird dealers in Minas Gerais (M. A. de Andrade in litt. 1986) and doubtless wherever it 
still occurs. 
 
MEASURES TAKEN  The species is protected under Brazilian law (Bernardes et al. 1990).  Its 
occurrence in the Tijuca, Serra dos Órgãos and Itatiaia National Parks, Desengano and Ilha do Cardoso 
State Parks, and possibly several other protected areas along the Serra do Mar, may give it partial 
protection but cannot avert trapping and problems with deforestation elsewhere in its range.  The record 
from Augusto Ruschi seems not to have been repeated, and may refer to vagrancy in the species. 
 
MEASURES PROPOSED  A complete ban on the capture of wild birds for the pet trade, as partial 
controls would be so open to abuse as to be ineffective, has been called for, very much with this species in 
mind (Scott and Brooke 1985).  Effective control in and around already created forest reserves, mainly 
during bamboo flowerings, would almost certainly enhance its chances of survival, but, on current 
knowledge at least, identification and protection of stands of even secondary forest in areas outside 
reserves (such as those around Teresópolis) seem to be of equal importance in view of the species's 
movements, a better understanding of which, through further study, is probably crucial to its long-term 
conservation.  This bird would be targeted under a programme of research on (threatened) bamboo 
specialist birds in Atlantic Forest (see the equivalent section under White-bearded Antshrike Biatas 
nigropectus). 
 
REMARKS  Two specimens (in BMNH) from “Pelotas, Rio Grande do Sul” (Sharpe 1888) are from the 
discredited Joyner collector, and this locality is usually not accepted (e.g. Hellmayr 1938, Belton 1984-
1985). 
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