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SLENDER-BILLED FINCH Xenospingus concolor V9 
 
This generally scarce finch is confined to the few scattered river valleys and coastal lagoons in the desert 
on the Pacific slope from central Peru to northern Chile, where it inhabits riparian shrubbery, mainly at 
low elevations, but locally up to nearly 2,300 m.  Changes in land use in these almost completely 
cultivated valleys could severely affect the species. 
 
DISTRIBUTION  The Slender-billed Finch (see Remarks 1) is confined to the Pacific slope of the Andes, 
where c.150 specimens have been taken from Lima department, central Peru, south to northern 
Antofagasta province, northern Chile.  In Peru it has been recorded from eight of the 22 river valleys 
distributed from central Lima to the Chilean border, but may well occur in most of them, and in Chile it is 
known from four valleys and an oasis.  Localities from north to south (organized by numbered drainage, 
with coordinates from OG 1967 and Stephens and Traylor 1983) are: 
 
Peru  (Lima) (1) río Rímac drainage: Callao, sea-level, 12°04’S 77°09’W (specimen in BMNH collected 
1900); and Lima (two specimens in AMNH collected in 1913, and two possibly captive birds in MHNJP, 
one dated July 1927); also simply Lima department (no localities given: Koepcke 1970); 
 (Ica) (2) río Pisco drainage: Huancano (1,020 m), 13°36’S 75°37’W, 1931 (Bond 1951a: 
specimen in ANSP); 0.5 km east of km 235 on the Panamerican highway, 100 m, 13°41’S 76°12’W, 1983 
(specimen in LSUMZ); Pisco (17 m), 13°42’S 76°13’W (Bond 1951a: two specimens in AMNH collected 
in 1920, five in ANSP and CM collected in 1931; also many recent sightings at the mouth of the river: 
Parker and O'Neill 1976, Parker et al. 1982, NK); and 5 km west-north-west of Pozo Santo, 13°54’S 
76°05’W (specimen in LSUMZ collected in 1975, with two in MHNJP collected at km 260 in January 
1960); (3) río Ica drainage: Ica (406 m), 14°04’S 75°42’W (von Berlepsch and Stolzmann 1892: also 
specimen in AMNH collected in 1920); (4) río Grande drainage: río Blanco, 610 m, near Nazca, at 
14°50’S 74°57’W (Bond 1951a: four specimens in ANSP collected in 1931, four in FMNH collected in 
1970; a male, female and juvenile observed in trees in hotel grounds in April 1982: D. F. Stotz in litt. 
1989); 
 (Arequipa) (5) río Acarí drainage: Acarí, 120 m, 15°26’S 74°37’W, 1969 and 1970 (two 
specimens in FMNH); (6) río Sihuas drainage (río Vítor): Vítor (1,631 m), 16°26’S 71°49’W, 1920 (eight 
specimens in AMNH); and Arequipa, possibly at 1,980 m at 16°27’S 71°36’W, 1931 (see Remarks 2) 
(Bond 1951a: specimen in ANSP); (7) río Tambo drainage (all records near sea level from the 
Panamerican highway along the river to the coast and north along the coastal lagoons): El Fiscal, where 
the Panamerican highway crosses the río Tambo, c.17°03’S 71°43’W (many recent sightings down to 
1987: R. A. Hughes verbally 1987, Fjeldså 1987); Hacienda Chucarapi, 17°06’S 71°46’W, 1920 (12 
specimens in AMNH and USNM); Cocachacra, 17°06’S 71°46’W (one undated specimen in WFVZ); 
Punta de Bombón (“La Punta”), 17°11’S 71°48’W, 1931 (Bond 1951a: two specimens in ANSP and CM); 
Tambo valley, 1867 (Sclater and Salvin 1868: seven specimens in BMNH); Tambo, 10 m, 17°10’S 
71°51’W (specimen in LSUMZ collected in 1974; also regular sightings from 1960 to 1987: R. A. Hughes 
verbally 1987); 
 (Moquegua) (8) río de Osmore drainage: Moquegua, 415 m, 17°12’S 70°56’W, 1920 (six 
specimens in AMNH and WFVZ), and Ilo, sea level, 17°38’S 71°20’W, 1920 (five specimens in AMNH); 
 
Chile  (Tarapacá) (1) río Lluta drainage (see Remarks 2): Lluta valley (sightings: Johnson 1967, 1972; 
also in the lower valley during August 1985 and October-November 1988: B. M. Whitney in litt. 1991); 
near Molinos, 18°23’S 69°57’W, in the Lluta valley (sightings of four birds in January 1990: P. Gregory 
in litt. 1990); Chacalluta (near sea level), 18°24’S 70°19’W (six specimens in FMNH collected in 1924, 
one collected in 1943; Philippi et al. 1944, also Hellmayr 1932); (2) río Azapa drainage: Las Maitas, 
18°31’S 70°12’W, 1978 and 1979 (five specimens in MNHNS); Arica (= Azapa valley: Hellmayr 1938), 
type-locality (d'Orbigny and Lafresnaye 1837, d'Orbigny 1835-1844, Johnson 1967, 1972: specimen in 
MNHNS collected in 1949; also 43 specimens in WFVZ collected “near Arica” in June 1986); (3) río 
Camarones drainage: Camarones valley, c.19°S (sightings: Johnson 1972; also four specimens in WFVZ 
collected in June and July 1986); Parca, near Mamiña, 2,700 m, 20°01’S 69°12’W, July 1985 (one 
specimen in WFVZ); Mamiña, 2,735 m, 20°05’S 69°14’W, June 1985 (specimen in WFVZ); Pica, 
1,220 m, an oasis at Quebrada de Quisma, 20°30’S 69°21’W (Sclater 1891, Hellmayr 1932: six and two 
specimens in BMNH and FMNH from 1890 and 1924 respectively); 
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 (Antofagasta) (4) río Loa drainage: río Loa, 2,285 m, 1924 (Hellmayr 1932: specimen in FMNH); 
and Quillagua, 21°39’S 69°33’W (Johnson 1967: specimen in MNHNS collected in 1944). 
 
POPULATION  This species appears to be generally rare, although it is common at a few sites.  It was 
described as “locally fairly common” in Peru by Parker et al. (1982), although in Lima department it is 
rare (Koepcke 1970).  In Ica department, the bird is regularly encountered along the río Pisco (Parker and 
O'Neill 1976, Parker et al. 1982, NK), usually only one or two at a time (NK), although west-north-west of 
Pozo Santo, 6-8 birds were seen together in June 1975 (LSUMZ label data).  In Arequipa department it is 
rare at the Mejía lagoons north of the mouth of the río Tambo, but locally common along the río Tambo 
itself (R. A. Hughes verbally 1987), and 3-4 pairs were seen in a 100 m stretch along the river at El Fiscal 
in May 1987 (Fjeldså 1987). 
 In Chile, the Slender-billed Finch was reported to be common in the lower part of Lluta valley, 
and less common in Azapa and Camarones valleys (Johnson 1972).  B. M. Whitney (in litt. 1991) reported 
it to be common in the lower Lluta valley during visits from August 1985 to October and November 1988. 
 No less than 43 specimens were taken near Arica in June 1986 (WFVZ), at which time the species must 
have been fairly common in the Azapa valley as a whole. 
 
ECOLOGY  The Slender-billed Finch is primarily a bird of dense riparian shrubbery, e.g. Salix humboldti 
and Prosopis limensis (often overhanging the water), but it may also frequent adjacent mesquite groves 
and shrubbery, on sand-dunes or bordering fields and pasture, even patches of Prosopis bushes in the 
desert, and has been noted in fields and reedbeds (Philippi et al. 1944, Johnson 1967, Koepcke 1970, 
Parker and O'Neill 1976, Parker et al. 1982, NK; also label data on specimens in BMNH, LSUMZ and 
MHNJP).  Though primarily a bird of low elevations, it occurs up to c.2,000 m in Arequipa, to 2,700 m in 
southern Tarapacá, and nearly 2,300 m in Antofagasta, and has been reported once (probably erroneously: 
R. A. Hughes in litt. 1989) at 3,500 m at Putre, Tarapacá (see Remarks 3).  It is found alone, in pairs or 
family groups, and forages very actively for insects and sometimes seeds, usually well concealed, low 
down in dense shrubbery, but occasionally, when undisturbed, birds may perch on an outer branch or even 
a telephone-line (d'Orbigny 1835-1844, Johnson 1967, D. F. Stotz in litt. 1989, NK; also label data on 
specimens in BMNH and LSUMZ): males sing from the tops of shrubs, and have also been noted singing 
from telephone-lines and fences (B. M. Whitney in litt. 1991).  The nest has never been found (NK).  The 
distinction between juveniles and immatures on specimen labels is not certain: birds in juvenile or 
immature plumage have been taken in October (1), November (2), March (3), April (4), May (5), June (4) 
and July (1), whilst the only collector distinguishing between the two plumages collected two juveniles in 
March, two in April, and two immatures in March; a bird with active gonads was taken in March, and 
birds with slightly enlarged gonads in March (1), May (1) and June (3) (label data on specimens in 
AMNH, ANSP, BMNH, CM, FMNH, LSUMZ and MNHNS).  High song activity has been recorded in 
early May (NK), and November (in northern Chile) (B. M. Whitney in litt. 1991). 
 
THREATS  Although superficially the Slender-billed Finch has accepted and survived the almost 
complete loss to farming of the original habitat in the valleys it inhabits, these valleys are so intensively 
irrigated and cultivated (e.g. for cereals, cotton) that only narrow strips of vegetation (canegrass, willow) 
persist along the rivers themselves, and very few humid willow thickets survive (J. Fjeldså verbally 1992); 
the species could therefore be severely affected by any further changes in land use at the few sites where it 
is common. 
 
MEASURES TAKEN  The species is known to occur at the protected Mejía lagoons in Arequipa, Peru, 
but is rare at this site (see Population). 
 
MEASURES PROPOSED  The absence of any formal protection for any of the river drainages inhabited 
by this finch represents a serious omission in water resource management for the entire region.  Measures 
to manage these watercourses and the vegetation in their immediate catchment areas should be taken to 
prevent deterioration of this specialized riparian habitat.  Such initiatives should at least initially 
concentrate on the areas where the finch is commonest, i.e. the río Pisco in Ica, río Tambo in Arequipa 
and, in Chile, the lower Lluta valley and Azapa valley (see Population).  Further work aimed at clarifying 
the precise ecological requirements and population of this species, at least in the valleys where it is 
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commonest, should also be undertaken as a priority. 
 
REMARKS  (1) The Slender-billed Finch is the only member of its genus.  (2) Specimens of the present 
species collected by M. A. Carriker in March and April 1931 are labelled “Pisco, Peru”, “Nazca, Peru”, 
“Huancano, Peru”, “Arequipa, Peru” and “La Punta, Tambo valley, Peru” (specimens in ANSP and CM). 
It therefore seems likely that “Arequipa, Peru” refers to the town rather than the department of that name. 
According to Stephens and Traylor (1983), M. A. Carriker collected at Tiabaya, c.6 km south-west of 
Arequipa, on a tributary of the río Vítor, at 6,500 feet (1,980 m).  (3) Sightings reported from Putre, 
3,500 m, at 18°12’S 69°35’W by Philippi et al. (1944), are probably misidentifications (R. A. Hughes 
verbally 1987), although Johnson (1967), possibly based on this record, reported the bird to be scarce 
there.  

1992 Threat categories




