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RUSTY-THROATED PARROTBILL

Paradoxornis przewalskii

Critical —
Endangered —

Vulnerable C1; C2a

This species is inferred to have a small, declining, severely fragmented population, primarily as
a result of destruction of temperate forest for timber and conversion to cultivation and pasture.
It therefore qualifies as Vulnerable.

DISTRIBUTION The Rusty-throated Parrotbill is endemic to China, where it is recorded
from four areas in the Min Shan mountains in southern Gansu and adjacent parts of north-
central Sichuan (see Remarks 1), with records (by province) as follows:

■■■■■ CHINA ■ Gansu Jone county, undated (Cheng Tso-hsin et al. 1987, see Remarks 2); Min
Xian county (presumably “Ming-djau district”), specimens collected near Yo-dzam-pu village,
July and August (presumably in 1886), pair seen, June 1886, in thin larch woods, small party
(probably a family) seen, August 1886 (Dresser and Morgan 1899); Zhugqu county (presumably
“Si-gu-chen district”), one collected from a small flock at Ta-heh-kau river gorge, south of
Satani village, c.2,440–3,050 m, December 1886, in a bamboo thicket (Dresser and Morgan
1899, also Cheng Tso-hsin et al. 1987);
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The distribution of Rusty-throated Parrotbill Paradoxornis przewalskii: (1) Jone county; (2) Min Xian
county; (3) Zhugqu county; (4) Jiuzhaigou Nature Reserve.

 Historical (pre-1950)   Recent (1980–present)   Undated
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■■■■■ Sichuan Jiuzhaigou Nature Reserve, Nanping county, 1985 (Birdquest 1995 per C. R.
Robson in litt. 1987), small flock seen at “swan lake”, May 1986, in bamboo in mixed coniferous
forest (Robson 1986), seen at “swan lake”, May 1987 (Goodwin 1987), one seen at “swan
lake”, May–July 1987, in dense bamboo undergrowth of “pine forest” (F. G. Rozendaal in
litt. 1987), c.15 seen, 2,800 m, March 1988, in a bamboo thicket (Nickel 1988).

POPULATION There is virtually no information available on the population of this
exceptionally poorly known species. In Gansu, it was described as “rare” in the late nineteenth
century (Deditius 1897, Dresser and Morgan 1899). The only recent records (but apparently
none since 1988) are from Jiuzhaigou Nature Reserve (see Distribution), where up to 15
have been seen, indicating that it may be rather numerous in suitable habitat. However, the
paucity of records suggests that it is probably highly localised in distribution and could have
a small total population, and it is likely to have declined because of habitat loss.

ECOLOGY Habitat The habitats and altitudinal range of the Rusty-throated Parrotbill are
very poorly understood, but the paucity of records suggests that it probably has specialised
requirements. In Gansu, a pair was seen in June in thin larch woods growing on sandy soils,
“resembling Great Tit Parus major in habits”, a small party, probably a family, was seen in
August on a steep hillside flying from tussock to tussock, and a small flock was seen in
December in a bamboo thicket in a river gorge at c.2,440–3,050 m (Deditius 1897, Dresser
and Morgan 1899). Recent records in Sichuan are from dense bamboo undergrowth in mixed
coniferous forest of fir, spruce, etc. (Robson 1986, C. R. Robson in litt. 1987, F. G. Rozendaal
in litt. 1987), and from a bamboo thicket at 2,800 m (Nickel 1988).

Food Zheng Guangmei and Wang Qishan (1998) reported that its food is mainly insects.
Breeding A small party, probably a family, was seen in August, and a young (not fully

feathered) male was collected (Dresser and Morgan 1899).
Migration Given that it appears to be particularly associated with bamboo (like other

species of parrotbills: see, e.g., Ali and Ripley 1968–1998), it may be forced to move in response
to periodic bamboo flowering and die-off (see Collar et al. 1994).

THREATS The Rusty-throated Parrotbill is one of five threatened members of the suite of
10 bird species that are entirely restricted to the “Central Sichuan Mountains Endemic Bird
Area”, threats and conservation measures in which are profiled by Stattersfield et al. (1998).

Habitat loss The main threat to this species is likely to be the loss and fragmentation of
its forest habitat. Forest cover has declined rapidly in Sichuan since the late 1960s, because
timber quotas have consistently been set above sustainable levels, and forest has been cleared

Province Habitat Original Remaining % Protected %

Gansu cold coniferous forest 16,351 12,190 75 3,820 23.4
Gansu temperate coniferous forest 398 40 10 0 0
Gansu deciduous broadleaf forest 43,959 13,646 31 1,771 4.0
Sichuan deciduous broadleaf forest 55,413 3,887 7 1,623 2.9
Sichuan cold coniferous forest 100,213 57,459 57 2,319 2.3
Sichuan deciduous/evergreen broadleaf forest 34,461 4,048 12 2,123 6.2
Sichuan montane evergreen oak forest 9,292 6,504 70 46 0.5

Table 1. Changes in the extent of natural habitats within this species’s range in south-west China.
The data in this table are reproduced from MacKinnon et al. (1996), and show the estimated areas (both
original and remaining in km2) of presumably suitable habitats within this species’s known range, and the
area of each habitat estimated within existing protected areas. However, it is important to note that this only
gives an indication of the extent of reduction of presumed habitats, as there is no information on the time-
scale over which they have been lost, and this species does not necessarily occur throughout each habitat
in each province.

Paradoxornis przewalskii
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for cultivation and pasture; the province’s forest cover is estimated to have declined from
19% to 12.6% between the early 1950s and 1988, mature natural forest being particularly
affected (Smil 1984, 1993). Substantial areas of the temperate-zone forests where this species
is assumed to breed have been lost (Table 1). It is possible that the periodic flowering and
die-off of the bamboo which Rusty-throated Parrotbill inhabits, in combination with the
fragmentation of temperate-zone forests, may affect the population of this and other species
which inhabit bamboo there (see MacKinnon et al. 1989).

MEASURES TAKEN Protected areas The range of Rusty-throated Parrotbill overlaps with
the northern part of the current distribution of giant panda Ailuropoda melanoleuca (Zhao Ji
et al. 1990). Like this bird, the giant panda occurs in temperate-zone forests with a bamboo
understorey, and several of the reserves which have been established for it, and for other
large mammals such as takin Budorcas taxicolor and golden monkey Rhinopithecus roxellanae,
contain areas of potential habitat for this species. However, the distribution and abundance
of Rusty-throated Parrotbill within these reserves is poorly known, and it is only recorded
from one protected area, Jiuzhaigou Nature Reserve (200 km2, forests apparently mostly in
excellent condition, but under pressure from large-scale tourism) (size and condition from
MacKinnon et al. 1996).

MEASURES PROPOSED Legislation Liu Naifa (in litt. 1997) proposed that Rusty-throated
Parrotbill should be listed as a nationally protected species in China.

Protected areas MacKinnon et al. (1996) made the following recommendations for the
protected area (Jiuzhaigou Nature Reserve) where this species has been recorded: strengthen
protection and linkage with other important protected areas in the Min Shan, and control
tourism in the reserve. MacKinnon et al. (1989) also made detailed recommendations for the
extension of the protected-areas system within the range of the giant panda.

Habitat management MacKinnon et al. (1989) made several recommendations designed
to protect and improve the quality of giant panda habitats, which could also be of benefit to
the conservation of Rusty-throated Parrotbill, including: the reduction of human activity
within giant panda habitat; limitation and control of logging; control against fire; and
restoration of damaged habitats.

Research Zheng Guangmei and Wang Qishan (1998) suggested that scientific research is
needed on this species, particularly to establish its habitat requirements, altitudinal range
and population status (and those of the other threatened birds of the temperate-zone forests
of Sichuan and adjacent provinces: Rufous-headed Robin Luscinia ruficeps, Black-throated
Blue Robin L. obscura and Snowy-cheeked Laughingthrush Garrulax sukatschewi). Surveys
are required to establish whether it occurs in any of the other protected areas in or near to its
known range, including: in Sichuan, Baihe Nature Reserve (200 km2, forests apparently in
good condition except in the valleys and northern face of the reserve), Huanglongsi Nature
Reserve (400 km2, “important forests” in the reserve), Tangjiahe Nature Reserve (400 km2,
forests apparently “somewhat damaged but valuable”), Tiebu Nature Reserve (200 km2),
Wanglang Nature Reserve (332 km2, forests apparently in good condition) and Xiaozhaizigou
Nature Reserve (67 km2, forests apparently in good condition but rather small); in Gansu,
Baishuijiang National Nature Reserve (2,137 km2, forests apparently in very good condition),
Guozagou Nature Reserve (29 km2, forests apparently in fine condition but very small),
Jianshan Nature Reserve (100 km2, forests apparently in good condition) and Touersantan
Nature Reserve (319 km2, forests apparently in very good condition) (sizes and condition
from MacKinnon et al. 1996).

REMARKS (1) Meyer de Schauensee (1984) included “south-east Tsinghai [Qinghai] at the
headwaters of the Huang Ho [Yellow River]” and “the Sungpan [Songpan] region” in
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“Szechwan [Sichuan]” in his description of the range of this species, but gave no references
to the sources of these records. Both areas are here presumed to be erroneous, as there are
unlikely to be suitable habitats for this species near the source of the Yellow River, and there
appear to be no records from Songpan county. (2) Cheng Tso-hsin et al. (1987) listed Jone
county (and not Min Xian county) in the range of this species, possibly based solely on a
nineteenth-century record. This may be in error, as Yo-dzam-pu village, the locality listed
for this species by Dresser and Morgan (1899) and others, appears to be in Min Xian county,
which is adjacent to Jone county (see Snowy-cheeked Laughingthrush Garrulax sukatschewi
account).
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