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A review of the distribution and status of
Pygmy Palm-Swift Micropanyptila furcata in
Venezuela
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Summary

Pygmy Palm-Swift Micropanyptila furcata is endemic to the Maracaibo Basin of Venezuela
and Colombia. Described by Sutton in 1928, it is still known only from < 30 museum
specimens from seven localities, leading it to be included in the first edition of the bird
Red Data Book, but not subsequent editions. During a field survey in January 1995 we
regularly encountered this species throughout the south-eastern Maracaibo Basin in
Venezuela, at elevations from 30 m to 8oo m. We found them in a variety of habitats
including cleared pastures, cropland, open forest and rural towns, and observed them
near mature cultivated palms, which represented nesting and roosting substrates. Pygmy
Palm-Swifts foraged in small groups immediately above the treetops and over grass
savannah. As we recorded them at nearly all previously known sites and many additional
ones, often in close proximity to human activities and potential sources of disturbance,
we suggest that it is not a rare bird and currently does not require special status or
conservation efforts.

Introduction

Pygmy Palm-Swift Micropanyptila furcata was described by George Miksch Sutton
from two specimens collected by M. A. Carriker, Jr. in 1922 at Guachi, Estado
Zulia (9°3" N, 71° 30'W) in the south-eastern Maracaibo Basin of Venezuela
(Sutton 1928). Although this new species shared some characteristics with the
two other monotypic genera of New World palm-swifts, Reinarda and Tachornis,
it did not fit well into either and was placed it its own genus (Sutton 1928). The
current trend, started by Lack (1956), to include all three New World palm-swifts
in Tachornis is not based on additional information, but only on the commonality
of their New World range and general affinity for palms. It has gone largely
unnoticed that in 1976, after observing Reinarda and Tachornis in the field, he
reversed his view on lumping the three species into one genus (Lack 1976). Des-
pite their common use of palms for nesting substrate, otherwise unique in the
New World, and similar nest type and vocalizations (authors’” unpubl. data, S.
Hilty pers. comm.), we feel a further analysis of the phylogenetic affinities of
these palm-swifts is clearly desirable before generic lumping is accepted and
herein retain use of Micropanyptila.

Since its description, no studies of the natural history, status, distribution or
systematic affiliations of Pygmy Palm-Swift have been conducted. Bond (1956)
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provided a second-hand account of a nest being situated 15 m above the ground
in an unidentified palm near Petrolia, Colombia on 31 July 1951. From 1940 to
1971, 18 additional specimens of this diminutive swift were taken from six localit-
ies. Specimens collected at Alturita, near Machiques, in the foothills of the Sierra
de Perija in the western Maracaibo Basin were described as a new subspecies,
M. f. nigrodorsalis (Aveledo and Pons 1952). Although there are discernable differ-
ences in appearance, later authors have, after examination of additional speci-
mens, treated the species as monotypic (Meyer de Schauensee and Phelps 1978).
Unfortunately no body weight was ever recorded for any of these specimens,
nor were details given of the habitat where the specimens were collected or the
behaviour of the birds themselves. All of the specimens were from lowland or
mid-elevation localities in the southern Maracaibo Basin of Venezuela and Col-
ombia (Figure 1).

In the absence of detailed information there has been only speculation about
the status of Pygmy Palm-Swift. Its inclusion in the first edition of the bird Red
Data Book (Vincent 1966) was based primarily on its limited range and the low
number of specimens. A number of species, including Pygmy Palm-Swift, were
removed from the second edition (King 1981) even though they were ‘still poorly
known, [as] there [was] nothing to suggest that they [were] at risk.” This swift is
included as a non-threatened but restricted-range species in Endemic Bird Area
No. 35 (Caribbean Colombia and Venezuela) by Stattersfield et al. (1998).

Opinions differ on the current abundance of Pygmy Palm-Swift. Relying
mostly on older published accounts, Chantler and Driessens (1995) and Chantler
(2000) stated that ‘with the exception of the White-chested Swift [Cypseloides
lemosi] this is apparently the scarcest South American swift. Within [its] small
range [it is] distinctly uncommon with very few sites’. Stotz et al. (1996) consid-
ered Pygmy Palm-Swift to be of uncertain abundance. However, Hilty and
Brown (1986) believed it was found in a rather wide area of adjacent Venezuela
and was probably not as rare in Colombia as the one specimen record might
suggest. This assertion was based on first-hand observations by themselves and
several other naturalists who had travelled through both the Venezuelan and
Colombian portions of the south-eastern Maracaibo Basin. Beyond these sources,
nothing has recently been published on the distribution, status or habits of this
swift. This paper attempts to improve this situation. The aims of our study were:
(1) to clarify the range of Pygmy Palm-Swifts in the south-eastern Maracaibo
Basin in Venezuela; (2) to describe the habitat types and elevational range of this
species; and (3) to evaluate the status of the population and possible conservation
measures that might be needed.

Methods

Our observations were made from 11 to 15 January 1995. We searched from San
Cristobal, Estado Téchira, in the south to Valera, Estado Trujillo, in the north
(Figure 1). We based our searches in the towns of La Fria, Estado Tachira, El
Vigia, Estado Mérida and Betijoque, Estado Trujillo (Figure 1). We travelled
Highway 1 searching along side roads up slope into the western foothills of the
Cordillera de Mérida in the eastern Venezuelan Andes and westward into the
lowlands bordering Lake Maracaibo. Our searches were mainly conducted from
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Figure 1. Locations of current and previous sightings and specimen records of Pygmy
Palm-Swifts in the south-eastern Maracaibo basin, Venezuela.
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a vehicle moving along both main and dirt roads. The results of a previous
survey in this area from 6 to 9 July 1976 (CTC and B. T. Thomas unpubl. data)
are also included.

Results and discussion
Distribution

In the vicinity of La Fria, Estado Tachira (11-12 January 1995) we found Pygmy
Palm-Swifts primarily in the foothills east of La Fria, concentrated near the small
town of Las Mesas (elevation 300-430 m) and the small settlement of Paraguito
(elevation 600 m), which is located 1 km south-east of the turn off to San Felix.
None were encountered during a brief search of the lowlands < 15 km west of
La Fria on January 11. They were also absent from the town of La Fria although
they have previously been found there reliably (S. Hilty pers. comm.). It rained
during our search along highway 1 north of La Fria on the morning of 12 January
and no swifts were located until after the rain stopped at 10h40 at the settlement
of Escalante (elevation 200 m) on the Mérida / Téachira border. Here, 15 swifts
were flying around two rows of mature (> 15 m tall) moriche palms Mauritia sp.
lining the road to Hacienda El Vegon. They were observed repeatedly entering
and exiting nests attached to the downward hanging palm fronds.

From 12 to 14 January 1995, Pygmy Palm-Swifts were found in several loca-
tions within the city of El Vigia, Estado Mérida (elevation 200 m). Late in the
day on 13 January they were observed entering roost sites in a large clump of
moriche palms in the grounds of Hosteria El Vigia near the centre of town. In
the foothills above El Vigia they were observed moving across a mountain pass
above the town of La Palmita (elevation 8oo m). On 12 and 13 January in the
lowlands west of El Vigia, a group of 12—-15 swifts were found nesting in a lone
fan-leaved palm (probably Copernicia tectorum) in an open pasture near Los Nar-
anjos, Estado Zulia (elevation 60 m). This was 21 km west of Highway 1 along
the road to Puerto Chama. Along the same road, on 13 January we observed a
second group of 13 Pygmy Palm-Swifts over the Rio Chama (elevation 65 m) at
a bridge 1 km east of Puerto Chama. Early on 14 January, small flocks (2—14
individuals) were encountered at four sites along Highway 1 between El Vigia
and Cafio Rico (elevation 200 m), including a small group at the type location at
Guachi, Estado Zulia. They were regularly observed near human settlements
with cultivated moriche palms.

In the vicinity of Betijoque, Estado Trujillo (14-15 January) we observed single
individuals and small flocks of up to eight Pygmy Palm-Swifts at five sites
between Carfio Rico and Caja Seca including San Pedro, El Brillante, and Arapuey
(Figure 1). We did not encounter any on a side trip west through the lowlands
to Bobures, Estado Zulia, on the shore of Lake Maracaibo. We did, however, see
a flock of 15 along a road into the foothills above the town of Buena Vista, Estado
Trujillo (elevation 250 m). We also encountered several flocks of 10-15 at several
places within the town of Betijoque (elevation 575-700 m) on 14-15 January. Two
were observed at the settlement of El Dulce (elevation 30 m) in the lowlands
west of Betijoque on 15 January. We did not encounter any during a search up
to 1,300 m near Escuque in the mountains south-east of Betijoque or on the road
east towards Valera on 15 January at the end of our survey.
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Other observations

On previous trips in the south-eastern Maracaibo Basin, Pygmy Palm-Swifts have
been regularly seen in and around the town of La Fria (S. Hilty pers. comm.).
During a previous survey over much of the route taken on our 1995 trip, 2 or 3
were observed on 6 July 1976 4 km east of La Fria on the road to La Grita as
well as at a river crossing below Seboruco (CTC and B. T. Thomas unpubl. data).
Between 5 and 10 were observed foraging with other swifts at the Rio Tucani on
8 February 1982 (B. T. Thomas pers. comm.). A group of 3 or 4 were also
observed 7 July 1976 over Highway 1 at km 690, Estado Mérida, 10 km south of
the turn off to El Pino, and a single individual was seen 10 km south-east of
La Ceiba on 8 July 1976 (CTC and B.T. Thomas unpubl. data). ‘An impressive
concentration of at least 100" of these swifts was seen at the Rio Chama bridge
on 13 November 1980 (R. Webster and E. Copper in litt.); none were seen at this
location on a subsequent visit g-10 February 1982 (B. T. Thomas pers. comm.).
Only 13 Pygmy Palm-Swifts were present there on our most recent visit on 13
January 1995.

It is unlikely that there is any pronounced seasonal movement of Pygmy Palm-
Swifts and none has been recorded for the other New World palm-swifts. How-
ever, there may be day-to-day movements to exploit localized differences in
insect prey resources. This probably accounts for most of the variability in the
detection of Pygmy Palm-Swifts at various locales.

In summary, Pygmy Palm-Swifts have been observed in small groups of up to
15 individuals at elevations from 30 m to 800 m in a wide variety of locations in
the south-eastern Maracaibo Basin. They have most often been found in associ-
ation with palms, and particularly moriche palms. Pygmy Palm-Swifts have often
been found to associate with human activities, ranging from business districts of
moderate sized towns to rural settlements, ranches and agricultural areas. Much
of the region around Machiques similarly has been extensively cleared for human
activities and pastureland (Hitchcock 1954).

Further survey work is necessary to define the northern limit of Pygmy Palm-
Swift in the eastern Maracaibo Basin and also its range and status in the less
visited south-western part of the basin. At present it is only assumed that these
swifts are equally widespread there and that their range is contiguous with the
population documented at Alturita (Aveledo and Pons 1952) in the north-western
part of the basin. We hypothesize that the range of the Pygmy Palm-Swift is
limited in the north by the more xeric areas of Estados Trujillo and Zulia where
the habitat grades into ‘Bosque muy seco tropical’ (very dry tropical forest; Ewel
and Madriz 1968) and by the higher elevation forests of the Andes and Sierra de
Perija to the east, south and west.

Habitat

The climax vegetation of much of the northern Maracaibo Basin lowlands is clas-
sified as ‘Bosque seco tropical’ (dry tropical forest) and ‘Bosque humido tropical’
(humid tropical forest) in the wetter southern lowlands and foothills (Ewel and
Madriz 1968). However, the majority of the lowland regions west of Highway 1
through which we travelled consisted of cleared pastures and farmland with
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sparse, remnant, large buttressed trees and occasional rows of cultivated palms.
In these areas we frequently found Pygmy Palm-Swifts very near human habita-
tion, especially when associated with cultivated palms.

The foothill regions east of the wet lowlands were dominated by a combination
of second growth deciduous tropical forest, cleared pastures and farmland. High-
way 1 forms a north—south transect route through this region with many small
towns and settlements adjacent to it. In this area we again found Pygmy Palm-
Swifts near human habitation and their associated cultivated palms.

The only time we found Pygmy Palm-Swifts at higher elevations (> 750 m) in
the montane region to the east was at a pass above La Palmita. The swifts were
flying directly over a ridge at this point and none lingered or appeared to be
foraging. This higher region was dominated by second growth tropical decidu-
ous forest and small cultivated fields. It should be noted that the habitat associ-
ations recorded here may in part be influenced by the types of land-use in the
limited areas we were able to survey from available roads.

Behaviour

Pygmy Palm-Swifts frequently foraged low, within a few metres of trees, man-
made structures and shrubs, often circling isolated trees in open fields. Although
we only observed them flying higher than about 30 m once, over the Rio Chama,
this behaviour may be more common than we observed, particularly when for-
aging over forest areas and towns (S. Hilty in [itt.) Their flight was very erratic,
with frequent changes in direction accompanied by fanning of the deeply forked
tail. They flew using rapid, shallow wing-beats followed by brief periods of glid-
ing with their wings held beneath the horizontal plane of the body. On one
occasion, when foraging with other swifts, they were observed flying lower than
at times when they occurred alone (B. T. Thomas in [itt.).

Conservation

We found Pygmy Palm-Swifts to be widely distributed in small flocks through-
out the south-eastern Maracaibo Basin of Venezuela. They were often found near
human settlements and on land altered by human activities, suggesting that they
may not have been subject to the population declines resulting from forest losses
and habitat fragmentation documented for other species. In fact, it is possible
that their numbers may even have been bolstered by planting of widely utilized
ornamental palms. Despite its restricted range in the Lake Maracaibo Basin, the
population appears healthy and in no immediate danger. We concur with its
removal from the bird Red Data Book (King 1981) and agree with Stotz et al. (1996)
and Stattersfield et al. (1998) that Pygmy Palm-Swift has a low conservation sens-
itivity. We do not feel that any special protection or conservation efforts on its
behalf are warranted at this time.

Common Name

The common names Pygmy Swift and Pygmy Palm-Swift have both been used
for Micropanyptila furcata. Although Pygmy Swift has mostly been used in recent
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publications (Meyer de Schauensee 1970, Meyer de Schauensee and Phelps 1978,
Hilty and Brown 1986, Chantler and Driessens 1995, Chantler 2000) previous
authors have used Pygmy Palm-Swift (Bond 1956, Lack 1956, 1976). The latter
seems most appropriate in light of its distinctive and close association with palms
and its presumed affinities with the two other New World palm-swifts, Antillian
Palm-Swift Tachornis phoenicobia and Fork-tailed Palm-Swift Reinarda squamata,
with which the Pygmy Palm-Swift may in fact be congeneric.
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