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Notes on the breeding of the Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus 
nigrescens) in south-eastern Ecuador, including the first record of 
aberrantly coloured juveniles 
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Abstract 
In this note we describe general aspects of the breeding biology of the Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens) from 
random observations made in south-eastern Ecuador. Our data are the first presented for this part of its range and are 
similar to data from Suriname, Brazil and French Guiana. We also report on isabelline coloured juveniles. 
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Resumen 
En esta nota describimos aspectos generales sobre la biología reproductiva de Chotacabras Negruzco (Caprimulgus 
nigrescens), de observaciones ocasionales realizadas en el sur-este de Ecuador. Nuestros datos son los primeros en 
presentarse de esta parte del país y son similares a los colectados en Suriname, Brasil y Guayana francesa. Tambien se 
incluye el reporte de juveniles colorados isabelina.  
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reproducción. 
 

he Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens) is a 
nocturnal insectivore favouring granite inselbergs 

and other rocky outcrops in rainforest, sparsely 
vegetated open sandy to gravelly areas in clearings and 
along trails and roads, and rocky places in and along 
rivers (Ingels & Ribot 1983, Cleere 1998, 1999, Holyoak 
2001, Cleere & Ingels 2002, Cleere & Ingels 2004). 
Endemic to South America, Blackish Nightjars range 
from south-eastern Colombia and southern Venezuela 
through the Guianas, Amazonian Brazil and eastern 
Ecuador to northern Bolivia, from sealevel to ca. 1200 m 
a.s.l. (Cleere 1999, Holyoak 2001).   

In Ecuador, C. nigrescens is considered to be locally 
uncommon to rare, in or near gravelly to rocky areas 
with little vegetation, both in terra firme forest in the 
lowlands and in the eastern Andean foothills (Ridgely & 
Greenfield 2001). 

Most of what is known about the breeding biology of C. 
nigrescens (Cleere 1998, 1999, Holyoak 2001) is based 
on Ingels et al. (1984). New data were added by Roth 
(1985) and Cleere & Ingels (2002), but information on 
breeding in its Andean range remains very scarce. Until 
now, the only information for Ecuador was the discovery 
of a single incubated egg in the Andean foothills in 
north-eastern Ecuador (Greeney & Gelis 2007). 
Observations on the breeding of the Blackish Nightjar in 
south-eastern Ecuador are presented here, together with 
the first records of aberrantly coloured juveniles.  
 
Methods 
 
Data were randomly collected during daytime while 
observing birds along the so-called Green Trail, one of 
the trails around the Cabañas Ecológicas Copalinga 
(4°03’S, 78°56’W). This lodge for ecotourists is located 
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in the buffer zone of the Podocarpus National Park 
(Bombuscaro sector) at ca. 950 m a.s.l. in the Andean 
foothills in the Zamora-Chinchipe province. The region 
is characterized by creamed (= forest where valuable 
trees have been selectively cut out) premontane primary 
rainforest in the valleys and on the slopes, and by small 
trees and shrubs on the ridges. Along the Green Trail, on 
a hillside sloping at an angle of ca. 40°, Blackish 
Nightjars nested at two sites. Nest site 1, situated at ca. 
1100 m a.s.l., on a side track off, and almost 2 m away 

from the main trail, is a rather flat area of ca. 3 m² on the 
ridge, converted into a sheltered lookout with a roof over 
a bench (Fig. 1). Some vegetation and the shelter 
separate the nesting area from the main trail. Here most 
eggs were laid in the open area in front of the bench. 
Nest site 2 at ca. 1000 m a.s.l. is also a flat, man-made 
open area of ca. 2 m², with a similar sheltered lookout as 
at nest site 1. Here the nesting area is a small open area, 
ca. 25 x 30 cm², next to the Green Trail a few meters 
before arriving at the lookout.  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Nest site 1 with lookout at ca. 1100 m a.s.l., two adult Blackish Nightjars (Caprimulgus nigrescens) are roosting on the 
bench in the shelter. At this site, most eggs were laid in the open area in front of the bench (Photo: C. Vits). 
 
Results 
 
The first evidence of breeding Blackish Nightjars in the 
Cabañas Ecológicas Copalinga area, was found on 17 
September 2006 when at nest site1 a single unattended 
egg, creamy-buff with lilac and brown to black spots and 
blotches, was found among leaf litter at the edge of the 
side track halfway between the Green Trail and the look 
out (Fig. 2). The site was visited regularly thereafter and 
on 9 October 2006, a male Blackish Nightjar was seen 
diverting attention away from the nest site by doing a 
broken-wing distraction display, while bobbing the body 
up and down (Fig. 3). On 11 October, a ca. 10-day-old 
chick, with remains of beige to cream-coloured down on 
beige to cream-coloured sprouting feathers instead of the 
normal greyish down and greyish brown feathers, was 
found at the site (Fig. 4). The aberrant colour of the 
chick clearly represented a colour mutation. On 21 

October, the chick, now ca. 20 days old and covered in 
developing beige to cream-coloured plumage, was still 
present near to the original nest site (Fig. 5).  

In 2007, the first evidence of breeding was recorded 
on 28 July, when a single egg was found at nest site 1, in 
front of the bench and a few meters away from the site 
of the 2006 nest. On 19 August, a chick with normal 
coloured greyish down was found when breaking out of 
its eggshell. No other observations were made during 
2007.  

During 2008, three active nests were discovered. The 
first was located at nest site 2. An egg was found there 
among litter of leaves and twigs on 26 July. On 24 
August, the chick had hatched as two halves of an 
eggshell where found, but there was no sign of an adult 
or a chick. Two nests were found at nest site 1. The first, 
found on 17 August, contained one egg, lying on bare 
soil and measuring 27.5 x 20.6 mm (Fig. 6). The site was 
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visited several times between 17 August and 13 
September. A single egg was present on all occasions. 
However on 13 September, it seemed unattended, 
probably abandoned. On 20 September, an egg with 
different markings was found at about 50 cm from the 
previous nest, lying among leaf litter and twigs. On 25 
October, the eggshell was found broken open and 
emptied by a predator (Fig. 7).  

During 2009, two eggs were found at nest site 1. The 
first one on 5 April, from which a normally coloured 
chick hatched, seen and photographed on 19 April when 
ca. 20 days old (Fig. 8). On 27 September a recently 
hatched chick was found covered in beige to cream-

coloured down (Fig. 9), the same colour as the chick 
found at the same nest site in 2006. This second egg was 
probably laid at the beginning of September. In 2010, a 
normally coloured chick was found at nest site 1 at the 
end of March.  

The aberrantly coloured chick found in 2009, was 
covered in beige to cream-coloured down (Fig. 9), 
whereas a normally coloured chick is covered in light 
grey down, slightly darker on the back (Cleere 1998, 
Holyoak 2001). The remaining down and developing 
plumage of the juvenile found in 2006 (Fig. 5), showed 
the same beige to creamish colour, much paler than the 
normal greyish brown colour pattern (Fig. 8). 

 

 
 
Figure 2. “Nest” and egg of Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens). Nest site 1, 17 September 2006 (Photo: C. Vits).  
 

 
 
Figure 3. Adult male Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens) diverting attention away from the nest site. Nest site 1, 9 October 
2006 (Photo: C. Vits).  
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Figure 4. Isabelline coloured chick of Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens), ca. 10 days old. A half eggshell is still present at 
the nest site. Nest site 1, 11 October 2006 (Photo: C. Nijhuis). 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5. Isabelline coloured juvenile Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens), ca. 20 days old. Same bird as Fig. 4. Nest site 1, 
21 October 2006 (Photo: C. Vits).  
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Figure 6. Egg of Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens) found at nest site 1, 17 August 2008 (Photo: C. Vits). 
 

 
 
Figure 7. Eggshell of Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens) broken open and emptied by a predator. Nest site 1, 25 October 
2008 (Photo: C. Vits). 
 

 
 

Figure 8. Normally coloured juvenile Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens), ca. 20 days old. Nest site 1, 19 April 2009 (Photo: 
C. Vits). 
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Figure 9. Isabelline coloured chick of Blackish Nightjar (Caprimulgus nigrescens), ca. 2 days old. Nest site 1, 27 September 2009 
(Photo: C. Vits). 
 
Discussion 
 
Comparing our observations with earlier published 
information (Ingels et al. 1984, Roth 1985, Cleere 1998, 
1999, Holyoak 2001, Cleere & Ingels 2002), there seems 
to be no difference in the choice of nest sites (open 
sandy, gravelly or even rocky areas, sometimes covered 
with sparse litter of leaves and twigs), nests (it is not 
really a nest, the egg is simply laid on the ground), or 
eggs (a clutch size of 1 egg, creamy-buff with lilac and 
brown to black spots and blotches).  

The dimensions 27.5 x 20.6 mm of the egg measured 
in 2008, are slightly larger than the range of dimensions 
of 18 eggs found by Ingels et al. (1984) in Suriname, 
27.2 - 23.9 x 20.3 - 17.2 mm. However, the egg found in 
north-eastern Ecuador measured 25.9 x 20.1 mm 
(Greeney & Gelis 2007), well within the range 
mentioned above. 

On three occasions, we could establish that the adults 
do not remove the remains of the eggshell after hatching. 
Figure 4 shows part of the eggshell still present at the 
nest site ca. 10 days after hatching.  

The data collected in 2007 provide an incubation 
period of 22 days, between the day the egg was found 
(or even laid ?) (28 July) and the day of hatching (19 
August), which is longer than the 17 ± 1 days estimated 
by Ingels et al. (1984) from weight loss during 
incubation. This difference in incubation period might 
have to do with the fact that nest sites in the foothills of 
the Andes are probably more exposed to winds 
transporting cool air, especially overnight when 
temperatures at the nest sites may drop to around 15° C. 

Nest site 1 seems to be much more successful, i.e. 
more attractive than nest site 2, probably because the 

open area at the lookout is larger. Between 2006 and 
2010, a pair of Blackish Nightjars has regularly been 
present at nest site 1, where one or two eggs were laid 
each year. During the same period, eight eggs in total 
were found at the nesting sites. The fate of four eggs is 
unknown due to lack of continued observations, one egg 
was abandoned and one predated. Two chicks were 
successful raised until at least the age of ca. 20 days.  

Based on the observations made in 2008, we can 
suppose that failure to raise a chick, induces the laying 
of a replacement clutch. At nest site 1, the egg found on 
17 August was still there on 13 September, 27 days later, 
and therefore at least five days over the incubation 
period given above, suggesting that it must have been 
addled. The new egg found only ca. 50 cm away one 
week later, on 20 September, was most likely laid by the 
same female as a replacement clutch for the one that 
failed.  

 Between 2006 and 2010, a pair of Blackish Nightjars 
has regularly been present at nest site 1. Although we do 
not have a true proof, except probably for the fact that it 
produced twice an aberrantly coloured offspring, we 
assume that it was the same pair that bred there over the 
last five years.  

 Given that prior to our work, only a single nest of 
this nightjar had been recorded in Ecuador (Greeney & 
Gelis 2007), defining a breeding season for the Blackish 
Nightjar in this country seems premature. In Suriname 
and French Guiana, Blackish Nightjars breed mostly 
during the short dry season in February and March and 
the long dry season from half of August to November, 
but occasionally eggs are also found during the rainy 
seasons (Ingels et al. 1984, Cleere & Ingels 2002). In 
western Mato Grosso, Brazil, with a rainy season from 
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October- November through March-April and a dry 
season from April-May through September- October, 
eight nests were found between the beginning of August 
and the end of December, coinciding with the second 
half of the dry season and the beginning of the rainy 
season (Roth 1985). During the five years of observation 
at our study site in south-eastern Ecuador where there is 
only one rainy season from March to June, we found that 
Blackish Nightjars preferred to breed from July to 
November, the drier part of the year. However, eggs 
were also found in March and April during the rainy 
season. Thus our observations agree with those made in 
other parts of its range.  

Colour mutation - In 2006 and 2009, the pair of 
Blackish Nightjar at nest site 1 produced an aberrantly 
coloured offspring. Two types of melanin are present in 
caprimulgids, eumelanin and phaeomelanin. Depending 
on the concentration and distribution within the feather, 
eumelanin is responsible for black, grey and dark brown 
feathers. In high concentration, phaeomelanin is 
responsible for reddish-brown feathers, whilst in lower 
concentration the colour will appear as yellow-brown to 
almost white (H. van Grouw pers. comm.). In the 
aberrantly coloured chick (Fig. 9) and juvenile Blackish 
Nightjar (Fig. 4 & 5), the colour is diluted. Dilution is 
defined as a quantitative reduction of the amount of 
melanin pigment in the feathers. The pigment itself is 

not changed but due to the reduction, a diluted colour is 
observed compared with the normal coloration. Here in 
these aberrantly coloured chick and juvenile, the 
eumelanin only is diluted, while the phaeomelanin seems 
to be unaffected. If the eumelanin only is reduced, the 
colour is called isabel (van Grouw 2006). 
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