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Abstract 
We provide descriptions of the nest and egg of Rufous-tailed Tyrant (Knipolegus poecilurus), based on nests found in 
northeastern Ecuador and the Central Andes of Colombia. Both nests were situated in isolated clumps of grass near the 
edge of active cattle pastures. Nests were open cups built of sticks, with an internal lining of thin flexible materials. The 
eggs were cream-colored with sparse red-brown markings. The nest in Ecuador was later destroyed by grazing cattle. 
 
Keywords: Breeding biology, cloud forest, Fluvicolinae, nest description, pasture, Tyrannidae. 
 
Resumen 
Describimos el nido y huevo del Viudita Colicolorada (Knipolegus poecilurus), basados en un nido encontrado en el 
noreste de Ecuador y uno en la Cordillera Central de los Andes en Colombia. Ambos nidos fueron encontrados en parches 
aislados de pastos dentro de potreros activos de ganadería. Los nidos fueron copas abiertas compuestos de palitos con la 
parte interna compuesta de fibras finas y flexibles. Los huevos eran de color blanco cremoso con unas pocas manchas de 
color café-rojizo. El nido en Ecuador fue destruido por el ganado.  
 
Palabras claves: Biología reproductiva, bosque nublado, descripción del nido, Fluvicolinae, portrero, Tyrannidae. 
 

he Rufous-tailed Tyrant (Knipolegus poecilurus) is 
distributed east of the Andes from northwest 

Venezuela to southeastern Peru (Fitzpatrick 2004). 
Across its entire range it is found at elevations from 650 
to 3200 m.a.s.l. (Fitzpatrick 2004), but has only been 
recorded below 2000 m.a.s.l. in Ecuador (Ridgely & 
Greenfield 2001) and slightly above this elevation in 
Colombia. There are currently four recognized 
subspecies, with Ecuadorian populations considered to 
be ssp. peruanus and those in Colombia the nominate 
poecilurus (Ridgely & Greenfield 2001, Fitzpatrick 
2004). Both in Ecuador and Colombia it seems 
inexplicably scarce despite its propensity to inhabit 
forest borders and adjacent clearings and second growth, 
now a lamentably common habitat in the foothills and 
subtropics of the Andes (Ridgely & Greenfield 2001). 
Although widely-distributed and relatively common in 
portions of its range, nothing has been published on the 
breeding biology of Rufous-tailed Tyrant (Fitzpatrick 
2004). Here we present brief observations at two nests, 
one in northeast Ecuador and one in the Central Andes 
of Colombia. 

Locations and habitat - We found one nest on 23 
August 2011 at Baeza (00°27 S, 77°53 W, 1800 m.a.s.l.), 
Napo Province, northeastern Ecuador. Habitat in the area 
is highly fragmented, with small patches of disturbed 
forests in various states of re-growth interspersed with 
numerous active cattle pastures. More complete 
descriptions of the natural habitat and climate from this 
region are found in Valencia (1995) and Greeney (2010). 
On 30 April 2011 we found another nest at La Romera 
Reserve above municipality of Sabaneta (06°07 N, 
75°36 W, 2100 m.a.s.l.), Departamento de Antioquia, 
Colombian Central Andes. Habitat surrounding the nest 
was very similar to the Ecuadorian site, with patches of 
pasture and scrub interspersed with forested riparian 
zones. 
 
Nest and egg - We discovered the Ecuadorian nest with 
a single egg on 24 August. We returned on 27 August to 
make more detailed observations, and at 10:30 h the 
adult flushed from the nest while we were still 5 m from 
the nest. It flew silently into the nearest patch of forest 
(20 m), where it hopped in the open branches of a tree 
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for around 2 min before disappearing. The nest was built 
in a small (ca. 50 cm diameter), isolated clump of grass 
in an active cattle pasture with only a few shrubs and 
small grass clumps (Fig. 1a). The closest forest was 
highly modified by human activity with a dense 
understory and no trees higher than 10 m. The nest was 

located 30 cm above the ground and 20 cm below the 
top of the grass clump. It was built into the densest part 
of the clump, basally supported by the dense clustering 
of grass stems, accessible only from one side and well-
hidden from all other angles.  

 

 
 
Figure 1. Nesting biology of Rufous-tailed Tyrant (Knipolegus poecilurus), 27 August 2011, at Baeza, Napo Province, Ecuador, 
1800 m.a.s.l. A) Pasture habitat where the nest was built with an arrow indicating the nests position. B) Nest. C) Egg (Photos: 
H.F.G). 

 
The open-cup nest (Fig. 1b) was formed externally of 

numerous sticks (3-5 mm diameter, 4-10 cm long), with 
a sparse runway of sticks oriented towards the nearest 
forest. This runway was ca. 10 cm long but appeared 
incidental, composed of longer sticks that were likely 
too long for the adult to have carried into the grass. The 

inner portion of the cup had a well-formed lining of 
long, flexible dark red-brown rootlets, with a few 
mammalian hairs (presumably from cows or horses). 
Internally the cup was 5.5 cm wide by 4 cm deep. 
Externally it was roughly symmetrical and 9.5 cm wide 
by 7.5 cm tall.  
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The egg was well developed on 27 August, with a 

large air-bubble and a well-calcified shell, though we 
could detect no pipping. It was creamy-white, with 
sparse, small cinnamon blotches distributed fairly 
evenly, but slightly denser at the large end. There were a 
few, faded lavender marks as well (Fig. 1c). It measured 
22.0 x 15.0 mm and weighed 2.9 g. When we returned 
on 30 August, however, the egg was cold and the nest 
was partially collapsed and abandoned. Cattle had eaten 
away almost the entire clump of grass, damaging the 
nest and completely exposing it.  
 

The nest in Colombia was nearly identical in 
placement, architecture, and nest composition to the 

Ecuadorian nest (Fig. 2). It was discovered on 30 April 
2011 when a group of photographers from the local 
ornithological society (SAO) observed a pair foraging 
along a forested stream bordered by pasture, and one of 
the two birds flew to the nest. The two adults foraged in 
the vicinity of the nest in between bouts of incubation. 
At this time it contained a single egg which also closely 
matched the coloration and markings of the egg in 
Ecuador (Fig. 2). Additional visits produced more 
behavioral information and observations on the recently 
hatched nestling that will be published elsewhere 
(David-R. et al., in prep.). Additional images of both 
nests can be viewed at the Colaboraciones Americanas 
Sobre Aves website:  
http://avesamericanas.lifedesks.org/pages/914. 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Nest and egg of the Rufous-tailed Tyrant (Knipolegus poecilurus), 30 April 2011, at Reserva La Romera, Sabaneta, 
Antioquia, Colombia (Photo: DCF). 
 

The other nine species of Knipolegus have at least 
partially described nests, but none are well studied 
(Fitzpatrick 2004). With the possible exception of 
Amazonian Black-Tyrant (K. poecilocercus; see below), 
nests of Knipolegus are open cups, usually located 
within 3 m of the ground. Nesting materials used for the 
outer portion of the nest vary, and include dry thin fibers 
or grass (Cinereous Tyrant, K. striaticeps, Fitzpatrick 
2004; Riverside Tyrant K. orienocensis, Buzzetti & 
Silva 2008), moss (Blue-billed Black-Tyrant K. 
cyanirostris, Buzzetti & Silva 2008; Velvety Black-
Tyrant K. nigerrimus, Pichorim et al. 1996; Andean 
Tyrant, K. signatus Peña 2001), or sticks (Crested Black-

Tyrant K. lophotes, Belton 1994, Ribeiro et al. 2002; 
White-winged Black-Tyrant, K. aterrimus, Fitzpatrick 
2004; Rufous-tailed Tyrant, this study). The only 
described nest of Amazonian Black-Tyrant (K. 
poecilocercus) is described as an “untidy ball (side 
entrance?) of moss and grass in a branch fork” by Hilty 
(in Hilty & Brown 1986). It remains to be seen if this 
species does, indeed, build an enclosed nest differing 
from the rest of its congeners. 

 
Eggs all appear to have varying amounts of markings, 

with ground color varying from white for Blue-billed 
Black-Tyrant (Ihering 1900), Velvety-black Tyrant 
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(Pichorim et al. 1996), and Andean Tyrant (Peña 2001), 
to cream-colored in Crested Black-Tyrant (Ihering 1900; 
as Cnipolegus comatus), and Rufous-tailed Tyrant (this 
study). We hope this brief contribution encourages 
others to report their observations on the breeding 
biology of this, and other, poorly known species. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Acknowledgments 
 
We thank Jose and Wilmer Simbaña and the PBNHS for 
logistical support and companionship. The field work of 
HFG is supported by John V. and the late Ruth Ann 
Moore, as well as by Matt Kaplan, through the 
Population Biology Foundation, and a Rubenstein 
Fellowship with the Encyclopedia of Life project. DCF 
thanks the local SAO (Sociedad Antioqueña de 
Ornitología) photographers for their excellent 
companionship in the field. This manuscript was 
improved by comments from Ben Freeman and an 
anonymous reviewer. 

 
Literature cited 
 
Belton, W. 1994. Aves do Rio Grande do Sul: Distribuição e Biologia. Ed. UNISINOS, São Leopoldo, Brazil. 
 
Buzzetti, D. & S. Silva. 2008. Berços da vida, ninhos de aves brasileiras. Editora Terceiro Nome, São Paulo, Brazil. 
 
de la Peña, M. R. 2001. Nidificación de algunas especies de aves en el este de la provincia de Catamarca, Argentina. 
Hornero 16: 17-21.  
 
Fitzpatrick, J. W. 2004. Tyrant Flycatchers (Tyrannidae). Pp. 170-462 in Handbook of the Birds of the World. Volume 9: 
Cotingas to pipits and wagtails (eds. del Hoyo J., Elliott A. & D. A. Christie). Lynx Edicions, Barcelona, Spain. 
 
Greeney, H. F. 2010. Bimodal breeding seasonality of an understory bird, Premnoplex brunnescens, in an Ecuadorian 
cloud forest. Journal of Tropical Ecology 26: 547-549.  
 
Hilty, S. L. & W. L. Brown. 1986. A guide to the birds of Colombia. Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey. 
 
Pichorim, M., Bornschien, M. R. & B. L. Reinert. 1996. Aspectos da biología reprodutiva de Knipolegus nigerrimus 
(Tyrannidae). Ararajuba 4: 29-31. 
 
Ribeiro, B. de A., Goulart, M. F. & M. Â. Marini. 2002. Aspectos da territorialidade de Knipolegus lophotes (Tyrannidae, 
Fluvicolinae) em seu período reproductivo. Ararajuba 10: 231-235. 
 
Ridgely, R. S. & P. S. Greenfield. 2001. The birds of Ecuador. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, New York. 
 
Valencia, R. 1995. Composition and structure of an Andean forest fragment in eastern Ecuador. Pp. 239-249 in 
Biodiversity and conservation of Neotropical montane forests (eds. Churchill, S., Balslev, H, Forero, E. & J. L. Luteyn). 
New York Botanical Garden, New York. 
 
von Ihering, H. 1900. Catálogo crítico-comparativo dos ninhos e ovos das aves do Brazil. Revista Museu Paulista 4: 191-
300.  
 
 


