
 
 
COMUNICACIÓN CORTA/SHORT COMMUNICATION 
 

 
Monteros, M.F., Robayo, J., & Pozo-Zamora, G.M. (2023). Distribution and depredation notes of Moustached 
Puffbird Malacoptila mystacalis (Bucconidae) in northwestern Ecuador. Revista Ecuatoriana de Ornitología, 9, 
114–118. 

 
Distribution and depredation notes of Moustached Puffbird Malacoptila mystacalis 

(Bucconidae) in northwestern Ecuador 
 

Marco F. Monteros1,2,3,*, Javier Robayo1, Glenda M. Pozo-Zamora2 

 
1Fundación EcoMinga, 270 12 de Noviembre y Luis A Martínez, Baños, Tungurahua, Ecuador. 

2Instituto Nacional de Biodiversidad (INABIO), Rumipamba 341 y Av. de los Shyris, Quito, Ecuador. 
3Reserva The Youth Land Trust, Washington, D.C., USA. 

*Autor para correspondencia: marcomonteros24@gmail.com 
 

Editado por/Edited by: Juan Freile 
Recibido/Received: 23 December 2021 Aceptado/Accepted: 5 April 2023 

Publicado en línea/Published online: 24 May 2023 
 
Distribución y notas sobre depredación del Buco Bigotudo Malacoptila mystacalis (Bucconidae) en el noroeste de 

Ecuador 
 

Resumen 
El conocimiento sobre las dietas de la mayoría de los bucónidos neotropicales es aún poco conocido, y esta información 
puede ser relevante para desarrollar estrategias de conservación. Presentamos una nota de depredación del Buco Bigotudo 
Malacoptila mystacalis. Incluimos evidencia fotográfica del proceso de deglución de una lagartija del género Anadia. 
Presentamos, además, nuevos registros de presencia de esta especie en el noroeste de Ecuador. Esta breve nota contribuye 
al conocimiento sobre la dieta y distribución de esta especie en Ecuador. 
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Abstract 
Knowledge about the diet of most Neotropical bucconids is still deficient, and this information could be relevant to develop 
conservation strategies. We present a note on depredation behaviour of Moustached Puffbird Malacoptila mystacalis, 
including photographic evidence of the swallowing process of a lizard of the genus Anadia. New records of the presence 
of this species in northwest Ecuador are also presented. This brief note contributes to our knowledge about the diet and 
distribution of this species in Ecuador.  
 
Keywords: Bucconidae, predation behaviour, prey interactions, prey items. 
 
 
 
The Bucconidae family comprises 38 species in 12 genera, including Malacoptila, distributed across the 
Neotropics (Rasmussen & Collar, 2020). The genus Malacoptila comprises eight allopatric or parapatric species 
found in the understory of tropical rainforests, which seemingly have similar habitats and ecological 
requirements (Ferreira et al., 2017). The diet of Malacoptila species includes insects (Lopes et al., 2005; Ríos 
et al., 2008; Siqueira et al., 2015), arachnids (Polis et al., 1981), and lizards (Skutch, 1958); in addition, 
depredation on hummingbirds (Robinson, 2003) and snakes (Smith, 1969) has been reported. 
 
Moustached Puffbird Malacoptila mystacalis is an uncommon bird distributed from coastal Venezuela south to 
the boundary between Colombia and Ecuador, between 350–2200 m a.s.l. (Hilty & Brown, 2001; McMullan et 
al., 2010; Rasmussen & Collar, 2020). Loaiza et al. (2019) reported the first Ecuadorian record from Dracula 
reserve, northwest Carchi province. However, the distribution and general natural history of this species in 
Ecuador, including diet, are not well known (Freile & Restall, 2018; Loaiza et al., 2019).  
 
Trophic relationships between birds and other organisms are poorly documented, especially in the Neotropics 
(Poulin et al., 2001). Records of opportunistic depredation are important to increase knowledge of a species’ 
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diet and predator-prey interactions (Gurgel & Quintas-Filho, 2014). A broader understanding of these 
interactions contributes to elucidating feeding modes, niche dynamics, and natural history. Therefore, it is an 
important component to develop conservation strategies for species and ecosystems alike (Jaksic & Marone, 
2007). Here, we report a new prey item of M. mystacalis, describe the process of swallowing, and report new 
localities of this species in northwest Ecuador. This report increases our knowledge on the distribution and 
feeding habits of a species only recently documented in Ecuador for the first time.  
 
Field observations were opportunistically made during several expeditions to Dracula Reserve, Carchi province, 
northwest Ecuador, by the park rangers and the technical team of Fundación EcoMinga, in lower montane ever-
green forest of the western Andes (MAE, 2013). The event of depredation was recorded in September 2018, 
while the two new localities were obtained, and photographic records secured, in January 2019, July 2021 and 
October 2021. Bird identification followed Hilty & Brown (1986) and Freile & Restall (2018), and prey 
identification was made by the curator of the herpetology collection of the Instituto Nacional de Biodiversidad 
(INABIO) (M. Yánez-Muñoz, com. pers., 2020) after examining photographic material. 
 
We observed one M. mystacalis feeding on a lizard of the genus Anadia at 9h20 on 3 September 2018 in Cerro 
Oscuro (0.90964, -78.19569) at 1330 m a.s.l. It swooped to the ground, caught with its bill an Anadia, and flew 
to a new perch. We estimate that the perpendicular distance between perch and prey was 4–5 m, and that this 
action lasted 5–7 s. Then, the swallowing process lasted 167 s. The first 66 s, the puffbird was grabbing the 
lizard by its neck, squeezing hard to strangle and weaken it. At the same time, the bird moved its bill to position 
the prey as to facilitate swallowing. Finally, in 8 s it started swallowing the prey whole (Fig. 1). 
 
This report adds new information on the diet of M. mystacalis, which has previously been recorded following 
army ants (Ríos et al., 2008), as also reported for White-whiskered Puffbird M. panamensis (Willis, 1982). 
Other reports have documented insects and plant material in the stomach content of Crescent-chested Puffbird 
M. striata specimens in the Atlantic Forest, as well as the consumption of arachnids by Rufous-necked Puffbird 
M. rufa (Polis et al., 1981). 
 
Depredation on vertebrates by some Malacoptila species has been widely reported. Skutch (1958) and Smith 
(1969) reported the consumption of lizards and poisonous snakes by M. panamensis. Our report documents, for 
the first time, the consumption of small vertebrates by M. mystacalis. We suggest considering M. mystacalis as 
an opportunistic and potentially omnivorous species. Further studies are necessary to elucidate whether this 
species feeds on vertebrates as a regular part of its diet. 
 
Predation on the genus Anadia has been reported in the past by Ochraceous Attila Atilla torridus on Anadia 
buenaventura in Ecuador (Garzón-Santomaro et al., 2020). Other lizard genera such as Anolis are also preyed 
upon by bird species in Neotropical forests (Poulin et al., 2001). We recommend developing targeted studies to 
evaluate the diet of M. mystacalis, including analysis of faecal content, a non-invasive and less stressful 
alternative than the administration of emetic substances (Manhães et al., 2010). 
 
We identified the puffbird we observed as M. mystacalis because it had a completely dark bill, whereas M. 
panamensis has greenish yellow mandible (Hilty & Brown, 1986). Furthermore, M. mystacalis has uniform 
reddish brown sides of the head, while M. panamensis has paler striped sides of the head. Finally, M. mystacalis 
has rufous cinnamon throat and chest with stripes on the belly, and M. panamensis has rufous limited to the 
upper chest, and has strongly striated belly (Hilty & Brown, 1986). 
 
All previous records of M. mystacalis in Ecuador came from northwest Carchi province, in the Dracula Reserve 
(Loaiza et al., 2019). Our first new locality is also in Dracula Reserve, but in El Goaltal sector, where M. 
mystacalis was recorded on 25 January 2019, at 12h00, inside forest (1.005923, -78.227058), at 1070 m a.s.l.; 
it was later found at a nearby spot at 1160 m a.s.l. (1.00400, -78.22589) on 29 July 2021. This locality is 10 km 
northwest of the locality reported by Loaiza et al. (2019). Our second locality is in Peñas Blancas sector, 6 km 
north of the locality reported by Loaiza et al. (2019). In Peñas Blancas the species was recorded on 13 October 
2021, at 10h00, near the border of Dracula Reserve (0.97475, -78.20882), at 1230 m a.s.l. (Fig. 2). 
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Figure 1: Moustached Puffbird Malacoptila mystacalis preying upon an Anadia lizard. (1) M. mystacalis perched before 
attacking the prey; (2-4) after prey capture, it moved its bill to manoeuvre the prey; and (5-6) begin to swallow it (Marco 
F. Monteros). 
 
Our records of M. mystacalis contribute to our knowledge of the species distribution in Ecuador (Loaiza et al., 
2019) and extend the altitudinal range to 1070–1400 m a.s.l., as it was previously reported to occur at 1200–
1400 m a.s.l (Freile et al., 2022). Dietary information and new localities reported herein provide a basis for 
further developing new studies on the species ecological interactions, conservation status, and distribution to 
the south of its currently known range. 
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Figure 2: Records of Moustached Puffbird Malacoptila mystacalis in northwest Carchi province, Ecuador. Black circles: 
first records of M. mystacalis in Ecuador (Loaiza et al., 2019); blue star: record where the depredation event was observed 
(see Fig. 1), on 3 September 2018; green and orange stars: new locality recorded on 25 January 2019 and 29 July 2021; 
magenta star: our second new locality on 13 October 2021 (Marco F. Monteros). 


