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Abstract
Sicalis luteola occurs from Mexico to South America. In the Northeastern Brazilian region its biology, population 
dynamics and threats are poorly known. The subspecies S. luteola luteiventris apparently migrates northward during 
austral winter. The specific aims of this work were: 1) to verify the seasonality of the species; 2) to analyze information 
on molting and breeding, and 3) to check the main threats to this bird in northeastern Brazil. The highest number of 
records were in March, April, and May (51.12%) and the lowest in November and December (3%).We found a greater 
population peak in April in the states of Rio Grande do Norte and Ceará, and in April and May in Pernambuco. In Paraíba 
there was not an apparent seasonal variation in frequency. We captured 66 individuals, all adults, being 38 males and 
28 females. 30% of the captured birds showed contour feathers molt, mainly on the head. A total of 23 individuals had 
brood patch, all being females. Six nests were found and four contained two to three eggs. We found that the main 
threat is the illegal trade. Our findings may support conservation plans for this bird in the region.
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Sazonalidade, biologia e ameaças ao canário-tipio Sicalis luteola  
(Sparrman, 1789) (Aves, Thraupidae) no Nordeste do Brasil

Resumo
Sicalis luteola ocorre do México a América do Sul. No Nordeste do Brasil sua biologia, dinâmica populacional e 
ameaças são pouco conhecidas. A subespécie S. luteola luteiventris aparentemente migra em direção ao norte durante 
o inverno austral. Os objetivos específicos deste trabalho foram: 1) verificar a sazonalidade da espécie, 2) obter 
informações referentes a muda e reprodução, e 3) verificar quais as principais ameaças. Os meses com os maiores 
números de registros foram março, abril e maio (51,12%), enquanto os meses de novembro e dezembro foram os 
menos representativos (3%). Foi encontrado um grande pico populacional no mês de abril nos estados do Rio Grande 
do Norte e Ceará, e em abril e maio em Pernambuco. Na Paraíba não houve uma variação sazonal marcante. Foram 
capturados 66 indivíduos, todos adultos, sendo 38 machos e 28 fêmeas. 30% das aves capturadas apresentaram muda 
nas penas de contorno, principalmente na cabeça. Um total de 23 indivíduos apresentou placa de incubação, sendo 
todas fêmeas. Seis ninhos foram encontrados, quatro deles continham dois ou três ovos. A principal ameaça a espécie 
no Nordeste é o comércio ilegal de aves silvestres. Este trabalho fornece importantes ferramentas para subsidiar planos 
de conservação para essa ave na região.

Palavras-chave: Brasil, Caatinga, conservação, comércio ilegal.

1. Introduction

The Grassland Yellow-Finch (Sicalis luteola) 
inhabits part of Mexico, Central America and a large 
part of South America (Rising, 2011). It occurs in tall 
grassland, fields and edges of marshes (Ridgely and 
Tudor, 2009; Rising, 2011). This species is currently 
divided in eight subspecies (Rising, 2011), and in Brazil 

it is represented by half of them (Silveira and Méndez, 
1999; Rising, 2011).

The subspecies S. luteola luteiventris occurs in the 
southern part of South America and apparently migrate 
northward during austral winter (Rising, 2011). In this 
time of the year they reach the central, north, midwest 
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and northeast areas of Brazil (Sigrist, 2006). Studies on 
biology were published in Argentina and southeastern 
Brazil, mainly focused on reproductive aspects (Mason, 
1985; Salvador and Salvador, 1986; De La Peña, 2010; 
Freitas and Francisco, 2012), however there is little clarity 
about the northern limit of its breeding area (Rising, 2011).

This bird is very sought after by breeders of wild birds 
in northeastern Brazil, being a popular cage bird and found 
in open markets (Pereira and Brito, 2005; Rising, 2011).

Therefore, we have carried out this research whose 
specific objectives were: a) to verify the seasonal variation of 
the species in northeastern Brazil, b) to analyze information 
on molting and breeding, and c) to check the main threats 
to S. luteola in Northeast Brazil.

2. Material and Methods

The information on S. luteola was collected in an 
opportunistic way in the eastern and northern states of the 
north-east Brazil (Ceará, Rio Grande do Norte, Pernambuco 
and Paraíba).

We obtained records by field work, literature surveys 
(Azevedo Júnior and Larrazábal, 2002; Olmos et al., 2005; 
Farias et al., 2005, 2010; Farias, 2007, 2009; Pereira, 2010; 
Pereira and Azevedo Júnior, 2013; Pereira et al., 2014), 
and through photos and sound records of the site WikiAves 
‘The Encyclopedia of the birds of Brazil’ (WikiAves, 2015). 
Seasonal variation was analyzed by monthly quantitative 

records. Each documentation represented a record, and if 
multiple photos or recordings were performed by the same 
person or group of persons on the same day and same 
location, we also accept as only one record.

We proceed fieldwork between 26-29 March 2001, 
23‑26 April 2001, 27-29 April 2002 and 25-27 April 2003 
in Salina Diamante Branco (05° 05’ 26” S; 36° 16’ 31” W), 
municipality of Galinhos, on the north coast of Rio Grande 
do Norte (Figure  1). In this locality there are coastal 
environment, temporary ponds and anthropogenic areas. 
The dominant vegetation cover is the Caatinga, which is 
seasonally dry and is formed mainly by thorny bushes 
(Ab’Sáber, 1977).

We mist-netted birds and checked for the occurrence of 
molt in the contour and flight feathers and the presence of 
brood patch. We banded captured with metal rings provided 
by the Centro Nacional de Pesquisa e Conservação de 
Aves Silvestres (CEMAVE/ICMBIO) according to the 
Wild Birds Ringing Manual (IBAMA, 1994). We did not 
consider recaptured birds for our analyses.

We also recorded information and evidences of capture, 
rearing and trade of the species in a database in order to 
evaluate the real threats of anthropogenic order. We visited 
some residences and open markets where the birds were 
sighted in cages to check the frequency that the species 
was reared or marketed in the region and to estimate, when 
possible, the capture method and the origin of the birds.

Figure 1. Location of the Salina Diamante Branco, Galinhos, state of Rio Grande do Norte, and the Brazilian states of 
Pernambuco, Paraíba and Ceará where Sicalis luteola was registered.
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3. Results

We sampled a total of 133 records of S. luteola in the 
four northeastern states. There was a greater concentration 
of records in April in Rio Grande do Norte, Ceará, and in 
April and May in Pernambuco. In Paraíba there was not a 
marked seasonal variation (Figure 2). The highest number 
of records were in March, April, and May (51.12%) and 
the lowest in November and December (3%) (Figure 3).

We captured 66 individuals, all adults, being 38 males 
and 28 females. None of the individuals captured had 
remiges or rectrices molts. On the other hand, 30% showed 
contour feathers molt, mainly on the head (Table 1).

A total of 23 individuals had brood patch, all females. 
Six nests were found on a small island in an evaporation 
tank. These nests had the shape of a bulky cup, placed 
among the thickets of grass (Ciperacea), located a few 
inches off the ground. Four nests contained two to three 
eggs, but two of them contained four eggs.

We observed many cages with S. luteola in cities, such 
as Assú, Recife, Maceió, João Pessoa, Natal, João Câmara, 
and Campina Grande. Most of the breeders said that these 
birds were bought at fairs or from other breeders. However, 
three of them told us that they captured the birds. These 
captures were generally carried out using an individual 
in the cage (decoy), which attracted other individuals in 
freedom. These were caught in traps attached in the cage. 
Some people told us that when large flocks appeared, 
they captured many individuals using a special kind of 
glue (called visgo in Portuguese) that stuck the birds on 
a landing site.

We observed many individuals of this bird (approximately 
100 individuals) being sold in the cities of Recife, Jaboatão 
dos Guararapes, and Campina Grande. They were in small 
compartments, without food and water and exposed to 
heat for many hours.

4. Discussion

The data from this study suggest that populations of 
S. luteola in northern and eastern parts of northeastern Brazil 
oscillate between months, and the peak of the movement 
occurs in March, April, and May, and after September 
the records become really scarce. The presence of brood 
patch only in females suggests that incubation is a function 
performed only by females, at least in this genus. In other 
works carried out in Argentina and southeastern Brazil, it 
was verified that only females of this species performed 
incubation (Salvador and Salvador, 1986; Freitas and 
Francisco, 2012).

The number of eggs found in the nests of this work 
was within the pattern for the species. In Argentina, 
almost 50 nests found had between two and six eggs in 
each (Salvador and Salvador, 1986; De La Peña, 2010). 
In southeastern Brazil there were four eggs per nest in 
20 nests found (Freitas and Francisco, 2012).

Females with brood patch and nests with eggs were 
found in April. In the southeast and southern regions of 
Brazil there are nesting records between October and 
March (Belton, 1994; Freitas and Francisco, 2012). 
The breeding time in Rio Grande do Norte may be due to 
favorable ecological standards which this bird finds during 
migration, but this has not yet been reported in literature 
due to lack of specific works with this bird in the region. 
It is noteworthy that in the Caatinga many species of birds 
breed during the rainy season due to greater availability 
of resources (Araujo, 2009; Vilas-Bôas, 2013).

The populations of S. luteola in northeastern Brazil 
are constantly threatened by capture, trade and rearing. 
In Recife, for instance, several individuals were observed 
being sold in markets (Pereira and Brito, 2005). The different 

Table 1. Quantity of specimens of Sicalis luteola having 
molt of contour feathers in Salina Diamante Branco, Rio 
Grande do Norte, Brazil. Body part: head, belly, and back.

Date
Contour feathers – molt  
(number of individuals)

Head Belly Back
March/2001 2 0 1
April/2001 12 0 0
April /2002 4 3 0
April /2003 2 0 2

Figure 3. General variation of records of Sicalis luteola 
over the months in the states of Rio Grande do Norte, Ceará, 
Pernambuco, and Paraíba.

Figure 2. Variation in records of Sicalis luteola analyzed 
separately over the months in the states of Rio Grande do Norte 
(RN), Ceará (CE), Pernambuco (PE), and Paraíba (PB).
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methods used to capture these birds can be seen in detail 
in a study performed in the northeastern semi-arid region 
(Bezerra et al., 2012). These captures and bird trade needs 
to be braked by environmental agencies, otherwise the 
populations of this species may suffer a decline in the future.

This study shows that the species is well distributed 
in northeastern Brazil with seasonal movements and 
reproduces in the region. In addition, this work brought 
some knowledge of biological data and threats of this 
bird. This information can be important for conservation 
of the species, if it become locally threatened in the future.
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Erratum
In the article “Seasonality, biology and threats to Sicalis luteola (Sparrman, 1789) (Aves, Thraupidae) in northeastern 

Brazil”, DOI http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1519-6984.09215, published in Brazilian Journal of Biology, ahead of print, 
in the name of the second author:

Where it reads:

M. A. Larrazábalb

It should be read:

M. E. Larrazábalb


