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THE CHESTNUT-BELLIED SEED-FINCH
Oryzoborus angolensis IN THE WILD

AND IN AVICULTURE

by Robin Restall

Introduction
The Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch, also called the Lesser Seed-Finch, is

widespread across tropical South America east ofthe Andes. It has a very
attractive song consisting of various melodious trills and warbles, usually
recognisable despite many variations. Despite being widespread and
potentially common, its singing ability has made it a victim ofbird trappers
and as a result it is rare or uncommon to locally common at best. Most of
the birds are trapped for the South American market, this species only
occasionally occurs in aviculture in Europe and North America and there is
little if anything of value about it in the avicultural literature outside of
Brazil. It is subject to considerable variation in size and plumage, and being
comparatively easy to breed in captivity, is known to have several plumage
variants. It has also hybridized with several other finches.

Habitat
In Colombia the Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch is found at woodland edges.

on wasteland and in shrubbery. In Guyana it may be found in swamps and
abandoned previously cultivated forest clearings and also in partly grassy
and partly cultivated clearings in and near the edge of forests. In Surinam it
is said to occur on sandy ground at the edge of forests and at the edge of
plantations. In French Guiana it is a bird of secondary growth and open
country bordering large forests. In Ecuador it is found in shrubby cleafings
that are usually not grassy and tends to avoid afeas of intensive agriculture.
In Brazil it is primarily a bird ofundisturbed wet grassland and is a typical
species of riparian thickets and thick bush alongside rivers in the cerrado.
It is also said to be found in the burri::a/es. These are wet swampy grasslands
with grasses up to 2m (6ft 6in) tall, scattered with Moriche Palms. These
also occur in Venezuela where they are known as moricha/es. Mention has
been made ofthe Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch inhabiting pastures and areas
that are densely bushy near water in Argentina. Here in Venezuela it is
found it in a variety ofhabitats, it is said to occur in shrubby forest clearings
and grassy forest borders and I have encountered it in habitats ranging from
montane forest in Táchira to open savannah in southern Bolívar State. In
Táchira 1netted a male in dense montane second growth woodland not far
t¡"oma path and river and several kilometres (miles) from open grassland. It
appeared to be travelling through the woodland in the direction of an open
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area. Jt seem' that must sighting.· orthe: bird are in areas not far from water
01' wet areas.

Food and fccding
It is apparently \·egetarian. howe\·er. lhe slOm<lch 01' one individual

contained insect fragments. It may often be founu roraging singly but has
al50 frequently been seen feeding in loase congregations ofseed-eating birds
in open areas. On the Gran Sabana in Venezuela l have found it foraging
with other seed-eaters - Sicalis grassland finches, Zonotrichia sparrows and
different Sporophila seedeaters - on open grassland that had been bumed
recently and which was still smouldering. This area was not far from running
water. Favourite seeds ofthis species in Brazil, include those ofthe sedges
Tiririca, Cyperus rotundlls and the navalha-de-macaco, Hypolytrllm
schraderianum. In Guyana it was seen feeding exclusively on Se/eria
pretensis sedges. It seems to me that it is primarily reliant, ifnot dependent,
on seeds ofsedges (family Cyperaceae). It is also one ofseveral seed-eaters
observed feeding in Cecropia trees, eating at the fruits and also taking
Müllerian bodies from the leaves, petioles and stems.

Variation in O. angolensis
The following analysis is based on a series 01' 118 specimens in the

Colección Omithológica Phelps in Caracas. Venezuela. occasional sets of
measurements taken opportunistically during \'isits to various other
collections over about 10 years. observations on live birds captured during
field-work and seven live birds observed under controlled conditions over
three years, together with an extensive search of the literature.

BiII, colour, shape and size
Juvenile birds, that is birds that have not yet had their first body moult.

have a bill with a curved culmen, not unlike that ofa Sporophila in character.
The bill is large and apparently no different 1'1'001that of an adul!. but a
qualified comparison of 18 specimens showed that they are on average 10%
smaller in all dimensions. A typical set of measurements is: exposed culmen
average 11.50101,with a range 10.50101-I3.60101; height ofbill from base of
mandible to highest point of exposed culmen average 11.20101,with a range
of I0.Omm-12.6mm; width across the base ofthe mandible average 9.70101.
with a range of9.1 0101-10.70101. The bill is dark brown, usually with some
hom-colour infused, especially at lhe base and along the cutting edges. The
bill is smooth, without ridges 01'grooves. It becomes increasingly blackish
as the bird matures.

By the time the bird is in immalure plumage. that is between the first
body moult at four 10 six months of age and the first full moull al 10-12
months. lhe bill has begun lo change shape, wilh lhe base of lhe culmen
swelling and rising. lhus giving the culmen a tlatter appearance. In addilion
the base ofthe culmen begins lo eXlend back along the skull in lhe fom1 01'
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a narrow strip (Fig.I). Tht: process ofchange is gre3ler in males than l'emales
at all ages. hut in the immature the comparison is more noticeable and the
shapc ofan immature femalc's bill may seem exactly like that afajuvenile.

~
fé'q)

Fig.1. Examples of how the bill varies according to the age of the bird.
1. The juvenile has a sJightly curved culmen that is the same in the male and female.
2. The adult female has a nattened culmen.
3. The adult male has a nattened culmen that begins to swell at the base and extend

backwards.
·t The culmen usually extends further back in old males.

The bill ol' the adult female (from 21 specimens) typically measures:
exposed culmen average 13.15mm, with a range 11.6mm -14.5mm; average
height 11.7mm, with a range 10.7mm-13.25mm; width across base of bill
average 10.1mm.

There is an enormous variation in bill size amang adult males. This is
possibly age related, but one of the largest bilis I l'ound was that of a bird
that was just finishing its first full moult, thus it was only about ayear old.
Two individuals that had been in captivity for several years, both had fairly
modest sized bilis. Ido not know at what age the bill stops changing shape,
but it seems it may take a couple ofyears or more. In the two main aspects
ofthe adult bill, i.e. size and shape, the latter appears to be more age related.
The growth ofthe narrow strip from the peak ol'the culmen back along the
skull (Fig.l) is part of this ageing process, for I have failed to find it in
young adult males regardless of the size of their bilis.

The range ol'bill sizes is quite amazing. On a total size basis. measuring
the volume af the bill in cubic mm (Restall, 2002), the smallest of78 adult
males measured 167 cubic mm and the largest 379 cubic mm. Thus the
largest bill was more than double the size ol' the smallest. Adult males had
lhe following bill measurements: exposed culmen average 13.25mm, with a
range ol' 11.1mm-14.65mm; average height Il.8mm, with a range al' 10.Omm-
14.0mm; width of bill at base average 10.2mm.

There are at least three passible explanations for the variation in the size
of the bill. The first is sexual attractiveness. The Lonchura munias of the
Asia-Pacific region are in many ways the Old World analogue ol'Ory:::oborus.
I found at least in the subgenus MUllia. larger bilis are a bigger attractian to
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females, conspecitic and congeneric, whether already paired 01' not, and
apparently are u slrong sexual stimulanl (Restall, 1996). It could be that
Ory::ohorLIs males with larger bilis attract females and may wcll mate with
birds that are paired to other smaJler-billed birds. The principies of this
phenomenon are well known among many families ofbirds.

The second possible explanation is that a group of distinct-size-billed
birds might in fact be a cryptic species but this would almost certainly haye
to be tied in with some other equally distinct characteristics such as longer
tarsi, 01' a plumage character, as in the case of the Ring-necked Seedeater
Sporophila insularis (Restall, 2002). [haye not found any natural grouping
of figures within the data for the Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch that would
support such a hypothesis.

In Africa the Pyrenestes seedcrackers haye a similar, oyer-sized, sharp
billlike that characteristic of O,y::ohorlls. Chapin discoyered in 1924 that
there is a considerable range in bíll sizes and that they fal! into three c1early
definable groups without intelmediates. Smith (1991, 1993) subsequently
discoyered this is trophic polymorphism, associated with feeding. The
phenomenon is known in Neotropical omithology where, for example, in
the case of the Hook-billed Kite Chondrohierax lIncinatus, birds with
different sized bilis feed on different sized snails. In the case ofthe Black-
bellied Seedcracker P. ostrinlls, each different bil! morph feeds on a different
species of sedge, and what separa tes the sedges is the size and hardness of
their seeds. Apparently, it is the width ofthe mandible at the base that most
determines the strength of the bill as a seed-cracking tool (Smith, 1993).
Smith worked for two years studying Pyrenestes seedcrackers in the field in
Cameroon, West Africa. This was complemented by the shipping of 97
birds to a special special purpose-built breeding complex at Riyerbanks Zoo.
South Carolina, USA. There they were bred to three generations and the
bill morph genetics were worked out. Until something of this order is
conducted with the Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch, the possibility that it is a
trophic polymorph, must remain hypothetical. As it is, I haye not been able
to place bill measurement data into any grouping that might support this
hypothesis.

MouIt and plumage variation
Between the juyenile and immature stages there is a small but distinct

change in plumage coloration. This is most noticeable in males, but as with
the bill change, it can be the same in both sexes. With the first moult, the
upper surfaces become a denser, more intense and slightly darker brown,
while the breast and underparts become a richer, more rufous brown.

The male's moult into adult plumage tends to follow the pattem of tirst
the head, nape and upper breast showing some small black feathers. Then.
the wing-coyerts, especial!y the median and greater. start to change. beginning
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Mutations
Various Illulalions havé appeareu iTl Lhe wilu. and a concentrarian of

birds either showing 01' eal1)'ing mulanl genes in captive populations means
thar they oeeur in consiuerable numbcrs of breeders' stoeks. A breeuer of
Ory::oborus in Brazil, Araújo Flecha (1987), deseribed rhe mutations in his
colleetion and how some were related. Mutants owned by this breeder
included all-blaek males, white males, cinnamon (presumably on lhe belly
and undertail), slate and ash (presumably instead of blaek and chestnut), as
well as harlequin males. Among females listed by him were light and dark
einnamon, ash and a shade of ash that was almost green (presumably very
olivaeeous), and white. He listed all-blaek males with yellow bilis and all-
ash females with yellow bilis. The mutations appear at random and it seems
that the genetie characters have not yet been worked out. Evidenee ofthis
was offered by the mention of a einnamon male that sired an ash son.

Correlation between the variables
With the exception of bill shape. rhere appears to be no corrclation

between any of the variables. Larger birds do not necessarily have ¡arger
bilis, birds with more white in their wings may be old or young, young birds
may have ¡arge bilis and old birds may have small bilis. Variation ofbody
colour is independent of any other variable.

The Chestnut-bellied Seed·Finch in aviculture
Trade

The trapping of Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finches occurs throughout the
species' range. A calling or singing male is used ro Jure the birds to where
they are trapped. Sometimes the cage containing the calling 01' singing mal e
has se\'eral sticks painted with sticky gum attached around the outside. Birds
lured to the cage containing the calling or singing male perch on these and
become trapped by their feet and/or plumage and are unable to escape. They
are pulled free by the trapper and cleaned with vegetable oil. At other times
they are trapped in baited cages 01' in mist nets. This cheerful and
aeeomplished songster is a great favourite among Brazilian bird keepers.
Trapping is a widespread and major industry and buyers travel lOVenezuela.
Guyana and Surinam to buy birds to take baek to Brazil. [n Venezuela
(where ineidentally, trade in ",ild birds is illegal, a faet almost totally ignored
by the authorities and virrually eneouraged in rural areas) there are
few dedieated trappers of this speeies, the birds being eaught only
opportunistieally (the Large-billed Seed-Fineh o. crassiros/ris is mueh
preferred by local songbird keepers). Wholesalers scll newly-eaught young
birds lO their regular euslOmers for the equivalent of about f2 (USS3.50)
eaeh. They \ViIIhold them ifthey have an advanee order from Brazil. Fine
adult males in full song can sell for the equivalenr of several hundred pounds
or several hundred US dollars in big eities. In Guyana there maybe a dozen



le) RESTALL - CHESTNUT-BELLlED SEED-FIr\CH

"",ilh lht: innermost feathers. The tertials drop within the somewhat random
hody seqllcnce lhe wing fcathers typieally stali rnollltíng fram lhe middle.
wíth the tirst prímary and the innennost seeondary and gradually movíng
lowards lhe outennosl primal)' and the innennost seeondary. The tail starts
with the outelmost pair of feathers. This is the general pattem, but there
appear. 10 be a haphazard element as well, with some feathers being drapped
and re-grown without any sequence.

The adult male, but not the juvenile nor immature mal e, has a highly
variable white speculum at the base ofthe inner seven primaries and usually
all of the secondaries. 1 have never found white on either of the outennost
two primaries, although occasionally the seventh is without white. The
white is on the leading edge of the six inner primaries, but on the trailing
edge ofall the remiges except primaries eight and nine. The white is always
visible when the bird is in f1ight, but it is very variable in size and can vary
from a nalTOW strip to a broad bando When the wing is folded, the white
may be visible as a large white patch, or may be completely hidden, giving
the appearance of an all-black wing. There is no apparent correlation between
the amount of white and the size of the bill or the size of the bird.

The underwing of both sexes in all plumages is pure white. This may
extend up over the inner bend of the wing of the adult male and show as a
white patch at the shoulder and is sometimes quite boldo There are also
irregular white patches that occur at random. I ha ve twice seen a bird with
a pair of matched white throat patches, and a bird with a white patch central
on the throat. Another had white on the scapulars, while yet another had
white edgings to the median wing-coverts and along the f1anks. 1have also
seen a bird with a white coronalline. Other sports ha ve also been seen and
recorded. In every case that 1 have seen, the bird was otherwise perfectly
normaL and 1 have never seen a case where mixed breeding might explain
the presence ofthe white. There have been a few cases where the pattem of
black and brown on the breast has varied. All-black birds have been recorded
that ha\'e been totally melanistic, even lacking white on the bases of the
relnIges.

There are three colour variants with ditTerent colourcd breasts. The
common or basic colour ofthe breast is chestnut, but with some birds this is
a deeper more intense bay colóur and with some others it is a brighter, Iighter,
bumt sienna. In the large series I studied, about 20% ofthe old males had a
bay coloured breast while about 10% ofthe birds had a bumt sienna coloured
breast. The under tail-coverts are typically chestnut with the outer edge of
the feathers being black. However, there are variations from all-chestnut to
all-black (see plate p.17 for examples).

Finally, the males vary considerably in totallength - never a scientifically
reliable data - but an indication ofvariability nonethcless. Adult males varied
by some 20%. from J 25mm-150mm.
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(12) \ illage~ in \\ hich se\ eral men in cach villagc cam their living by trapping
lhe: set:u-linch. They earn the equivalent of about EI( SS!.75) for cach
bird. and maybc catch two or three a week. Generally they keep young
males amI n:lease fernales and old males. The newly-caught birds are fed
with bunches of sedges and grasses, they are known to feed on locally and
me graúually introduced to hard úry seeds. The birds go to Georgetown
where they are bought locally and a few occasionally get into the intemational
tI'ade to countries such as the Netherlands and the UK, by which time their
price has increased by about 1,000%. Birds that have proved to be strong
songstcrs go to expatriate Guyanese living in New York and a few other
locations. Competition winners may be sold for several thousand US dollars
each.

Breeding
The Brazilians ha ve developed their breeding skills wel!. Their

recornrnended technique is to place a female in a standard breeding cage
measuring maybe l m x O.Sm x O.Sm (approx. 3ft 3in x 1ft 73/4in x 1ft 73/4in)
until she steadies down. A tit male is then placed in a small cage hung on
the outside. He remains there until he is singing to the female regularly and
it is apparent that she has accepted him. This process can take a few weeks.
A canary nest pan is hung inside the cage, on the wire front, to one side. Ir
is screened by a bunch of leaves (e.g. FiclIs benjamina) placed against the
nest pan on the outside of the cage. The male is subsequently introduced
into the cage. They are fed a variety of seeds, fresh lettuce and fresh growing
grasses and sedges. When young are in the nest, livefood is offered, but few
birds take it. They are also offered canary rearing food.

Song
The song ofthe Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch is usually described as being

"melodious with tri lis", which hardly explains why it is the favourite songbird
kept in capti\'ity in South America. In fact the song can be a very pleasant
and pleasing continuum of warbles and tri lis, the equal oC ar surpassing
that of a song variety of canary. The birds leam vocabulary and can be
taught different singing techniques. In one year alone, in just tive sta tes of
Brazil, there were 38 singing competitions held just for this species. Like
the song of the domestic canary, its song has many variations that beco me
tine tuned among birds in captivity. Specialist breeders in Brazil keep other
songbirds out of earshot of the new youngsters, unless it is intended that
elements of their song are incorporated into the young bird's fast-growing
repertoire. Of course, as with all songbirds, there is an innate song, but in
addition this species has a great propensity for leaming, acquiring twists
and phrases, alternative techniques and simply getting betler with practise.
Purists take the subject very seriously and try to keep the songs of their
birds within thc group of songs pertaining to the species. as do canary song
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specialish in ('ermany. Young hirds may be h:pl in the company 01'
competilinn winners. so-called master singcrs. and may be exposed 10 ¡he
rcpealed playing of recordings of the songs 01' grcat songsters. There are
competitions in which these birds sing and are judged. The types of song
recogniscd have names such as Classical, Seaside, Viviteteo, Repetitions,
Black Stream and another is called [ron Lungs!

It must be obvious that birds caught young and raised in eaptivity in the
company ofmany songbirds and those deliberately exposed to other singing
species, will develop wider vocabularies than birds in the wild, where parental
influence is dominant. It is equally certain that having an element of song
from another species in its voeabulary is no evidence ofhybrid origin ofthe
individual.

Implications for aviculture
The Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch is undoubtably on the decline in the

wild and this is exclusively due to trapping for the cage bird trade. The
demand in Brazil is considerable. It is the Brazilians' favourite songbird.
To the credit ofBrazilian bird keepers, it is increasingly being bred in captivity
Ihere and is on Ihe road to domestication. The appearance of mutations is a
great help in giving momentum to this. However, it is unlikely to happen as
long as birds continue to be supplied from the wild.

The trappers in Guyana all say that they have to travel farther than they
used to in order to find this species. Whereas as recently as five to 10 years
ago, birds were being caught within the village boundaries, trappers now
have lo Iravel for two days or more to get to where they may be found. Here
in Venezuela they are no longer regularly available at wholesalers' premises,
hUI become available only occasionally. In my judgement, this species is
heading for endangered status and the few birds Ihat appear on Ihe markel in
Europe will soon be memories from the past. There is a real opportunity for
European aviculturists to follow the example 01' Brazilian aviculturists and
work towards domesticating this most desirable and rewardirig songbird.
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THE CHEST UT-BELLIED SEED-FI eH
Oryzoborus angolensis IN THE WILD

A D IN AVICULTURE

by Robin Restall

lntroduction
The Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch, also calJed the Lesser Seed-Finch, is

widespread across tropical South America east of the Andes. [t has a very
attractive song consisting of various melodious trilIs and warbles, usually
recognisable despite roany variation. Despite being widespread and
potentially common its singing ability ha made it a victim of bird trappers
and as a re ult it i. rare or uncommon to locally common at best. Most of
the bird are trapped for the South American market, thi, pecies only
occasionalIy occur in aviculture in Europe and orth America and there i
little if anything of value about ir in the aviculturaJ literature outside 01'
Brazil. It is subject to con iderable variation in ..ize and plumage, and hcing
comparatively easy to brccd in captivity, is known to have 'cveral plumage
variant . It has also hyhridized with scveral other finche '.

Habitat
In Colombia the Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch is found al woodland edges,

on wasteland and in shrubbery. In Guyana it may be found in swamps and
abandoned previously eultivated forest c1earings and al so in partly grassy
and partly cultivated elearings in and near the edge offorest.. In Surinam it
is said to occur on sandy ground at the edge of forests and at the edge 01'
plantations. 1n French Guiana 1t i, a bird of secondary growth and open
eountry bordcring large forests. In Ecuador it is found in shrubby clearings
that are usually not grassy and tends to avoid areas of intensi e agriculturc.
In Brazil it is primarily a bird of undi turbed wet gras:land and i. a typical
species of riparian thicket and thick bush alongside river in lhe cerrado.
h is al o said to be founcl in the bur,.i::a/es. The e are wet wampy gra slands
with grasse, up to 2m (6ft 6in) ta1l, scattered wirh Moriche Palms. These
al50 occur in Venezuela where they are known a moricha/es. Mention has
heen made ofthe Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch inhabiting pasture and areas
that are dense!y hushy near water in Argentina. Here in Venezuela it is
found it in a varicty ofhabitats, it is said to occur in shrubby forest clearings
:::Inri rrr:::l"v f{)rp.;:t h{)l"rlr>r<:: ::lnrl T h~\l" r-n{'(""'1/p"p,l ;t ;n h.,h;/ ..•tC' ,.,"' ..•• ,; ••• ,. ~.•••f'~ •••
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a nalTOW trip (Fig.I). The proce ofchange is greater in males than female:
at all ages, but in the immature the comparison is more notíceable and the
shape ofan immaturc female's bill may seem exactly like that ofajuvenilc.

Fig.l. Example of how the bill varies according to the age o,. lhe bird.
L The juvenile has a slightly cUI"ved culmen lhat is the same in lhe male and fcrnale.
2. The adult remale has a naltened culmen.
J. The adult male has a nattened culmen that begins lo . well al the base and extend

backwards.
~. The culmen llsually extends further back in old males.

The bill of the adult female (from 2] specimens) typicalIy measure
expo ed culmen él erage 13.15mm, with a range Il.6mm -14.5mm: average
height I 1.7ml11, with a range 10.7mm-13.25mm; width across base of bi II
average 10.1 mm.

There i an enomlOUS variatíon in bill size among adult males. This is
possibly age related, but one al' the largest bilis I found was that of a bird
that was just fínishing its first full moult, thus it was only about ayear old.
Two individual that had becn in captivity for several years, both had faírly
modest ized bi 11. I do not know at what age the bi II stops changing hape,
but it seems it may take a couple ofyears 01'more. In the two 111ainaspects
ofthe adult bill, i.e. size and"shape, the latter appears to be more age related.
The growth of the narrow strip from the peak of the culmen back along thc
skull (Fig.l) i part of thi ageing proce s, fol' I have failed to tind it in
young adult males regardless of the size of their bilis.



The rang ofbill sizes is quite amazing. On a total ize ba i mea uring
the volume of the bill in cubie mm (R tall, 2002), the smallest of 78 adult
males measured 167 cubic mm and the largest 379 cubic mm. Thus the
large. t bill wa' more than double the ize of the mallest. Adult males had
the follO\",ing billmeasurcments: exposed culmen average 13.25mm. with a
rangc of I 1.1mITl-14.65mm; average height 1I.Rmm, with a range of 10.Omm-
14.0I11m; wiclth of hill at base average 10.2mm.

There are at least three pos. ible e 'planations for the variatian in Lhesizc
01' the bill. The tirst is sexual attraetiveness. The [oJ1c1lllra munias of tllL'
Asia-Pacific region are in man way_ the OldWorld analogue ofO/~\'::.oh()"lfS.
I found at lea t in the subgenus MUllio, larger bitL are a bigger attraction to
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with the innermost feathers. The tertials drop within the :omewhat randurn
body sequ nee. The wing feathers typically sta n moulting from the middle.
with the first primary and the innermost secondary and gradually mo\ing
toward the outennost primary and the innermost econdary. The tail start·
with the outermo t pair of feather . Thi i the general pattern, but therc
appears to be a haphazard elernent as well, with some feathers being dropped
and re-grown without any sequence.

The adult male, but not the ju enile nor immature male, has a highly
variable white speculum at the base ofthe inner seven primaries and usually
al! of the econdaries. 1 have never found white on either of the outermost
two prim31ie , although oceasionally the seventh i without white. The
white is on the leading edge of the six inncr primaries, but on the trailing
eclge of all the remiges exeept primaries eight and nine. Thc white is alway~
vi. ible when the bird i. in tlight. but it is very variable in size and can \'(1)'

from a narrow strip to a broad bando When the wing is folded. thc white
may he vi ible as a large white pateh, ar may be completely hidden, gi\"ing.
the appearance of an all-blaek wing. There is no apparent eorrelation betwcen
Ihe amount of white and the sizc 01' the bi 1101' the size 01' the bird.

The undenving of both sexes in all plumage is pure whitc. Tbis may
extend up over the inner bend of the wing of the adult malc and show as a
white pateh at the shoulcler and is sometimes quite bold. Thcre are also
irregular white patches that occur at random. I have twice . een a bird \\'ith
a pair of matehecl whitc throat patche ,and a bird with a white patch central
on the throat. Another h::lrl whitl" nn thl" ,,1'~H"Ill1~l'<;;:whilp \f."t ,••,,,th.,,· Iv"l



(12) villages in which several men in each village eam their living by trapping
the seed-finch. They eam the equivalent of about El (US$l. 75) for each
bird, and maybe catch two or three a week. General1y they keep young
males and release females and old males. The newly-caught birds are fed
with bunches of sedges and grasses, they are known lO feed on locally and
are gradually introduced to hard dry seeds. The birds go to Georgetown
where they are bought locally and a few occasional1y get into the intemational
trade to countries such as the Netherlands and the UK, by which time their
price has increased by about 1,000%. Birds that have proved to be strong
songsters go to expatriate Guyanese living in New York and a few other
locations. Competition winners may be so Id for several thousand US dollars
each.

Breeding
The Brazilians have developed their breeding skilIs wel1. Their

recommended technique is to place a female in a standard breeding cage
measuring maybe 1m x O.5m x 0.5m (approx. 3ft 3in x 1ft 73/4in x 1ft 73/4in)
lIntil eh", ",tp.,,-l;p<, ,-lr",,~ ¡\ c.:•.__ 1_: •.1.
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white edgings to the median wing-covert and along tbe flanks. 1 have aiso
seen a bird with a white coronal lineo Other sports havc al so been seen and
recorded. In every case that 1 have seen, the bird was otherwise perfectly
nonnal, and .1have never seen a case where mixed breeding might explain
the presence ofthe white. There have been a few cases where the pattern 01'
bJack and brown on the breast has varied. AlJ-black birds have been rccorded
thar have bcen rotally melanistic. cvcn lacking white 011 the bases 01' the
rcnuges.

1'here are three colour variants with difTerent coloured brcasts. Thc
eommon or basie eolour of the breasr is ehestnut, but with somc bil'ds this is
a dceper more intense bay colour and with some others it is a brighter. lighter.
burnt sienna. In the large series I studied, about 201~/Óofthe old males had a
bay eoloured breast while ahout 10% ofthe hirds had a bumt sienna eolourcd
breast. 1'he undel' tail-covcrts are typically chestnut with the outer edge of
the feathers being black. However, there are variations from aIl-chestnut to
all-black (see plate p.17 for examples).

Finally, the males vary considerably in torallength never a scicnti fically
reliable data - but an indication ofvariability noncthelcss. Adult males varice!
hy some 20%. from 125mm-150mm.
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•••••••• "" ••• ':>LvUUI'--" Uvvvll. '""' Ul lIlale IS men placea m a small cage hung on
the outside. He remains ther until he is singing to the female regularly and
it is apparent that she has accepted him. This process can take a few weeks.
A canary nest pan is hung in ide the cage, on the wire front, to one side. It
is screened by a bunch of leaves (e.g. FicllS be,~jamina) placed against the
nest pan on the outside of rhe cage. The male is subsequently introduced
into the cage. They are fed a variety ofseeds, fresh lettuce and fresh growing
grasses and sedges. When young are in rhe nest, livefood is offered, but few
birds take it. They are al50 ofl'ered canary rearing tood.

Song
The ong ofthe Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch is usually c1escribed as being

"meloclious with trills", which hardly explains why it is the favourite songbird
kept in captivity in South America. In fact the song can be a very pleasant
and pleasing continuum ol' warbles and tri lIs, the equal of, 01' surpassing
that of a song variety of canary. The birds learn vocabulary and can be
taught different singing techniques. In one year alone, in just five sta tes of
Brazil, there were 38 singing competitions held just l'ol' this species. Like
the song of the dome tic canary, its song has many variations that become
fine tuned among birds in captivity. Specialist breeders in Brazil keep other
. ongbirds out ol' earshot of the new youngsters, unles it is intended that
elemenrs ol' their song are incorpOl'ated into the young bircl's fast-growing
repel10ire. Of cour e, as with all songbircls, there is an innate song, but in
addition this species has a great propensity for leaming, acquiring twists
and phrases, alternative techniques ancl simply getting better with praclise.
Purists take the subject very seriously and try to keep the songs of their
bircls within the group of songs pertaining to the species, as do canary song
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