
77

Cotinga 42

A preliminary bird list from Río Luis, Veraguas province, 
provides further insight into an avian suture zone in 
Caribbean Panama
Jessica F. McLaughlin, Jorge L. Garzón, Oscar G. López Ch. and Matthew J. Miller

Received 25 September 2019; final revision accepted 22 April 2020
Cotinga 42 (2020): 77–81

published online 22 June 2020

Presentamos una lista preliminar de las aves colectadas en la costa caribeña de la provincia de 
Veraguas, Panamá. Encontramos aves no registradas anteriormente en la zona, debido a que sus 
límites de rango conocidos terminaban al este u oeste de nuestro sitio de colecta. Estas especies 
incluyen Mosquero Pardo Cnipodectes subbrunneus, Colibrí de Julia Juliamyia julie, Hormiguero 
Bicolor Gymnopithys bicolor bicolor, Mosquero Aceitunado Mionectes (oleagineus) assimilis y las 
filoespecies occidentales de Buco Barbón Malacoptila panamensis y Picolenza Menudo Xenops 
minutus. Nuestros resultados confirman que la costa caribeña de Veraguas, en Panamá, es una 
zona de sutura importante entre la avifauna de Mesoamérica y Sudamérica.

Several bird species replace each other in the 
Caribbean lowlands of Panama. Examples include 
Manacus manakins, Glaucis and Anthracothorax 
hummingbirds, Jacana waders, Oncostoma tyrant-
flycatchers and Ramphocelus tanagers17. Avian 
taxonomic turnover can be considered even more 
widespread when phylogeographic species are 
considered. Here, examples include Mionectes 
flycatchers12, Cantorchilus7 and Henicorhina 
wrens1, Arremon sparrows10 and Cyanocompsa 
buntings4. In fact, abrupt turnover occurs in many 

faunal groups, which allowed Bagley & Johnson2 
to map the location of suture zones for insects, 
freshwater fish and herpetofauna. However, 
no precise suture zone was suggested for birds, 
perhaps because turnover in birds appears to occur 
broadly across Caribbean Panama.

Gaps in sampling are another reason for 
the difficulty in locating avian suture zones in 
Panama. While the country’s avifauna is one of 
the better documented in the Neotropics17,19,22–25, 
few ornithological surveys in Caribbean Veraguas 
have been undertaken. This was largely due to 
difficulty of access, as no roads descended to the 
Caribbean lowlands from the continental divide, 
and coastal access has been difficult because of a 
lack of suitable anchorage along the Caribbean 
coast of Veraguas21. Thus, only a few ornithological 
expeditions have explored this region19.

Over the last five years, the government of 
Panama has begun the construction of a new road 
(carretera Guabal–Río Luis–Calovébora; Fig. 1) 
from the town of Santa Fé, on the continental 
divide in Veraguas province, to Calovébora on the 
Caribbean coast. This opens up opportunities for 
further study of the birds of the Caribbean coast 
of Veraguas province. On 29–31 July 2018, we 
collected birds along this new road in preparation 
for more intensive expeditions in the area focusing 
on turnover within and among bird species in the 
region.

We established a single field site (08°35’52.8”N 
81°12’21.6”W; 170 m elevation) near the town 
of Río Luis. Vegetation at this site consists of 
disturbed mature pluvial forest. We exclusively 
used mist-nets to collect birds. On the final day 
we used playback to target a few focal, widespread 
species for comparative genomics work. In total we 
collected 80 specimens, deposited in the Smithsonian 
Tropical Research Institute (STRI) Bird Collection, 

Figure 1. Sampling locality (indicated by the star); black 
line represents the carretera Guabal–Río Luis–Calovébora, 
shown at its extent in August 2019.
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Naos Island, Panama City, Panama (STRIBC), 
representing 29 species (Table 1), following the 
current American Ornithology Society checklist5.

The following three taxa are notable for their 
presence at or beyond their western range limits. 
We collected two Brownish Twistwings Cnipodectes 
subbrunneus on 29 and 30 July (STRIBC 7885–7886; 
Fig. 2A). These specimens, and one collected by S. 
L. Olson at Punta Alegre, Bocas del Toro province 
in 199013, are the only ones known from west of El 
Uracillo, Coclé province17.

A female Violet-bellied Hummingbird 
Juliamyia julie (STRIBC 7887) was collected on 
29 July. This species was previously known only 
from as far west as El Uracillo23. Although 19th 
century records exist for Costa Rica and Calovébora 
(which is due north of Río Luis), both are generally 
considered to be in error18,20,23.

Finally, we collected four specimens of 
Bicoloured Antbird Gymnopithys bicolor (STRIBC 
7890–7893; Fig. 2B), which are assignable to the 
nominate subspecies based on comparison with 
the large Panamanian series of this species at 
STRIBC. Olson13 suggested that turnover between 
this taxon and G. b. olivascens probably occurs 
somewhere between the Valiente Peninsula and 
Almirante; our record is consistent with this. The 
nominate subspecies had been collected in Santa 
Fé previously, but Caribbean slope records were 
lacking24.

At the same time, three taxa were observed 
beyond the eastern range limits of mtDNA 
lineages, which may represent biological species. 
The first is Ochre-bellied Flycatcher Mionectes 

(oleagineus) assimilis (STRIBC 7882–7884; 
Fig. 2C). Three distinct mitochondrial lineages of 
M. oleagineus sensu lato occur in Panama9,12. The 
westernmost mtDNA lineage is congruent with the 
subspecies assimilis, which ranges from western 
Panama to south-east Mexico. This taxon differs 
notably in plumage, bill shape and song from 
other Panamanian oleagineus (MJM unpubl. data), 
and probably represents a separate species. The 
presence of assimilis at our study site is particularly 
surprising, given that STRIBC specimens from 
Santa Fé, Veraguas province, are assignable to 
the central and south-western mitochondrial 
lineage, which is more closely related to some 
Amazonian populations than it is to assimilis12. 
This extraordinarily sharp divide across unbroken 
forest in such a small geographic space (c.22 km) 
reinforces that this region is key to understanding 
the generation of patterns of cryptic biological 
variation across Panama.

Based on DNA sequencing, two mtDNA 
lineages of White-whiskered Puffbird Malacoptila 
panamensis occur in eastern and western Panama, 
respectively. These more or less agree with the 
traditionally recognised inornata subspecies 
(south-west Mexico to western Panama) and 
the nominate (central Panama to north-west 
Colombia)14,23. MtDNA sequences from our Río Luis 
specimen (STRIBC 7888) cluster with sequences 
from Bocas del Toro province, and not those from 
Colón province east to Darién province, which 
suggests that mitochondrial turnover in White-
whiskered Puffbird must occur in the c.50 km 
between our field site and western Colón.

Figure 2. (A) Brownish Twistwing Cnipodectes subbrunneus showing characteristic wing posture (Jessica F. McLaughlin); (B) 
Bicoloured Antbird Gymnopithys bicolor showing facial markings of nominate subspecies (Oscar G. López Ch.); (C) Ochre-bellied 
Flycatcher Mionectes oleagineus with assimilis plumage (Oscar G. López Ch.)
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Likewise, distinct mtDNA lineages of Plain 
Xenops Xenops minutus occur in western and eastern 
Panama8, which refer to the ridgwayi and littoralis 
subspecies. The type specimen of X. m. ridgwayi 
is from Tocumen and Wetmore24 considered this 
subspecies to occur from eastern Panamá province 
west to the Costa Rican border. Alternatively, 
Remsen15 considered this subspecies to occur 
north-west to Nicaragua. Subspecies littoralis is 
generally thought to range from eastern Panamá 
province through Darién province to north-west 
Ecuador24. However, Harvey & Brumfield8 found 
that a bird from El Copé, Coclé province, clusters 
both in mitochondrial and genome-wide data 
with birds from eastern Panama. Our Caribbean 
Veraguas province specimen (STRIBC 7889) has 
mtDNA that clusters with birds from Colón to 

Darién provinces, but most genome-wide markers 
cluster with birds from Bocas del Toro province 
(JFM unpubl. data). Thus, we can suggest that 
the genetic break between these mtDNA lineages 
probably occurs in Caribbean Veraguas province, 
suggesting that phenotypic variation between 
subspecies is decoupled from underlying genomic 
variation across this divide.

While our survey of the avifauna of the Río Luis 
area was brief and incomplete, our results reinforce 
the notion that the Caribbean slope of Veraguas 
province is an important suture zone where a 
Mesoamerican avifauna meets that of eastern 
Panama and South America. This continental-
level turnover may at least partially explain the 
exceptionally high levels of beta-diversity observed 
in many Panamanian ecological assemblages3,6,11. 
At the same time, we call for urgent ornithological 
investigation of this area. The same road which has 
opened up this area to ornithological surveys will 
probably also be accompanied by the degradation 
and destruction of habitat via forest fragmentation, 
potentially leading to declines in the local 
avifauna16. Thus, the next few years present a 
critical window in which to study this area.
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Appendix 1. Specimens of Bicoloured Antbird Gymnopithys 
bicolor at STRIBC examined for subspecies identification.

STRIBC number Province
STRIBC7342 Coclé

STRIBC7344 Coclé

STRIBC7355 Coclé

STRIBC0847 Colón

STRIBC0848 Colón

STRIBC0849 Colón
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STRIBC number Province
STRIBC0850 Darién

STRIBC0851 Panamá

STRIBC0852 Coclé

STRIBC0853 Colón

STRIBC0854 Coclé

STRIBC0855 Coclé

STRIBC0856 Coclé

STRIBC0857 Coclé

STRIBC0858 Bocas del Toro

STRIBC0859 Bocas del Toro

STRIBC0860 Bocas del Toro

STRIBC0861 Bocas del Toro

STRIBC0862 Bocas del Toro

STRIBC0863 Bocas del Toro

STRIBC2550 Veraguas

STRIBC2551 Colón

STRIBC2954 Colón

STRIBC2955 Colón

STRIBC number Province
STRIBC2956 Colón

STRIBC2957 Colón

STRIBC2958 Veraguas

STRIBC3047 Colón

STRIBC3048 Colón

STRIBC3049 Colón

STRIBC3050 Colón

STRIBC3499 Coclé

STRIBC3770 Colón

STRIBC3774 Darién

STRIBC3775 Darién

STRIBC3854 Colón

STRIBC3904 Darién

STRIBC3906 Darién

STRIBC4147 Comarca Emberá-Wounaan

STRIBC4226 Comarca Emberá-Wounaan

STRIBC4807 Darién

STRIBC4815 Darién


