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Has the White-necked Picathartes Picathartes
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Summary

A rocky area in Lamto, Ivory Coast, which is partly surrounded by plantations, was
searched for nests of the White-necked Picathartes Picathartes gymnocephala. A total of 34
nests was found of which 10 were only remnants, 12 old and 12 rather new. One nest
contained two chicks. It is suggested that ecotourism might be a suitable means to help
to protect the species, but care has to be taken to avoid any further disturbance.

The genus Picathartes, with uncertain systematic status (Thompson and Fotso
1995), is represented by two species in Africa. According to DNA and anatomical
analysis Picathartes shows affinities to the Corvidae but with separate family
status (Sibley and Ahlquist 1990). They may, however, represent an order of
their own (Thompson and Fotso 1995). The White-necked Picathartes Picathartes
gymnocephalus Temminck lives in West Africa between Guinea and Ghana
(Dowsett and Forbes-Watson 1993, Thompson and Fotso 1995) where it inhabits
primary or secondary forests in the Upper Guinea Forest Zone. The species is
most likely not present in Togo. The locality where a nest was reported in 1894
(Collar and Stuart 1985) lies in Ghana (Cheke and Walsh 1996). In the forest zone
east of the Benin Gap from Nigeria to Gabon the White-necked Picathartes is
replaced by the Grey-necked Picathartes P. oreas Reichenow (Thompson and
Fotso 1995). Both species are similar in appearance and behaviour. They inhabit
dense undergrowth where they are mainly ground dwelling. The species breed
in small colonies in caves and on rocks where they build their mudnests often
under overhanging ledges under rainforest canopy; breeding is associated with
the rainy season (Collar and Stuart 1985, Thompson and Fotso 1995). Their food
consists largely of insects, small molluscs and vertebrates which they take mainly
from the forest floor (Thompson and Fotso 1995), and they are reported to join
mixed-species flocks which follow army ant Dorylus sp. columns (Walker 1939,
Demey and Fishpool 1991, K. Bergmann pers. com.).

In the Ivory Coast, the White-necked Picathartes is one of six bird species listed
as vulnerable (Collar and Stuart 1985). In March 1968, Brunel and Thiollay (1969)
discovered a small colony with six nests at Mount Nimba, of which two con-
tained two eggs each. Since then there have been no reports from this colony
(J.-M. Thiollay pers. comm.). Gartshore (1989) found an active breeding colony
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on the south-eastern slope of Mount Niénokoué in Tai National Park in March
1989. The site was checked for nests by K. Bergmann (pers. comm.) in 1994 and
1996 and the colony is still active (G. Radl pers. comm.). Recently, the White-
necked Picathartes was found at Mount Peko (Yaokokoré 1997). An additional
breeding population was discovered near the research station of Lamto (6°13′N,
5°02′W) in May 1990 by Demey and Fishpool (1991).

The habitat around Lamto is mainly savanna dominated by palms Borassus
aethiopium. It is the southernmost tip of the savanna belt in Ivory Coast and
belongs to the humid south Guinea savanna, which typically fringes the northern
limits of the forest zone and of which it is one of the last remnants (Thiollay
1998). Along the River Bandama, riverine forest is found from which a network
of galleries penetrates into the savanna habitat and there are also some small
isolated forests. The savanna is burned annually by controlled fires according to
a management plan. Since 1963, an area around the research station has been
protected from the fires and is turning into forest, and from 1963 to 1988 the
forest cover increased from 15.6% to 17.9% (Thiollay 1998). In the early 1980s,
the introduced shrub Chromolaena odorata began to invade the reserve and is now
present in almost all the forest areas. The research station in Lamto was founded
in 1962 and it is surrounded by a reserve which covers 2,700 ha. The reserve has
no official protective status, but it has recently been nominated as a Man and
Biosphere Reserve of UNESCO (Thiollay 1998, R. Vuattoux pers. comm.).

The White-necked Picathartes colony discovered near Lamto consisted of at
least 15 nests, of which six were under active construction (Demey and Fishpool
1991). There were observations of single birds ‘‘apparently a long way from suit-
able breeding sites’’ (Collar and Stuart 1985) in 1981 and 1982 (Prendergast 1983)
and 1987–1988 (Balchin 1988). The habitat in Lamto seemed to be unsuitable for
a breeding colony of picathartes because there were no extended rocky areas in
the forest known in the vicinity of the research station and it was speculated
whether the species is a seasonal migrant to the region. Some years after the
discovery of the colony, Borrow (1994) reported that it no longer existed because
the area had been cleared and turned into a banana plantation. In December
1993–January 1994 only ‘‘one and a half disused nests’’ were found and one bird
was seen. Nevertheless, in 1995 four new nests were reported from Lamto with-
out any detailed description of the site (Anonymus 1995). These are apparently
the last available records of the species in Lamto, although local people from the
small camp for employees near the research station claimed that the species can
be seen feeding at the camp’s refuse tip. In 1998, L. Fishpool (pers. comm.) ques-
tioned whether the colony is still there because local farmers had already started
to establish banana plantations at the site in 1990.

In November 1997, two of us (V.S., J.K.) stayed in Lamto for a brief visit. A
group of large rocks at the fringe of the savanna in open habitat was visited but
not inspected carefully, because it was thought that the area was not suitable for
the species owing to the banana and yam plantations situated around and par-
tially between the rocks, and there was hardly any tree cover. Later, L. Fishpool
(pers. comm.) described where he discovered the nests of picathartes and the
description corresponded with the rocks which we visited. On 7 November 1998,
the rocks were inspected again by V.S., F.G., J.K. and 24 nests were found. They
were arranged in four groups. At one place there were only the remains of one
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very old nest and a second group consisted of the remains of one nest and two
complete nests. These nests were built under overhanging rocks of moderate
height (5–8 m) and located about 2–3 m above the ground. Five more nests were
built in a cave-like structure between several rocks at a height of about 3–4 m.
One of these nests was old but the other four looked quite new with no sign of
decay and a lot of plant material within the mud structure of the nests. The
biggest group consisted of 15 nests. They were built under an overhanging rock
with a height of about 10–12 m. Four of these nests looked fresh and three still
contained nesting material (dry grass). Seven of the nests showed signs of decay
and of four nests only remnants were visible. From this location we saw other
groups of rocks in the Bandama valley, but it was impossible to reach them at
that time, because of the high water level.

Between October and December, we stayed in Lamto five times for 3–5 days
each visit. During that time we inspected several groups of rocks in dense gallery
forest near the station without finding any additional nests and we also never
observed any picathartes.

From the end of January to the end of April, we (V.S., S.S.) stayed regularly in
Lamto again. We suspected that the species might still breed there, because of
the shape of some of the discovered nests and, therefore, we checked the nests
every two weeks for signs of activity. We found no evidence of the presence of
picathartes at the nests during the whole period but did find some grey feathers
beneath one of the nests in the cave on 15 March. The nests were checked the
last time on 24 April. On 31 January we managed to visit some of the other rocks
in the Bandama valley but without finding any signs of the presence of pica-
thartes. The rocks there seemed to be unsuitable habitat because the surround-
ings were very open.

On 26 April, another group of rocks was inspected at the fringe of the gallery
forest and six nests were found. These were arranged in three groups of two
nests each. There were the remains of one nest and one old nest, one old nest
and one fresh nest still containing nesting material and the remains of one nest
together with a fresh nest still containing nesting material. It seemed that the last
of these was built on the remains of an older nest. All nests were between 1 and
2 m above the ground. On 27 April, a gulley-like structure, which was lined by
big boulders, was discovered in the riverine forest in the vicinity of the described
rocks. There, two single nests were found. One was very old, whereas the second
one was rather fresh. Additionally, two more nests were found. One of them was
very old but at some metres distance the second nest was fresh. A closer inspec-
tion revealed that it contained two picathartes chicks whose remiges where just
pins.

There are no other recent reports of observations of White-necked Picathartes
from Lamto but the active nest and others which looked rather new clearly show
that the species is still living and breeding there. Nothing can be said about the
numbers of picathartes occurring in Lamto but they are definitely not very
common as few fresh nests were found. However, due to its special habitat
requirements the species is always very local (Collar and Stuart 1985). The popu-
lation is probably threatened: the biggest site, which seems to be rather untypical
for the species because it is in relatively open habitat, is often visited by local
farmers whose fields are spread right beneath the nesting rocks, an activity which
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might disturb breeding birds and it is possible that this site has been abandoned
already. When established, the place was probably more densely vegetated;
when the colony was discovered people had just started to clear the area (L.
Fishpool pers. comm.), although according to local people the location has been
used for agriculture for a long time (R. Vuattoux pers. com.). Now there are
plantations between the rocks and in April 1999 even more vegetation had been
cut down for new fields. Trees are only found on the rocks themselves, or where
they lie close together. In contrast, the newly discovered nest localities reported
here lie well inside the forest and it seems unlikely that there will be any disturb-
ance by farmers in the near future. Nevertheless these sites might be suboptimal
as indicated by the small groups of nests in scattered localities and the discovery
of only one active nest of a species which usually breeds in colonies (Thompson
and Fotso 1995).

The question remains as to when the colony was established at the present
site. The research station was founded in the early 1960s and was the base
for intensive ornithological work, especially by Thiollay (1970a, b, 1971, 1985)
at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. Therefore, it seems
unlikely that the species was overlooked for about 20 years until the beginning
of the 1980s. It is possible that the birds invaded the area only recently after
habitat improvement – the extension of the forest after fires in the area round
the station had been discontinued. Most of the sightings of birds are reported
from the vicinity of the station (Prendergast 1983, Demey and Fishpool 1991)
where they do not breed. The lack of suitable rocks in their preferred habitat
might have forced the birds to breed in a relatively open place, which they
leave after the breeding season to move into denser forest. Desertion of breed-
ing colonies during the non-breeding season is also reported by Thompson
and Fotso (1995), who also speculate that individuals of the species may range
over a large area. Another explanation for the establishment of the population
might be the construction of the dam on the River Bandama at Taabo some
kilometres north of Lamto in 1977 (R. Vuattoux pers. comm.). There were
several big rocks in the area which is now flooded which might have been
the site of an undiscovered picathartes colony subsequently driven to Lamto
by the rising water. This would explain the first observations of the species
just a few years after the construction of the dam.

The White-necked Picathartes is listed as vulnerable in every country where it
is recorded (Collar and Stuart 1985) and Lamto is one of only two definite breed-
ing sites in Ivory Coast, which gives it a special importance. The main threat for
the species, as for all primary forest species, is habitat destruction (Collar and
Stuart 1985). To what extent local people hunt the species is not known. Accord-
ing to information from local people (R. Vuattoux pers. comm.), the species is
eaten but rarely, probably because it is rare. However, the fact that it has a name
in Baoulé (the local language) – Bro Ako (bush chicken) – shows that the bird
plays or played a role in the life of local people. Thompson and Fotso (1995)
report that the birds are protected by locals in some areas for religious reasons.
In contrast Brunel and Thiollay (1969) state that the birds are caught in special
traps at the Mount Nimba colony.

Action to manage the breeding site in Lamto in order to protect it is complic-
ated by the fact that the rocks lie just outside the boundary of the reserve. Never-
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theless, the species breeds there today although large parts of the suitable area
are cleared and visited by people regularly. Collar and Stuart (1985) summarize
reports that demonstrate that White-necked Picathartes can tolerate some dis-
turbance and forest clearing around its colonies, which gives hope that the colony
near Lamto can persist in the future if the disturbance remains at the present
level. To achieve this aim it is necessary to convince local people of the value of
the birds. This might be possible if they could gain advantages through ecotour-
ism, for example birders who want to watch this rare and attractive species.
Nowhere in the Ivory Coast is it easier to reach the nests of this species. In Tai
National Park, for example, it is only possible with a guided tour, which takes
two days (G. Radl pers. comm.). With a little care it should be possible to watch
the nests and birds at Lamto in the breeding season without any impact. These
activities should help to protect the species and might additionally serve as a
stimulus to better protect this important last remnant of this type of Borassus-
savanna. However, visits by birders must be restricted to the farmed area,
because it is disturbed already. We considered whether we should publish our
observations because it could lead to a rush of people to the nesting area, with
negative effects. However, we think that the benefits of this publication may be
greater than its potential harm. Nevertheless we appeal to every person visiting
the area to keep the impact on picathartes as low as possible and avoid any
disturbance at the nests.
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