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The nests of Grallaria antpittas have long
escaped the attention of ornithologists, and,
before 2003, nests of only five of the roughly
31 species of Grallaria had been described in
nature (Sclater & Salvin 1879, Edwards & Lea
1955, Érard 1982, Wiedenfeld 1982, Whitney
1992). Recently, however, descriptions have
been published for five additional species,
four of them from Ecuador (Freile & Renjifo
2003, Price 2003, Kofoed & Auer 2004, Martin & Dobbs 2004, Greeney & Martin 2005).
We continue this trend by describing the nest
and eggs of the Plain-backed Antpitta
(Grallaria haplonota) from the foothills of the
north-eastern Ecuadorian Andes. While
Schäfer (2002) describes an apparent nest of
Plain-backed Antpitta from Venezuela, his

description of a domed nest with a side
entrance on the ground is almost certainly in
error, as it is inconsistent with all previous
nests for the genus, as well as with our observations of a nest from Ecuador. Here we
descibe a single nest of Plain-backed Antpitta
for which we obtained videotaped confirmation of the species to which it belonged.
Observations were made at 1175 m a.s.l.
at a campsite (00°22.4’S, 78°08.3’W) within
the community-owned reserve, Mushullacta,
Napo Province, Ecuador, adjacent to the
Napo-Galeras sector of the Gran Sumaco
National Park. On 11 April 2005, we discovered an empty, but seemingly completed nest.
The nest was still empty at 16:30 h on 12
April but contained a single icy-cold and dew601
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covered egg at 05:30 h on 13 April. Based on
the temperature and wetness of the egg this
early in the morning, it is most likely that the
egg was laid the previous day after 16:30 h.
On 14 April, at 15:30 h the nest still contained
a single egg. An adult was heard within 15 m
of the nest giving a repeated (every 10–20 s)
one-note call. Two hours and 15 min later, the
nest contained two eggs. These observations
closely match the only reported laying time
for Grallaria, where a Scaled Antpitta (Grallaria guatimalensis) laid both eggs after 17:00 h,
roughly 48 h apart (Dobbs et al. 2003).
Nest and eggs. The nest was a bulky open cup
of dead, partially decaying vegetative matter
including sticks, leaves, brown moss, and
rootlets. At the time of laying it was sparsely
lined with dark rootlets. Inside measurements
of the egg cup were 10.5 cm diameter and 8.5
cm deep. Outside dimensions were roughly
15 to 17 cm tall and 23 to 25 cm wide. The
nest was located at the edge of an area of
dense, tangled vegetation in a small drainage,
bordered on the uphill side by tall (30–40 m
canopy) primary forest, with an open understory. It was situated 1.6 m above the ground
and supported by 6–8 thin vines (1–1.5 cm
diam.) in the middle of a dense vine tangle.
The tangle was created by fallen branches and
vines, and formed a dense area of vegetation
roughly 2.3 m high, 3 m long and 2 m wide.
The nest was roughly in the center, near the
top of the tangle, and was well hidden from
all angles. It was sheltered directly (60 cm)
above by several large broad leaves of an herbaceous vine.
Both eggs were immaculate turqouise
blue. The first measured 31.5 by 25.0 mm and
weighed 10.844 g the morning after being
laid. The second measured 31.5 by 25.2 mm
and weighed 11.021 g the day after it was laid.
Adult behavior and nest fate. On 13 April, the day
between laying of the eggs, the nest was vid602

eotaped for 7.25 h from 10:15 h to 17:30 h.
During this time, adults visited the nest only
twice, sitting on the egg for a total of 23 min
or 5.2% of the observation period. Both
times they brought single rootlets which they
added to the interior of the cup. While sitting
on the egg the adult(s) seemed restless and
never settled completely onto the egg as seen
later in incubation. The adults occasionally
performed one or all of the behaviors
described below, but were never heard to sing
while on the nest. On one occasion, an adult
lifted its wings backwards until the tips
crossed slightly behind it, pressed its breast
into the nest cup, and vibrated its body rapidly. We interpret this as a nest shaping behavior as seen in many species of passerines
during building (Greeney unpubl.), including
antpittas (Greeney & Sornoza 2005).
On 24 April, 10 days after the second egg
was laid, the nest was videotaped from 06:00
h to 14:00 h. Both adults incubated for 83.6%
of the observation period in three on bouts
averaging (± SD) 131 ± 96 min. Each time
they replaced each other one adult alighted on
the rim after approaching from below the
nest and, with little or no interaction, the
incubating adult left. A rootlet was added to
the nest cup each of the three times we
observed an adult arrive at the nest. While
incubating, adults frequently (9.5 times per
hour) stood and peered into the cup. They
then engaged in one of several behaviors.
They spent 0.6% of their time on the nest
preening their plumage with their bills or
occasionally scratching with their leg. They
spent 0.07% of their time arranging stray
rootlets in the rim of the cup. On seven out of
53 standing bouts adults leaned into the cup
and gently drew their bill towards their breast,
presumably rolling the eggs. In addition,
while standing, they performed “rapid” or
“sharp” probing maneuvers (Greeney 2004)
in between staring intently into the nest cup.
Of these probing behaviors, 86% were rapid
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probes, which were performed during 87% of
movement bouts (n = 53, range = 0–38 times
per bout). Sharp probes were observed on
36% of movement bouts (range = 0–4 times
per bout). At least three times, rapid probing
caused one of the eggs to be turned. Periods
of movement lasted from 1–94 s, and in total
adults spent 4.4% of their time moving about
in the nest. In addition to these behaviors
which likely reduced the vigilance of the incubating adult, the first adult to return to the
nest in the morning sang from the nest 35
times during a 40 min on bout (52 times per
hour). The song heard was the typical series
of mournful notes given by this species
(Ridgely & Greenfield 2001). The individual
who replaced this one sang only three times,
immediately after replacing the first adult and
just before the return of the first adult at the
end of its 232 min on bout.
On 25 April, at 06:00 h, the nest was
found covered in contour feathers of an adult
antpitta. Both eggs were intact but cold to the
touch. The nest was videotaped from 06:15 to
10:15 h, during which time an adult visited the
nest only once for 25 s, peered into the cup,
shifted the eggs with its bill, and then left. We
presume that the adult spending the night on
the nest was killed or seriously injured. At
least one adult was heard singing from the
area during the following days but the nest
remained abandoned.
Conclusions. The eggs described here for Plainbacked Antpitta are similar to those described
for others in the genus (review in Krabbe &
Schulenberg 2003). The nest is similar to
some Grallaria species including Chestnutcrowned (G. ruficapilla), Watkins’s (G.
watkinsi), and Tawny (G. quitensis) antpittas
(Dobbs & Martin 2004, Greeney & Martin
2005, Martin & Greeney 2006), in its placement out in the small branches of a shrub or
vine tangle. Scaled Antpitta has been reported
nesting in similar situations (Miller 1963,

Dobbs et al. 2001) as well as in more supported positions such as against fallen and
upright tree trunks (Belcher & Smooker 1936,
Edwards & Lea 1955), as is the case for most
other described Grallaria nests (Érard 1982,
Wiedenfeld 1982, Quintela 1987, Whitney
1992, Protomastro 2000, Freile & Renjifo
2003, Price 2003, Kofoed & Auer 2004,
Greeney & Gelis 2005). Schäfer’s (2002)
report of a domed nest on the ground is
almost certainly incorrect, given that no nest
of the genus Grallaria, or any formicariid, is
known to be domed.
While other antpittas have been reported
to sing from the nest (e.g., Skutch 1969,
Dobbs et al. 2003), the rate of vocalization
observed here surpasses even vocal species
(e.g., Tawny Antpitta, 35 times per hour,
Greeney & Martin 2005). We hope this brief
note encourages others to report any observations which further our knowledge of this
poorly studied and fascinating group of Neotropical birds.
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