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First documented mainland 
South American record of 
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 
Sphyrapicus varius
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 
Sphyrapicus varius is a northern 
migrant that winters in the 
southern and south-east USA, 
Middle America and the West 
Indies10. Vagrants have been 
recorded in the Netherlands 
Antilles11 and there have been 
sight records on San Andrés 
Island7 and the Santa Marta 
Mountains6. On the morning of 
23 November 2010, members of 
a birdwatching tour were in the 
vicinity of the ProAves El Dorado 
Lodge (11°06’02”N 74°04’20”W; 
c.1,900 m) in the Sierra Nevada 
de Santa Marta, dpto. Magdalena, 
Colombia. G. Roberts noticed a 
woodpecker he did not recognise 
and alerted PAG, who immediately 
identified it as a sapsucker and 
then pointed it out to the only 
other North American birder 
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present, J. Skevington, who 
agreed with the identification; 
photographs were taken by K. 
Knudsen (Fig. 1). The bird was 
observed again on 25 November 
in the same trees, at heights of 
c.10–20 m for approximately ten 
minutes.

Yellow-bellied Sapsucker is 
the only species of Sphyrapicus 
whose wintering range generally 
approaches South America, 
although there are records 
of Red-naped Sapsucker S. 
nuchalis from Guatemala and 
Honduras4. Separation of S. 
varius from S. nuchalis can be 
difficult, especially in female 
nuchalis vs. male varius. In this 
case, however, identification 
is easier because of the golden 
head spangling characteristic 
of juvenile / immature varius at 
this late date (they are slower to 
develop adult plumage)1,8, whereas 
nuchalis would be in near-adult 
plumage by this time. The 
bird’s underparts lack adult-like 
plumage including any hint of the 
breast shield, further denoting 
it is a juvenile (S. Shunk pers. 
comm.). It appears to lack any red 
on the throat, indicating a female, 
which sex tends to migrate further 
south10. This record constitutes 
another instance of vagrancy in 
Santa Marta2,3,9, which region is 
principally renowned for its high 
level of endemism.

Acknowledgements
Thanks to ProAves and EcoTurs 
for arranging all aspects of this 

birding tour. Greg Roberts, Jeff 
Skevington and Ketil Knudsen 
et al. shared this observation. 
This and other observations from 
Colombia during the same winter 
period were published in Luna et 
al.5.

References
1.	 Devillers, P. (1970) 

Identification and 
distribution in California of 
the Sphyrapicus varius group 
of sapsuckers. Calif. Birds 1: 
47–76.

2.	 Donegan, T. M. & Huertas, 
B. C. (2002) First mainland 
record of Worm-eating 
Warbler Helmitheros 
vermivorus for Colombia. 
Cotinga 17: 77–78.

3.	 Donegan, T. M., Collar, N. 
J., Ellery, T., Giles, O. A. 
R., Huertas, B., Olaciregui, 
C., Salaman, P., Swift, B. 
& Toro-M., J. L. (2010) 
Photographic record of 
Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla 
cedrorum from the Santa 
Marta Mountains, Colombia. 
Cotinga 32: 147–148.

4.	 Howell, S. N. G. & Webb, S. 
(1995) A guide to the birds of 
Mexico and northern Central 
America, New York: Oxford 
University Press.

5.	 Luna, J. C., Ellery, T., 
Knudsen, K. & McMullan, 
M. (2011) First confirmed 
records of Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker Sphyrapicus 
varius for Colombia and 
South America. Conserv. 
Colombiana 15: 29–30.

6.	 Mazar Barnett, J. & Kirwan, 
G. M. (2001) Neotropical 
notebook: Colombia. Cotinga 
15: 70.

7.	 McMullan M., Donegan, T. 
M. & Quevedo A. (2010) 
A field guide to the birds 
of Colombia, Colombia: 
ProAves.

8.	 Pyle, P. (1997) Identification 
guide to North American 
birds, 1. Bolinas, CA: Slate 
Creek Press.

9.	 Strewe, R. & Navarro, C. 
(2004) New and noteworthy 
records of birds from the 
Sierra Nevada de Santa 
Marta region, north-eastern 

Colombia. Bull. Brit. Orn. 
Club 124: 38–51.

10.	 Winkler, H. & Christie, D. A. 
(1995) Woodpeckers: a guide 
to the woodpeckers of the 
world. Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin. 

11.	 Winkler, H. & Christie, D. 
A. (2002) Family Picadae 
(woodpeckers). In: del Hoyo, 
J., Elliott, A. & Sargatal, J. 
(eds.) Handbook of the birds 
of the world, 7. Barcelona: 
Lynx Edicions.

Peter A. Ginsburg
1718 Burgundy Road, Encinitas, 
CA 92024, USA.

Received 16 February 2011; final 
revision accepted 4 July 2011

 

Figure 1. Young female Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker Sphyrapicus varius, El Dorado 
Lodge, Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, 
dpto. Magdalena, Colombia, November 
2010 (Ketil Knudsen)
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