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of the jewels of Bolivian avifauna.
The rediscovery of the long forgot

ten Ara glaucogularis coincided with
the foundation of the Armonia
Association, since 1994 the BirdLife
International Partner Designate for
Bolivia. One of the first challenges
taken up by Armonia was to map for
the first time the distribution of the
Blue-throated Macaw (Hesse &
Jammes, unpublished). With financial
backing assured by WCS, the five
month exploration and distribution
study was effected using very simple
means based mainly on habitat
focused searches, and most important
ly, local hearsay (although the latter
upon several occasions proved to be
an unreliable source of information). It
quickly became evident that Ara
glaucogularis appears to he danger
ously low in density, and what is
more, to be extremely patchily distrib
uted within a relatively confined distri
bution.

These alarming observations togeth
er with the knowledge of the presence
of marauding hunters for the illegal pet
trade spurred us on to the next step of
the Ara glaucogularis Project and,
thanks to financial support provided
by Loro Parque Fundacion as well as
some extra backing from Charles
Munn, the census of the species' wild
population has been underway since
spring 1995. There is still some field
work to he completed for us to arrive
at a total count, but enough ground
has been covered to allow us to esti
mate that barely 100 individuals make
up the current population of Blue
throated Macaws in the wild. If this fig
ure is anywhere near correct, we are
indeed justified in our fears for the
species survival and it is imperative
that appropriate measures be taken

The Beginning
The first studies of Ara glaucogu

laris in the wild swiftly followed the
sudden re-discovery of the species by
Charles Munn of the Wildlife
Conservation Society (WCS) in August
1992 (Jordan & Munn, 1993). With the
help of his local guide, Munn immedi
ately started a small scale experimental
nest program in the then only known
locality where the species had been
found. The resident macaws were
guarded, and encouraged to dig nest
holes by starting the work for them. It
is worth mentioning that tourists and
bird watchers from all over the world
eagerly contact us to visit this famous
site anxious to see for themselves one

G
lobally re,1ricted to an area in cen
tral Beni department, Bolivi:l, mea
suring harctly 15,000 square km.

(9,300 sq. miles) and moreover bearing the
unenviable status of a globally threatened
species (Collar et aI., 1992), the Blue-throat
ed Macaw (Ara glaucogularis) calls for
long overdue attention from the con
servation world.

Until quite recently the only infor
mation available on Ara glaucogularis
was mainly morphological data from
five museum skins and from observa
tions of the various captive individuals
dotted around the globe. In terms of
wild studies, however, Ara glaucogu
laris still remains one of the most mys
terious birds in the world. Since the
last reported sighting of the species in
the wild over a century ago, various
investigators reported dubious findings
of the macaw as far south as southern
Bolivia and northern Argentina and
Paraguay (see in Ingels et al. 1981),
although these were probably due to
confusion with the superficially similar
Blue and Yellow Macaw (Ara ararauna).
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Commercial Members
rapidly.

As important as purely scientific
study is, contact with local human
inhabitants is just as important, if not
more so. It is an undeniable fact that
those people who live in the vicinity of
the Blue-throated Macaw will hold the
future of this species in their hands
for better or for worse. The problem in
most cases is that very few of the local
inhabitants are aware of this intrinsic
responsibility. Be it from confusion
with the all too similar Blue and
Yellow Macaw, or simply from a lack
of interest, the great majority of those
people who co-exist with the Blue
throated Macaw are blissfully unaware
of this species' existence. Those few
who do recognize the macaw generally
remain unconcerned by its worrying
scarcity in the savannas of the Beni.

This is a situation for which these
people can hardly be reproached.
What conservationists can do, howev
er, is set about their task in the most
intelligent way possible and this
involves a lot of positive contact with
both the humbler people of Beni and
the powerful landowners on whose
property the species occurs.

The Blue-throated Macaw shows all
the symptoms of an animal which Man
is once again irrevocably, although
sometimes not always consciously,
pushing towards the brink of extinc
tion. To reverse this process the
human co-habitants need first of all to
know this species eXists, and secondly,
they need to acquire the will to pre
vent its disappearance from their land
scape. The slow processes of aware
ness and attitude change have been
applied to fight the extinction of many
species across the world. In many
cases the result obtained is merely a
facade or, at best, a shift in fashionable
thinking. But in equally many other sit
uations true conservation action has
come forth. The key to winning the
understanding, trust and long-term
cooperation of any human beings is to
approach them at their own level. Edu
cation, which in this case is environ
mental in nature, is a tried and tested
means to accomplish this.

Fundamental to the philosophy of
Armonia, environmental education is a
component of singular importance in
the work on Ara glaucogularis. It is
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People of the Beni Region, Bolivia greet the Blue-throated Macaw sunJey plane.

Burning of the "palm islands" destroys the habitat ofthe
Blue-tbroated Macaw.

tions to c1ate would suggest the inclu
sion of the latter category to be erro
neous, and very likely a result of the
traditional confusion with Ara ararau
na, which certainly does inhabit forest
as well as open land.

the species i that pertammg to the
habitat of Araglaucogularis. Originally
described as a combination between
seasonally inundated savanna, forest
islands and valley riverine forest (see
Ingels et aI., 1981), habitat observa-

The Following
Data from the distribution and cen

sus of Am glaucogulmis tells us where
these remarkably elusive macaws can
be found and roughly how many there
are. This information is very important
if conservationists are to act further in
the interests of the species, and thus
these studies, which actually form a
continuous appraisal of population sta
tus, are a beginning, rather than an
end in itself. With each day spent
observing the Blue-throated Macaws
or chatting with their human neigh
bors, new avenues unfold revealing
strategies enabling us to broaden the
scarce existing knowledge of this
species, and especially to act further in
the interest of its continued survival in
the wild. We have seen from our
efforts to date that one of these strate
gies is unquestionably an enhanced
program of environmental education
and general human contact. Another
equally necessary direction is, of
course, scientific study pel~ se.

In this aspect, there is no shortage
of questions to be asked and
answered. An area of study which is of
high priority for the conservation of

false to think that expensive and
sophisticated means are a requisite to
act effectively in this field. We started
on the 1993 distribution study to sim
ply talk with local people living near
the macaws. During the census we
continued this simple but important
contact, sometimes donating much
appreciated food supplies and, where
appropriate, distributing rudimentalY
but popular didactic materials (i.e.
black and white drawings of Ara
glaucogularis along with coloring pen
cils, copies of the Armonia magazine,
etc.) to community teachers and chil
dren, who are the main focus of our
attentions, especially 'since they often
exert an indirect but powerful influ
ence on the adults.

Apalt from a few rare cases where
certain suspicions of our true purpose
lingered, the positive contact estab
Ii hed with the people approached has
achieved considerable results in cer
tain areas. [n one community there can
be said to exist a certain new-found
sense of identification with the Blue
throated Macaw.
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ntil the habitat study planned for
1996 yields some more detailed infor
mation, the limited observational data
gathered so far suggests that Ara
glaucogularis inhabits more open ter
rain comprising savanna forest islands
(100 - 300 m elevation) although it
does often frequent diminutive tracts
of isolated low growth secondaly for
est, sometimes containing crops. If the
macaw has any habitat preferences, it
would seem that these are for the eco
tone which separates island edge from
open savanna.

With regard to feeding hahits, the
species feeds extensively on the fruit
of the locally called "Motacu" Palm
(Scheelea princeps). Thi' widely dis
tributed species, as well as other palms
(i.e. Acrocromia IOlat) and some tall
deciduous trees (Ebenaceae, Moraceae.. .)
are associated with Am glaucogularis
and other sympatric macaws (Am ara
rauna, A. chloroplera, A. severa, A. aWl
collis) for hoth feeding and nesting pur
poses. It is notewolthy that the habitat
descrihed ahove also SUppOl1S consid
erable biodiversity, not only the abun
dant avifauna, but also many mammal
species such as Howler Monkeys
(Alouaffa caraya), Anteaters (Tamandua
lelradactyla, Myrmecophaga tridactyla),
Coatis ( asua nasua), and even the
Marsh Deer COdocoileus dichotomus).

The hahitat frequented hy Ara
glaucogularis in the majority of cases
happens to he on private land owned
by affluent cattle ranchers. Savanna
makes ideal pasture land and evelY
year seasonal hurning takes place on a
very large scale. Bolivia reached the
international press in 1995 for it·
uncontrolled burning. The impact on
the fauna is very difficult to assess but
many people in Beni suffered direct
health consequences. To this damag
ing practice, which at least is restricted
to but a few months a year, must he
added general land clearance, also in
the interest of cattle ranching.
FOl1unately this has not reached any
where near the scale observed in other
pal1s of Bolivia and neighboring coun
tries that are more agriculturally devel
oped. As far as Ara glaucogularis is
concerned, the main risk involves the
macaws finding themselves without
enough hollow palm trunks, their ideal
nest site, which are often cut down on

a localized subsistence basis for fuel.
The loss of potential nest sites

results in enhanced inter- and intra
specific competition. It has often heen
observed that the smaller and lighter
Ara glaucogulm-is comes off worse in
encounters with bigger and stronger
congeners such as the Blue and
Yellow and the Red and Green
Macaws CBoussekey et ai, 1992; pel's.
obs.).

The habitat destruction provoked
by the cattle itself is immense and for
est islands once impenetrable with
lush vegetation are rapidly and ruth
lessly transformed into dry and lifeless
dust bowls. The effect of cattle ranch
ing on forest island fauna and flora is
therefore deva tating but there is as yet
no evidence to suggest that there is
any direct impact on macaws, which
have heen seen to frequent cattle
destroyed islands. This may he Simply
because Am glaucogularis, like all
members of its genus, feeds primarily
on palm fruits, and the palms forming
the main tree population of the islands
found in the Benian savanna are sim-

ply not affected as rapidly by cattle as
are the more vulnerable undergrowth
plants.

An obvious course of action to rem
edy habitat disturbance is to work with
the landowners, who are in any case
always contacted before initiating a
visit to their lands. The privilege of
owning the only lands in the world on
which occur a species of macaw as
rare as Ara glaucogularis is a concept
entirely new to the propeny owners.
However, once this information has
sunk in and positive relations are
established, it is a comparatively sim
ple step to convince them of the
importance of the species as well as
that of its habitat. And from this point
can be suggested a series of practical
recommendations aiming to ensure
the cooperation of the landowners and
their employees in aVOiding destruc
tion of Ara glaucogulm-is habitat. Such
recommendations are of the sort that
can be put into immediate practice
without any extra costs and not much
extra effol1. For example, in sites
known to SUPPOl1 macaws, effective
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School children of the Beni Region ofBolivia with theirpaintings ofthe Blue-throated Macaw,

action involves refraining from cutting
down or hurning potential nest sites
(dry palms especially), and to general
ly avoid damage to forest islands
where ma aws are known to roost and
feed.

Simple, concrete action' on a local
ized hasis have the advantage of

enhanced flexihility, at the same time
enabling local people and landowner'
to participate in our work and gradu
ally learn to become the true guardians
of "their" Blue-throated Macaw. Some
of the above described measures are
already being observed in more than
one locality suppoIting a significant

propoItion of the Am glaucogularis
population,

Undoubtedly the most difficult chal
lenge in the long-term conservation of
the Blue-throated Macaw is to curb
and, if possible, stop the illegal traffic
of this species in the international pet
trade. Very little can be said on this
subject other tllan it is a velY alarming
and persistent menace. On a localized
scale, it is our intention to once more
use clo e links with local people and
sympathetic landowners to set up a
sort of "vigilante network" whereby
our collaborators would generally
keep a watchful eye on their resident
macaws and inform us (personally
when possible, or by radio) of any sus
picioLis occurrences. Landowners
could effectively make the tasks of
hunters and traffickers a lot harder by
checking access to private lands and
controlling trespassers, measures very
rarely taken up to the present date in
the vast ranching propeIties of the
Beni.

On a more political level, it would
be ideal to count upon the active par
ticipation and suPPOIt of a recognized
intelvention authority, such as TRAF
FIC International, as well as that of the
appropriate government agency.

Painting of the Blue-throated Macaw by a school child of the Beni Region, Bolivia.
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The Future
The message is crystal clear: in

Bolivia exists one of the rarest birds in
the world-an enigmatic species
belonging to the highly charismatic
and ancient parrot family. In the inter
ests of conservation, ethics, biodiversi
ty, and in a certain way, humanity
itself, and with the help of individuals
and institutions both within and out
side of Bolivia, Armonia is carrying out
the first studies of the Ara glaucogu
Im'is population still sUlviving in the
wild.

The courses of action to be taken to
ensure the survival of thi' species on
Earth form an entity; conselvation
strategies are not to be seen as mutu
ally independent of each other. On the
contrary, all possible angles must be
interactively explored in order to
increase our chances in the fight to
reverse the process of gradual annihi
lation provoked by the advance of
Mankind.

A Single conselvation organization



Armonia's 1995 status and distribution surveys were financed by the Loro
Parque Fundaci6n, which again in 1996 has been able to direct US$25,000 to the
further work essential to prevent the extinction of this critically endangered
species. At least US$40,000 more is needed over the next year, and the Loro
Parque Fundaci6n makes an urgent appeal for donations to assist Armonia to
save the Blue-throated Macaw. The Loro Parque Fundaci6n also coordinates the
European Species Survival Plan for this species in captivity.

Send donations marked "Blue-throated Macaw" to Loro Parque Fundaci6n,
38400 Puerto de la Cruz, Tenerife, Spain. Tel +34 22 374081. Fax +34 22 375021.
Banco Bilbao Vizcaya, Puerto de la Cruz, Account No. 001-635615-8.•

D

cannot take on global habitat destruc
tion and extinction of the world's
species, but we in Bolivia can still save
the Blue-throated Macaw from perma
nently disappearing from the savannas
of Beni.

Why should we do this? The "Blue
bearded Macaw" as it is known in its
homeland, is native to a confined area
miraculously supporting the last
known wild population on Earth, com
prising barely 100 individuals; the
species is a unique source of genetic
diversity in a country supporting over
1360 species of birds; it certainly plays
a role in the ecological balance of its
chosen habitat, itself threatened by
human activities; and last, although
certainly not least, the Blue-throated
Macaw is a beautiful animal with every
right to exist, and which, moreover,
shows all the signs of having a complex
social organization and being, perhaps,
one of the most gifted species of its
characteristically intelligent family.

In short, we want Ara glaucogulans
to live unmolested in its natural envi
ronment for as long as possible. To
take up this challenge it is necessary to
carry on studying the species in order
to understand its relationship with its
fragile habitat. It is vital to reach the
local people to gain their understand
ing and, if they are so disposed, their
valuable cooperation. Only then will
conservationists be able to prevent the
irreversible loss of Ara glaucogulans.
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