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First Nest Description for the Ocellated Antbird 
(Phaenostictus mcleannani) 

Deborah M. Buehler/ Alberto I. Castillo/ and Jeffrey D. Brawn^-^ 

ABSTRACT.•We present the first description of a 
nest of the Ocellated Antbird (Phaenostictus mclean- 
nani), an understory species that ranges from south- 
eastern Honduras to northwestern Ecuador The open- 
cup nest was found in June 2002, in the Republic of 
Panama, and was located on the leaf litter between the 
buttresses of a Virola surinamensis tree. The nest con- 
tained two ovoid, whitish eggs with reddish-brown 
speckles and longitudinal streaks. Received 20 January 
2004, accepted 3 August 2004. 

The   Ocellated   Antbird   {Phaenostictus 
mcleannani) is a "professional" army ant fol- 
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lower {sensu Willis 1973) that ranges from 
southeastern Honduras to northwestern Ecua- 
dor (Ridgely and Gwynne 1989, Zimmer and 
Isler 2003). In the Republic of Panama, the 
Ocellated Antbird is widespread throughout 
the undergrowth of lowland humid forests and 
has been recorded at elevations of up to 900 
m (Ridgely and Gwynne 1989). Ocellated 
Antbirds, along with Bicolored Antbirds 
{Gymnopithys leucaspis) and Spotted Antbirds 
{Hylophylax naevioides naevioides), form the 
core of ant-following assemblages in central 
Panama (Willis 1973). The Ocellated Antbird 
is the least common of the three species, is 
relatively secretive, and is rarely observed 
away from swarms of army ants (Willis 1973). 
The natural history of this group is of interest 
due to its notable vulnerability to habitat frag- 
mentation and isolation; for example, the Oc- 
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ellated Antbird became extirpated from Barro 
Colorado Island in the 1970s (Karr 1982, 
Robinson 1999). Despite intensive studies of 
their ecology and behavior (Willis 1973), no 
confirmed observations of Ocellated Antbird 
nests have been previously reported. Here, we 
present what we believe is the first description 
of this species' nest. 

We studied the reproductive ecology of 
birds on a 104-ha study area (see Robinson et 
al. 2000 for a full description of the study 
area) in the lowland forests of Soberanía Na- 
tional Park in the Republic of Panama (9° 10' 
N, 79° 45' W). On 26 June 2000, while check- 
ing the buttresses of a medium sized Virola 
surinamensis tree (Family Myristicaceae: ~20 
m high, 0.80 m diameter at base of buttresses, 
and 0.25 m diameter at breast height), AIC 
flushed an adult Ocellated Antbird and dis- 
covered a cup nest built amid the leaf litter on 
the ground between two of the tree's buttress- 
es. The nest tree was located in forest 60•120 
years old (Robinson et al. 2000). 

We revisited the nest site on 27 June and 
measured the nest and eggs. The nest was set 
on the ground litter and was attached at the 
rim to the tree buttresses with fungal rhizo- 
morphs {Marasmius spp.). The nest itself was 
a tightly knit cup made from fine fungal rhi- 
zomorphs and dried leaves. We did not ob- 
serve additional lining material. The interior 
of the cup measured 85 mm in width and 40 
mm in depth. The eggs were ovoid and whit- 
ish, speckled with reddish-brown spots and 
longitudinal streaks, much like Bicolored Ant- 
bird eggs (Stiles and Skutch 1989). The eggs 
weighed 5.0 and 4.9 g and both measured 27 
mm in length and 20 mm in width at the wid- 
est point. 

We revisited the nest every 3 days. The nest 
contained two eggs on 30 June, and on 3 July, 
we observed two naked hatchlings; their eyes 
were closed. By 6 July, the hatchlings had 
feather sheaths, and by 9 July, they were 
downy and their eyes had opened. On 15 and 
16 July, the nest was intact but empty. Al- 
though we did not directly observe whether 
the nestlings fledged successfully or were dep- 
redated, a nestling period of approximately 12 
days is common for open-cup-nesting antbirds 
(Willis 1972, Stiles and Skutch 1989). 

The nest we observed was similar to de- 
scriptions of putative Ocellated Antbird nests 

presented by Willis (1973) and Zimmer and 
Isler (2003). We believe that our observations 
confirm the Willis (1973) and Zimmer and Is- 
ler (2003) nests as those of the Ocellated Ant- 
bird. 

Most other species in the families Tham- 
nophilidae and Formicariidae attach their 
open-cup nests to horizontal forks of shrubs 
or trees (antshrikes, antvireos, some antwrens 
and antbirds), or build in a hollow or cavity 
(some antbirds and antthrushes). The Ocellat- 
ed Antbird's placement of a cup nest on the 
ground between tree buttresses makes it some- 
what unique in these families (Stiles and 
Skutch 1989, Cadena et al. 2000). Species in 
the ecologically similar genus, Phlegopsis, 
place their nests inside hollow tree stumps 
(Cadena et al. 2000). A two-egg clutch is stan- 
dard for open-cup nesters in the humid tropics 
(Skutch 1985). 
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