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Abstract 

The Thorn-tailed Rayadito (Aphrastura spinicauda) is a Furnariid inhabiting the forests of Southern Chile and Argentina. 

Published nesting records are of nests in tree cavities, rock walls, nest boxes and buildings, all above the ground. There 

are no published accounts of ground level tree cavity nests. On Navarino Island, Chile, three ground level tree cavities 

were used by A. spinicauda as nest sites. Explanations for this unusual nest placement could be the lack of ground 

dwelling predators on the island or possible nest site limitations.  

 

Keywords: Chile, Furnariidae, Isla de Navarino, nest site. 

 

Resumen 

El Rayadito (Aphrastura spinicauda) es un furnárido que habita los bosques del sur de Chile y Argentina. Los registros 

publicados sobre la anidación de esta especie son en cavidades de árboles, paredes rocosas, nidos artificiales en forma de 

caja, y edificios. Todos los anteriores sobre el suelo. No hay registros publicados sobre esta especie anidando en cavidades 

de árboles a nivel del suelo. En la isla de Navarino, en Chile, tres cavidades a nivel del suelo en árboles fueron utilizadas 

como lugares de anidación por el Rayadito. Una explicación para este tipo inusual de anidación podría ser la falta de 

predadores terrestres o también debido a la falta de otros lugares de anidación. 

 

Palabras clave: Chile, Furnariidae, Isla de Navarino, sitio de anidación.  

 

Introduction 

he Thorn-tailed Rayadito (Aphrastura spinicauda) 

ranges from Coquimbo, Chile and Neuquén, 

Argentina to the Cape Horn Islands (Araya et al. 1996, 

Couve & Vidal 2003, Fjeldså & Krabbe 1990, Rozzi et 

al. 2003, Venegas 1991). Thorn-tailed Rayadito inhabit 

the edge and interior of old growth Nothofagus forests 

and nearby second growth forests (Anderson & Rozzi 

2000, Cornelius 2008, Ippi & Trejo 2003, Rozzi et al. 

2003, Vuilleumier 1967). They have also been reported 

on treeless islands with bunch-grass (Poa sp.) and 

bushes (Berberis sp.) (Olrog 1950, Schlatter & Riveros 

1997). The related Masafuera Rayadito (Aphrastura 

masafuerae) is found on Alexander Selkirk Island and 

nests in natural holes in steep rock walls (Hahn et al. 

2004).  

 

Thorn-tailed Rayadito have been documented to nest 

in secondary tree cavities (Bullock 1930, Cornelius 

2008, de la Peña 1987, Humphrey et al. 1970, Johnson 

1967, Narosky et al. 1983, Philippi et al. 1954), in 

natural rock walls (Barros 1960) and in artificial nest 

boxes (Cornelius 2008, Moreno et al. 2005, Tomasevic 

& Estades 2006, Veraga 2007, Veraga & Marquet 2007). 

Rayaditos also nest in rafters and walls of buildings and 

bridges (Couve & Vidal 1999, de la Peña 1987, Estades 

1999, Housse 1945, Johnson 1967, Narosky et al. 1983) 

and in holes on roadside banks (R. Schlatter pers. com.). 

Some Thorn-tailed Rayadito nests have been found in 

T 
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unusual locations. For example, Pässler (1906, cited in 

Hellmayr, 1932) reported that A. spinicauda frequently 

nested in thickets where dead leaves accumulated. On 

Diego Ramírez Islands they have been documented to 

nest in tussock grasses (Schlatter & Riveros 1997). 

Recent research has revealed that in some habitats, 

especially in second growth forests, Thorn-tailed 

Rayadito densities are limited by suitable nest site 

availability and they will readily utilize nest boxes 

(Cornelius et al. 2008, Tomasevic & Estates 2006). 

 

This note documents three ground level tree cavity 

nests of this species. Observations were made on 

Navarino Island, Chile (54’57”S, 67’39”W). Navarino 

Island is part of the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve and is 

located south of the Beagle Channel. The Thorn-tailed 

Rayadito is one of 34 species of birds that inhabit the 

forest of the island (Ippi et al. 2009, Rozzi et al. 2003). 

Near the entrance to the Omora Ethnobotanical Park, a 

rayadito nest was discovered on 10 December 2000. The 

nest was 15 m from a dirt road and 60 m from the sandy 

beach along the Beagle Channel. This nest was located 

in a limb lying on the ground and contained three young 

chicks. Both ends of the limb were covered with soil and 

grass indicating that the branch had been on the ground 

for an extended period of time. The entrance hole 

measured 3 cm by 20 cm and was located 7 cm off the 

ground. The actual nest structure was situated 7 cm 

inside, and 4 cm below, the entrance and was cup 

shaped. Examination showed it was constructed of 

Magellanic coigüe (Nothofagus betuloides) leaves, tiny 

twigs and rootlets. On 17 December the chicks were still 

being fed in the nest, however, on 20 December the nest 

was empty. While there were no obvious signs of 

predation, it is not known if the chicks successfully 

fledged. Subsequent visits to the nest from 2001 to 2006 

indicated that it was not reused and it eventually filled 

with ground litter. 

   

A second A. spinicauda ground level tree cavity nest 

was discovered on 20 November 2004 in Omora 

Ethnobotanical Park, in a 10 m tall live Nirre 

(Nothofagus antartica). The nest was located in a ground 

level hole in the trunk (Fig. 1). The nest itself was 3.0 

cm below ground level. This nest was in a second 

growth forest with a livestock-grazed open under story. 

The nest entrance was too small to fully see into (2.6 x 

8.0 cm) but it clearly contained at least four chicks. On 

12 December the nest was empty and it was not known if 

the chicks fledged. On 05 November 2005 the nest site 

was checked again and found to have a single egg. On 

21 November the nest contained five eggs but on 

subsequent checks the eggs were cold and there was no 

sign of adults.  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Thorn-tailed Rayadito nesting location. Arrow points to entrance of nest at the base of the tree (Photo: S. McGehee). 

 

 A third ground level tree cavity nest was located on 

25 November 2004 near the Guerrico River on the north 

side of Navarino Island. The nest was at the base of a 7.6 

m tall partially dead Lenga (Nothofagus pumilio) at the 
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edge of a forest overlooking a cleared slope that 

descended to the Beagle Channel. This nest also had an 

entrance too small for a detailed inspection (2.9 x 23.0 

cm) but at least one chick could be seen. In late January 

the nest was empty and it was not known if the nest was 

successful but it was not reused in 2005. 

 

In contrast to the three ground level tree cavity nests, 

71 A. spinicauda nesting attempts in 66 above ground 

tree cavities were found on Navarino Island between 

December 2000 and January 2006 and 46 cavities were 

measured. The 49 cavities averaged 2.87 ± 1.91 (SD) m 

off the ground. The data were normally distributed (One-

sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test z =0.789, P>0.562, 

n=49, Fig. 2).   

 

Heights of Rayadito nests above ground (m)
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Figure 2. Histogram of heights of 49 Thorn-tailed Rayadito nest cavity entrances found on Navarino Island Chile, between 
December 2000 and January 2006. 

 

One explanation for these ground level nests may be 

the historic lack of ground dwelling predators on 

Navarino Island (Anderson et al. 2006). Possible avian 

predators include thirteen species of raptors and the 

Austral Blackbird (Curaeus curaeus) (Escobar & 

Vukasovic 2003, Figueroa et al. 2004, McGehee et al. 

2003). A Chilean Hawk (Accipiter chilensis) was 

observed eating a freshly killed A. spinicauda 

approximately 160 m from the first ground nest on 18 

January 2000 (McGehee pers. obs.). Navarino Island 

lacks snakes, wild cats, foxes and marsupials. The only 

native mammals on the island are the Olive grass mouse 

(Abrothrix xanthorhinus), Long-tailed pygmy rice rat 

(Oligoryzomys longicaudatus), Chilean myotis (Myotis 

chiloensis), Small big-eared brown bat (Histiotus 

montanus) (Koopman 1967, Mann 1978), and Guanaco 

(Lama guanicoe) (Anderson et al. 2006). However, since 

the arrival of European settlers, several mammals have 

been introduced including Beaver (Castor canadensis), 

Muskrat (Ondatra zibethicus), Mink (Mustela vison), 

feral pig (Sus domestica), feral horse (Equus ferus 

caballus), mouse (Mus musculus), Norway rat (Rattus 

norvegicus), feral cow (Bos taurus), feral dog (Canis 

lupus familiaris), and feral cat (Felis catus) (Anderson et 

al. 2006). The arrival of these new predators could 

reduce the nesting success of ground-nesting A. 

spinicauda, and may have already reduced the number of 

ground-nesters on this island (Ibarra et al. 2009, 

Schüttler et al. 2009). In particular, cats and Mink would 

likely be threats to A. spinicauda, either by reaching the 

birds within the nest or catching them as they enter or 

leave the cavity (Ibarra et al. 2009).   

 

  Another explanation for these ground level cavity 

nests is the possibility that there was a limitation of high 

quality nest cavities and therefore less desirable, 

potentially risky sites were selected. In a recent study of 

A. spinicauda nesting on Chiloe Island, Chile, Cornelius 
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(2008) found 2 nests out of a total of 70 to be located 

less than one meter from the ground. These two nests 

were in forest fragments where there were fewer 

predators but also fewer cavities than in old growth 

forests. That study also found rayaditos would increase 

breeding density in second growth forests by using 

newly placed nest boxes, indicating that nest site 

limitation had been occuring. The three ground level 

nests in our study were in a second growth forest where 

there were fewer ideal cavities. Plasticity in nest site 

selection of secondary cavity nesters is common (Aitken 

& Martin 2008) and has been found to occur in A. 

spinicauda (Cornelius 2008). Whether the construction 

of nests in ground level cavities on Navarino Island is 

the result of a lasting response to the historical lack of 

ground predators, or is due to nest site limitations or 

other factors can only be determined with continued 

research.  
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