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First records of the Spectacled Owl
(Pulsatrix perspicillata) in urban areas,
with notes on reproduction

Urbanization is a widespread process that pro-
motes the loss of biodiversity around the world.
Maintenance of residential and commercial areas
involves removal of big trees, shrubs, and dead
wood which affects the diversity of birds, whose
richness is correlated with vegetative structure
(McKinney 2008). Although in some cases cities
can serve as refuge and suitable habitat for biodi-
versity (Ditchkoff et al. 2006, Ives et al. 2016), very
few studies have shown an increase in species
richness in the transition from moderate to high
urbanization (McKinney 2008). However, in the
last decades some native animals considered be-
fore to be intolerant of human activity, have been
found in urban habitats (MacGregor-Fors et al.
2014). They have been insects (Mazzeo & Torretta
2015), mammals (Ditchkoff et al. 2006, Latorre &
Arévalo 2015) and birds (Aronson et al. 2014), in-
cluding nocturnal raptors (Ribeiro & Vasconcelos
2003, Hindmarch & Elliott 2015).

The Spectacled Owl, Pulsatrix perspicillata
(Latham, 1790), is a large Neotropical owl distrib-
uted from southern Mexico to northern Argentina
up to 2600 m a.l.s (Enriquez 2015). This owl inhab-
its dense tropical rainforests, gallery forests, sa-
vanna woodlands, dry forests, forest edges, areas
with scattered trees, and coffee shade plantations
(Holt et al. 2016); and requires continuous forest
areas for reproduction (Stiles & Skutch 1995). In
Colombia, the Spectacled Owl has been consid-
ered as a typical species from foothills and low-
land moist forests in the regions of biogeographic
Choco, Caribbean, middle and lower Magdalena
valley, Orinoquia, and Amazonia (Hilty & Brown
1986, Restrepo et al. 2013). In the Central Andes of
Colombia, this owl is an uncommon species and it
has been found principally in forest areas (Ar-
beldez-Cortés et al. 2011, Restrepo et al. 2013, Re-
strepo & Enriquez 2014, Sanchez & Camargo
2015).

Despite the wide distribution of the Spectacled
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Ow], there is still scarce knowledge about its ecol-
ogy and behavior (Borges et al. 2004, Ramirez-
Llorens & Bellocq 2007, Voirin et al. 2009, Restrepo
et al. 2013, Enriquez 2015, Holt et al. 2016), and
nothing is known about its tolerance to habitat
transformation and how it can use highly per-
turbed environments such as cities. To date no re-
cords of the Spectacled Owl are known from ur-
ban areas along its range distribution. In this note,
P. perspicillata is recorded for the first time in ur-
ban areas including some observations about its
reproduction.

Armenia is the capital of Quindio department, which is
located on the western slope of the Central Andes of Co-
lombia between 1350 and 1550 m a.l.s (Fig. 1). It is a me-
dium-sized city with 295137 inhabitants (DNP 2014). It
has diverse vegetation coverage that includes small parks,
coffee plantations (sun and shade), and linear patches of
forest dominated by Guadua angustifolia that protects the
watersheds (Marin-Gémez 2005, Nieto et al. 2009). Al-
though it is not an industrialized city, Armenia is cur-
rently going through an accelerated urban development
as a consequence of increased edification building and
urbanization expansion towards peripheries.

Records of P. perspicillata were obtained from bird
surveys and occasional observations carried out in Arme-
nia for five years (2011-2016). Time, locality, habitat, and
behavior were recorded during the observations. In some
cases, photos and records of vocalization were obtained.

Figure 1. Sites in Armenia city, Colombia, with records of
the Spectacled Owl Pulsatrix perspicillata.

The Spectacled Owl was detected principally by
voice, using urban parks, native forest corridors,
and periurban forest patches of Armenia (Table 1,
Fig. 1). The first visual record was from a periur-
ban forest (Universidad del Quindio) where a soli-
tary owl was seen perched during day in bamboo
vegetation, and the second one was of two adults
with a downy young (Fig. 2), which were found
by the environmental police in an urban park



Correspondence ~Notes 369

Table 1. Records of the Spectacled Owl Pulsatrix perspicillata in Armenia city, Colombia, 2011-2016.

Site name Location Vegetation ~ Size Date Field observations
cover (ha)
Parque La Secreta 4°31'32.1"N, Periurban 10 03/15/2011 22:10 h. An individual in a Guadua patch,
75°40'56.7"W forest heard from the road.
Parque de los 4°33'33.3"N, Urban 0.5 04/13/2011 23:30 h. Detected by song but not seen.
Aborigenes 75°38'56.3"W park
Parque dela Vida 4°32'32.7"N, Periurban 6 07/08/2011 21:30 h. Detected by song at 300 m.
75°39'37.2"W forest
Barrio Modelo 4°32'51.1"N, Urban 3 08/15/2011 00:30 h. Detected by song.
75°40'22.8'W forest
Universidad del ~ 4°33'10.3"N, Urban 8 10/02/2013 18:20 h. An adult was seen in forest edge
Quindio 75°39'41.6"W forest where Guadua angustifolia is dominant.

Since then, there have been frequent ob-
servations apparently of the same indi-
vidual by birders to date.

Centro Deportivo 4°32'42.9"N, Urban 2 12/06/2014 01:45h. One owl singing inside the forest.
de Nueva Cecilia  75°39'55.9"W forest
Barrio Villa Liliana 4°31'31.5"N, Urban 1 12/09/2014 20:30 h. Vocal duet of two individuals that
75°41'25.1"W forest were apart inside the forest.
Parque 4°32'45.1"N, Urban 0.5 12/28/2014 01:30 h. An individual singing and re-
Fundadores 75°39'43.7"W park corded (http:/ /www .xeno-
canto.org,/301856)
Condominio 4°31'51.4"N, Urban 2.5 08/04/ 2015 19:00 h. Aural record verified at xeno-canto.
Terraza Jardin 75°42'37.2'"W forest
Parque El Bosque 4°32'15.8"N, Urban 2 17/01/ 2016 16:00 h. A juvenile was seen while it was
75°40'45.5"W park doing learning flights. It fell down and it

was put up in a tree by some people. It
was not possible to find the adults and
the juvenile was taken to the environ-
mental authority. The downy chick was
placed in the same site where it was
found. Some weeks prior to this, two
adults were seen with the downy chick,
perched on a tree.

Figure 2. Spectacled Owls Pulsatrix perspicillata
in the urban area of Armenia, Colombia: a.
adult in secondary forest, b. downy young in
Parque El Bosque, c. adult perched on Guadua
angustifolia, d. downy young confiscated by
the environmental authority. Photos by Laura
Ximena Cabrera (a), Rodrigo Moreno (b, c),
and Andrés Arenas (d).

(Parque El Bosque). Based on the literature re- (Stiles & Skutch 1995). The few available data
cords, our observations are the first report of the along its distribution indicate that the breeding
Spectacled Owl using urban areas and demon- occurs during the transition between the dry and
strate that this owl can breed in urban parks, even the wet season and at the end of the year (Hilty &
though it requires extensive areas for nesting Brown 1989, Stiles & Skutch 1995, Konig & Weick
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2008, Holt et al. 2016), as we observed. Taking into
account the singing duets recorded in December
and the juvenile found in January, which corre-
spond to the dry season, we suggest that the
breeding period in Armenia started in the middle
of the wet season (October).

The presence of the Spectacled Owl in urban
areas, an unexpected habitat for this species, can
be due to dispersion from the rural areas which
have suffered strong changes in vegetation cover
(Nieto et al. 2009). Landscape transformations in-
clude replacement of native vegetation for plan-
tain and sun coffee plantations, loss of shade trees,
and logging of standing dead trees, which are a
critical resource as nesting sites for cavity nesting
birds such as owls (Cockle et al. 2015). Consider-
ing that the Spectacled Owl is a typical species of
lowland forests (Hilty & Brown 1989), another
possible explanation for its presence in the higher
altitude urban area at of Armenia can be the re-
lease of individuals confiscated by the environ-
mental authorities from fauna traders (Diego Du-
que Montoya pers.comm.). Although this owl is
not currently globally threatened, it is listed in
CITES Annex II (Holt et al. 2016), and in Colombia
has suffered from illegal traffic. Confiscated birds
are rehabilitated and then released in the nearest
forest (Andrés Arenas pers.comm.) even though it
is not their native habitat. Another possibility of
the presence of this species in urban environments
could be associated with the availability of prey
and nesting sites.

Owls are an important group of birds that
provide ecosystem services such as pest control in
urban areas (Konig & Weick 2008, Enriquez 2015).
Besides the Spectacled Owl, other four owl species
inhabit the city of Armenia. The Barn Owl (Tyto
alba), Stygian Owl (Asio stygius), and the Striped
Owl (Pseudoscops clamator) are large and uncom-
mon species, while the Tropical Screech Owl
(Megascops choliba) is much smaller and more
common. Further studies on population density,
habitat use, and breeding biology including these
species are needed to evaluate the ecological func-
tion of owls in urban areas.
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