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FURTHER ADVANCES OF HOUSE
SPARROWS INTO THE
BRAZILIAN AMAZON

NIGEL J. H. SMITH

The House Sparrow (Passer domesticus) is advancing
northward in South America in a pincer-like move-
ment, mainly along the Pacific and Atlantic coasts. It

was introduced to Aconcagua province in Chile in 1904
(Goodall et al. 1946), reached the Peruvian coast in
1951 (Koepcke 1961) and Guavaquil at 2°S in Ecuador
by 1969 (Crespo 1977). By 1977, the sparrows had
crossed the equator and were thriving in Esmeraldas,
in north coastal Ecuador at 1°N (Crespo 1977).

The species reached the Amazon region of Brazil in
about 1964, having spread along the Belém-Brasilia
highway to Imperatriz and Maraba (Smith 1973). By
1971, a Aourishing population had become established
in the Transamazon Highway town of Maraba, whence
it could readilyv colonize the 3,000-km pioneer highway
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FIGURE 1.
Amazonia.

Distribution of Passer domesticus in

through the rain forest (Fig. 1). On 30 March 1979, I
estimated the population of the species in Maraba at
800. On 23 June 1974, I found several House Sparrows
at Itupiranga, 6 km east of the highway and 42 km
northwest of Maraba. On 9 April 1979, 1 saw a small
group in Vila Rondon (a site covered by thick rain for-
est 10 years ago), 134 km northeast of Maraba along the
recently-opened connecting road to the Belém-Brasilia
highway. The species also spread north along the Be-
lém-Brasilia highway, reaching Itinga, 130 km north of
Imperatriz, by 29 October 1973.

On 5 October 1976, I saw a group of six House Spar-
rows in Salinas, a coastal resort town in the state of
Para. They probably arrived from coastal Maranhao, a
neighboring state to the east, since a population of
around 1,000 was seen in Sao Luis on 18 July 1979. On
19 November 1978, I noted three sparrows in Mos-
queiro, 140 km southwest from Salinas. On 21 Novem-
ber 1978, 1 observed 15 in Belém, the capital of Para.
On 23 July 1979, one male was seen in Sao Caetano de
QOliveira on the coast of Para (K. Novaes, pers. comm.).

The arrival of House Sparrows in Belém, a city of
800,000, is remarkable for two reasons. First, they were
apparently introduced in 1927 but became extinct
within two vears. Second, Belém is very close to the
equator at 1°27'S and annually receives 3,000 mm of
rainfall; a hot and humid climate was considered to be
unfavorable for this species (Sick 1959, 1971). Now
they seem likely to thrive because they have presum-
ably become adapted to the humid tropics by evolving
lower rates of metabolism and adjusting to higher crit-
ical temperatures, as predicted by Kendeigh and Blem
(1974).

House Sparrows do not appear to have reached Be-
lém from the Belém-Brasilia highway. On 19 July 1977

and 9 April 1979, I did not see any in Paragominas
(Fig. 1), nor did I find any in Sao Miguel do Guama on
23 November 1978. House Sparrows are thus advanc-
ing into Amazonia on two fronts in Brazil: along the
Atlantic coast and the interior highways. Progress is
faster along the coast (e.g., the species has spread 170
km from Salinas to Belém in two years). The birds are
also moving inland from the coast; I noticed a small
population at Castanhal, 80 km east of Belém, on 23
November 1978.

In the Brazilian Amazon, House Sparrows are most
conspicuous in public squares where they often roost
in large trees such as mangoes (Mangifera indica) or
jackfruit (Artocarpus heterophyllus). Their diet in-
cludes discarded rice kernels, grass seeds, spilled man-
ioc flour, bread scraps, cashew {Anacardium occiden-
tale) fruit and flowers, and insects. Invertebrates are
¢gleaned from mango leaves, chased through short
grass, and caught on the wing in flycatcher fashion.

Eaves of houses with tiled roofs are the most com-
mon nesting areas, although buildings with corrugated
or asbestos roofs are also used. The species also nests
in the base of the fronds of babassu (Orbygnya mar-
tiana), a fire-resistant palm that thrives around human
settlements. In Belém, a ledge on the facade of a
church was in use on 22 November 1978. In the Bra-
zilian Amazon, I have observed breeding in June, nest
building in October, and the feeding of nestlings in
November, all dry season months.

Unlike the relative tameness noted in England and
North America, House Sparrows are very shy of hu-
mans in the Amazon region. Their wariness in new
areas prohahly increases their chances for survival.
Although they have a reputation as aggressive invaders
that displace native birds (Goodall et al. 1946, Doughty
1978), such does not seem to be the case in Amazonia.
I noticed hostile behavior only once when several in-
dividuals chased a Black Vulture (Coragyps atratus)
from a backyard in Maraba. In Belém, the recently ar-
rived House Sparrows were watched closely by a
House Wren (Troglodytes aedon), but 1T did not see
any interspecific aggression. The wren nests in cavities
with entrances too small for the sparrow to enter.

In urban areas, House Sparrows, together with
ground doves (Columbina spp.), are the only non-car-
rion birds which regularly feed on the ground. The
sparrows have not vet become established in rural
areas of Amazonia. Man is radically altering the zoo-
geography of South America and these sparrows are
likely to continue to take advantage of habitat changes
such as rain forest highways which provide corridors
for dispersal.
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