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ABSTRACT: During ornithological studies in the provinces of Jujuy, Salta, and San Juan, we recorded the Andean Swallow
Orochelidon andecola at 40 localities. These are the first records in Argentina, and also represent the southernmost for the species.
Some of these localities are up to 1500 m lower than the previously known elevational limit (now 800 masl), and up to 1100 km
southwards. This is a relatively poorly known swallow, and we present novel natural history data. We found evidence of breeding in
five localities. We obtained photographs and tape recordings, and provide details of a specimen.

KEY-WORDS: altitudinal distribution, geographical distribution, Orochelidon andecola, natural history, seasonal movements.

The Andean Swallow Orochelidon andecola is locally
common from Ancash, Pert, to Potosi and Tarija in
Bolivia and Tarapacd in Chile. The elevational range
extends between 2500-4600 masl, with the lowest
elevation records coming from the Austral winter
(Ridgely & Tudor 1989, Fjeldsi & Krabbe 1990). Turner
& Rose (1989) report it as occasional below 2500 masl
and Hennessey et al. (2003) report it down do 2300 masl.

Some authors have speculated on its presence
in Argentina (Turner & Rose 1989, Fjeldsi & Krabbe
1990), but so far, there is no formally published evidence
of its presence in the country. During our ornithological
studies in the provinces of Jujuy, Salta, and San Juan we
recorded the species in numerous localities, confirming
pre-existing speculations. In this contribution we describe
these records, extending the latitudinal and longitudinal
distribution of the Andean Swallow considerably, and

provide data on behavior, habitat use, and breeding of the
species in Argentina.

Materials and Methods

Datareported in this study were gathered opportunistically
during general surveys in northwestern Argentina by
all the authors. We report information obtained up to
September 2008 (some records were briefly described
in Mazar Barnett and Pearman [2001]), including data
on a specimen which was collected and deposited at the
Museo Argentino de Ciencias Naturales, Buenos Aires
(MACN). Sound recordings were made with a Sony
TCM-5000 EV tape recorder and a Sennheiser ME-66
shotgun microphone and are deposited in the Macaulay
Library of Natural Sounds, Cornell Lab of Ornithology,
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New York, and in the Coleccién Nacional de Sonidos
Naturales, MACN, Buenos Aires. Coordinates for each
locality were obtained with a GPS, through topographical
charts, or from Google Earth.

Geographic distribution

We obtained 68 records of Andean Swallows in 40
localities (Table 1). The group observed on 27 September
1997 at Quebrada Sacha Runa (Table 1, record 2) was
tape recorded. An adult of unknown sex was collected
in this site (specimen number MACN54897), with the
following measurements: wing chord: 107.3 mm, bill (tip
to base of skull): 10.8 mm, bill (tip to anterior border of
nares): 4.8 mm, tarsus: 12.0 mm, and tail: 51 mm. Other
documented records include one bird photographed at
Rio Penas Negras (Table 1, records 4-6) and several tape-
recorded at Santa Ana (Table 1, record 25).

Behavioral notes

The species was generally recorded in small groups of 2-10
individuals, although we also recorded single birds and
groups of 40-100 individuals rarely (records 1, 23, 26,
and 41). At Valle Colorado we observed approximately
100 individuals at dusk on 16 August 1996, flying 14
m above the Valle Colorado River. Here, groups of up to
25 individuals were observed during the day moving over
a short section of river back and forth while capturing
insects. Every once in a while, they gathered together,
flew upwards, and circled while vocalizing, resuming
their feeding behavior over the river afterwards. The same
pattern was observed the next day, although the large
flock now flew 100-200 m above the river.

The vocalizations we heard and recorded were soft
warbles, somewhat trilled or of harsh quality: crrus trr-
rlui? or trluip tzrruip?

On numerous occasions, Andean Swallows
were observed together with blue-and-white swallow
Pygochelidon cyanoleuca, once with a group of Andean
swift Aeronautes andecolus, and once with barn swallows
Hirundo rustica. We could always distinguish Andean
swallows from blue-and-white swallows by the lack of
dark undertail coverts, squarer and less-forked tail, dark
throat patch extending into the upper chest, and less vivid
blue dorsal coloration in Andean Swallows.

Breeding

We obtained breeding data at five localities (Table 1).
Three pairs were thought to be breeding at Molulo
in December 1995 (Table 1, record 35). A group at
Quebrada Sacha Runa on 27 September 1997 (Table 1,
record 2) flew over a territory roughly 500-m long, either
close to the water or near the ground on the eastern side

of its border. The individuals flew around a hole in the
bank, with one of them perching on it once. Given
the time of the year, we suspect that the swallows were
investigating this hole to breed. We could not confirm
if the tunnel was excavated by the swallows or not. The
tunnel was located at the base of the cliff, approximately
2 m up, in an area where it became more vertical, just
below a rock, where the substrate was more humid
and softer. The entrance was sparsely covered by dense
moss and lichen which grew on the ground. The shape
and placement of the nest agreed with that described
by Johnson (1967) and with our previous experience
of nesting Andean Swallows in northern Chile. On
16 December 2006 at least five pairs were nesting in
low-lying banks at Cochinoca (Table 1, record 24), on
4 August 2007 some adults were feeding fledglings at
Morro del Alisar (Table 1, record 40), and on 4 February
2008 some groups contained both adults and juveniles

at Abra Honda (Table 1, record 16).
Habitat

The dominant vegetation in areas where we recorded
Andean Swallows was low montane scrub, generally
open, sometimes dry and degraded. In general, Baccharis
sp. shrubs were abundant in areas with varying humidity
and cover. We also recorded Andean Swallows in small
patches of Polylepis sp. (scarce in the region due to habitat
disturbance by overgrazing and logging), and grasslands
of varying humidity depending on local conditions
(once in Cortaderia selloana), above the treeline (‘ceja de
bosque’). A few records in foothill and montane Yungas
forests are notable. Among the dry areas, we found the
swallows in areas within the Puna Plateau, with dry, low,
and sparse vegetation, on slopes and rocky slopes with
short grass (with some shrubs and Baccharis sp. shrubland
in areas with higher humidity), and other typical Puna
habitats. The southernmost records also deserve special
mention, as they occurred in the Monte desert (Cabrera
1971), with creosote Larrea sp., C. selloana, and Juncus
balticus along a creek (Table 1, records 66-68).

Most of our records of Andean Swallows came from
humid river gullies on the east slopes of the sub-Andean
ranges or in humid gullies in other ranges, reaching a total
of 26 (65%) localities at the treeline, above the montane
Yungas forest (Table 1, Figure 1). However, the species
was also found in 14 (35%) localities in the dry Puna or
Altiplano between 2550 and 4000 masl (Table 1, Figure
1). This pattern is remarkable, given that the literature
only mentions dry Puna habitats for this species (Turner
& Rose 1989, Ridgely & Tudor 1989, Fjeldsa & Krabbe
1990). This distinction is clearly evident in the shading
shown in the map by Fjeldsd & Krabbe (1990: 534),
which in southern Bolivia includes only the Altiplano.
Nevertheless, S. Mayer (pers. comm.) recorded Andean
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Swallows in Bolivia in habitats similar to those in which
we recorded them in Argentina.

The literature gives a lower altitudinal limit of 2500
masl for Andean Swallows (Turner & Rose 1989, Fjeldsa y
Krabbe 1990; but down to 2300 m asl in Hennessey et al.
2003). Several of our records represent range extensions
of its altitude, with the lowest record at 800 masl (Table
1, record 37). We also extend the southern distribution
limit of the species by more than 1100 km (Figure 1).
Based on the large number of records presented here, we
suggest that the species is fairly uniformly distributed in
north-west Argentina, being locally frequent to common.
We predict that the species will be found in the provinces
of Catamarca, La Rioja, Tucumdn, and Mendoza, which
intervene the northernmost and southernmost records
in Argentina and which have suitable habitats for this
swallow.

Seasonality and migration

Records in Argentina spanned all the seasons and occurred
over ten months (there were no records for May and June;
perhaps due to lack of sampling). We consider the Andean
Swallow to be a resident species in Argentina, although
it may conceivably make local movements, especially
elevationally, depending on climatic fluctuations.
Some evidence suggests the existence of at least local
movements. At the Cuesta del Obispo, Salta, a locality
regularly visited by observers, the species was recorded
during only certain visits. The lowest-elevation record at
800 masl in PN Calilegua (Table 1, record 37) came from

o0 7000 ove 000 0000 000

mid-winter, and occurred during some particularly cold
days, which may indicate that some individuals respond
to short-term climatic fluctuations. The Andean swallow,
and three other swallows recorded at PN El Leoncito,
San Juan, were absent during winter in this locality. It
is possible that latitudinal movements may explain this
pattern, at least in the southernmost populations of the
species. Nevertheless, it is difficult to judge the movements
of Andean swallows in Argentina, given that our winter
records span 800 to approximately 4000 masl.

Final thoughts

Although the species is considered as locally common,
it is generally observed in small groups (Ridgely &
Tudor 1989, Fjeldsi & Krabbe 1990). Hence, the
finding of groups of some 40-45 individuals at Laguna
Los Enamorados and Cieneguillas, and of over 100
individuals in Valle Colorado and Rio Yala, Jujuy, suggest
regular formation of flocks before and after the breeding
season. A large concentration of several thousands was
reported at Laguna Tacahua, Pert (J. Fjeldsa in Turner
& Rose 1989).

The population in Argentina seemingly belongs to the
nominate subspecies based on its geographic proximity.
The name golondrina punena was coined in the past for
the species (Mazar Barnett & Pearman 2001), however,
we feel that the variety of habitats it uses makes this
name inaccurate. We thus suggest the common Spanish
name golondrina andina, which better reflects its broader
habitats and agrees with its scientific and English names.
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FIGURE 1. Distribution of Andean swallow Orochelidon andecola in Argentina. Localities are numbered consecutively from north to south (see

Table 1 for details).
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