PROJECT IBERA SEEDEATER

Study of Sporophila iberaense. (‘NT’ IUCN redlist, ‘EN’ up until June 2024)
Funded by Mohamed bin Zayed Conservation Fund.
Location Reserva Natural Don Luis, Cambyreta, Ibera Marshes. (North of the Ibera Park). Further referred to as RNDL

Objectives:
Study the demographics of the population of Sporophila iberaense  at RNDL. We have a relatively healthy population of this species at the reserve, so it is a viable study. There have been few studies of this species, and more data is required to assess its status. 

We plan to study the following:
Habitat preferences for nesting
Size  of the clutch (number of eggs and number that hatch)
Measurement  of the eggs and nest
Feeding of young by the parents 
Species of grass stand in which nest is built (eg Paspalum durifolium)
Height of nest from ground level
Timing of egg incubation
Time between hatching & fledging
Successes & failures of nest attempts

We continue to maintain the habitat of RNDL for our native species. This includes maintaining the fencing along our perimeter in order to keep out neighbouring cattle and sheep. We also maintain prescribed burning as a method of preventing wildfires. Both of these tasks reduce risks to breeding Sporophilas.

Introduction
Sporophila Iberaense (Ibera Seedeater), family Thraupidae, is a small migrant seedeater that has a limited range, with a decreasing population. It breeds in Argentina and Paraguay and migrates at the end of summer to unknown locations, but possibly Brazil and Bolivia. Up until 2024, it was considered ‘EN’ (IUCN redist). Now it has been downgraded to ‘NT’, possibly as a result of more reporting to eg EBird and similar. It is considered one of the iconic species of the Ibera marshes, its main breeding grounds,  along with Alectrurus risora, but little is known about the species and there have been few studies. The species was first described in 2016 and is considered part of a subset of the genus that has recently undergone rapid radiation. Although the plumage and male song is differentiated, the genetics remains the same as the other members of this subset (Campagna et al. 2012, 2017)

This species is threatened by habitat loss and degradation through conversion of grasslands to agricultural areas, afforestation, overgrazing, burning/wildfires, replacement of native pastures by exotic grasses and water abstraction from wetlands (Galluppi-Selich et al. 2018, Browne et al. 2021, Di Bitetti et al. 2022, R. Clay in litt. 2024, A.P. Nunes in litt. 2024). Nest predation is an additional threat, being the main cause of nest failure in the Iberá Wetlands where only 22% of nests successfully fledge nestlings (Browne et al. 2021). A recent study on banded birds from this population found that female return rates to the breeding site in consecutive years were very low (c.10%) for reasons that are unclear but may be related to threats faced outside the breeding period (Browne et al. 2021). The species may also be affected by capture for trade (A. Di Giacomo in litt. 2016).


Timetable


Spring 2025

We hope to have at least 2 teams visiting RNDL during October, with aim of ringing this species with coloured rings (along with other grassland species). Teams led by Horacio Matarossa and Adrian di Giacomo, who will bring one or more students. They will train our volunteers so they can assist with further research in future years. Nets required ~ 10 of 12m x 2.5m small bird mist nets
Ringing to be done early in the season, using coloured plastic rings, before nests are built.

Methodology 
(based on methodology of Sheela P Turbek et al (2019), First nest description of the Ibera Seedeater)
1. Locate and count number of nests
2. Mark with coloured streamer
3. Discrete monitoring. Photos and videos (discretely)
4. Measurement of nests (height, diameter)
5. ID of grass stands in which nest is built/ height agl
6. Placing of camera traps, changing SD cards and downloading results
7. Egg counts per nest (usually 1-3) Success of hatching to fledging
8. Measurements of eggs using calipers when they appear

Challenges:
The female only attends to nestbuilding and incubation of eggs. She resembles all the other female Sporophilas  of the Capuchino subset,,and the challenge will be identifying the correct species. The male however shares feeding duties and will be seen near the female regularly. (SP Turbek et al. 2019) The male is distinctive both in plumage patterns and song.

Tasks in advance
Find volunteers for breeding season 2025. Most of the breeding will take place in October and November.
Buy camera traps, mounts, SD cards, batteries. Purchased 4 x Gardepro T5CF. Tested and found excellent for bird close up photography)
Create spreadsheet for volunteers to complete whilst nest searching
Organise ringing for 2025, accommodation for expert, students and volunteers. Food etc.


Future Plans
We plan to continue bird ringing and monitoring of nests in subsequent years providing we can get funding. This will include monitoring of ringed individuals, especially females ,as the return rate in another study was noted as extremely low (M Browne et al:2021)

