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Fifty species of Curassows, Guans and
Chachalacas make up the family Cracidae the most threatened family of birds in the
Americas. As inhabitants of primary forest
that roost and nest in trees, and found only in
the Neotropics, they are vulnerable to habitat
destruction and hunting. Historically, Cracids
were an important sustainable protein source
for Amerindians. Sadly, since the 'discovery'
of South America by Columbus, rapid
colonisation and steady human population
growth throughout Latin America has led to
widespread destruction of tropical forests and
over-harvesting of cracid populations.
Approximately half the species of Cracids are
threatened and several have been pushed to
near extinction.
Cracids are important species, not only as a
protein source for local human populations,
but also for regenerating the tropical forests
they inhabit, by eating and dispersing seeds.
As indicators of human disturbance and
habitat quality, cracids rank with primates as
outstanding investigative tools that can be
used to develop monitoring and management
practices for protected areas. Studies of
Cracids can shed light on the use of natural
resources by local human populations,
particularly when integrated into more
intensive flora and fauna studies. Because of
their key role in Neotropical ecosystems and
the responses of their populations to human
disturbances, Cracids are among the most
sensitive components of ecosystem-level
management programs.

The Entrance
While working on a series of watercolors of Maya
monuments in Mexico and Central America,
artist Nigel Hughes saw his first wild Great
Curassow (Crax rubra). There were three
birds above a path between Yaxhá and
Nakum in northern Guatemala. They greatly
took Hughes’ fancy for their looks alone, and
shortly afterwards he decided to attempt to
paint all 38 species of curassow and guan if
they could be found (many of the species
are quite secretive and rare). Since then,
Hughes has visited a dozen Latin American
countries during 10 separate trips over the
last two decades.
Dr. Daniel Brooks, Curator of Vertebrate Zoology
and Wildlife Art at the Houston Museum of
Natural Science. He Chairs the Cracid
Specialist Group, advising over 100
Cracidologists on research and projects
since 1996, and has published many articles
and books on Cracids as well. Hughes has
invited Brooks to serve as honorary Curator
of this show.

What is a Cracid?
Cracids are a family of gamebirds, found
predominantly throughout the Latin
American tropics. The northern-most
species, the Plain Chachalaca, gets into
extreme south Texas, and the southernmost species, the Dusky-legged Guan,
ranges as far south as the Plate River Basin
in Buenos Aires Province, Argentina.

They range in size from a small pheasant to a
turkey. Their larger size compared to most
species of birds makes them an ideal protein
source for people living in the same region.
However, unfortunately, they are severely
over-hunted in most regions, and
consequently their populations are
plummeting rapidly throughout their range.
The other factor that threatens Cracids is
depletion of their natural forest habitat.
Although some species such as
Chachalacas can tolerate moderate forest
alteration, most species disappear when
their natural habitat is destroyed.

There are 50 species, about half of which are
considered Threatened or Endangered. The
three broad groups of Cracids are:
Chachalacas, Guans and Curassows.
Chachalacas are the smallest members of
the family, and there are a dozen species.
Guans are the medium-sized members of
the family, and the most diverse, with 24
species. There are 15 species of True
Guans (Penelope), 5 Piping Guans
(Aburria), 2 Sickle-winged Guans
(Chamaepetes), and the monotypic Horned
Guan (Oreophasis) and Highland Guan
(Penelopina). Curassows are the largest
members of the family, with 14 species: 7
True Curassows (Crax), 4 Razor-billed
Curassows (Mitu), 2 Helmeted Curassows
(Pauxi) and the monotypic Nocturnal
Curassow (Nothocrax).

What is a Cracidologist?
A Cracidologist is a biologist who studies these
fascinating birds. Currently this dedicated
band of scientists who are determined to
learn everything there is to know about
these rare birds numbers about 100
individuals. By dedicated, they are indeed
no less than that. Cracidologists may risk
their lives working in dangerous regions and
less than comfortable conditions to satiate
their quest to learn all they can about these
rare birds.
You can see the field notes a scientist recorded
about observations of Cracids in the wild,
along with the type of gear used in the field:
binoculars for viewing Cracids at a distance,
recording gear for capturing vocalizations,
and leg bands for identifying individuals.
Also scientific articles and books are
important reference materials, as are the
Cracid specimens themselves.

Variations on a Common Theme
The genus of True Curassows (Crax) contains
seven species. These are very closely
related and their geographic ranges abut but
do not overlap. One of the things that
several of these species share in common is
females are more striking in color than
males. While males are typically the gaudier
sex in birds, this is reversed in several
members of this genus Crax.
The vast majority of Cracids are the same color
for both sexes, but this is not the case for
seven species (Highland Guans and 6
species of True Curassows, Crax). Male
curassows of the genus Crax, do however,
possess a brightly colored ornamentation
(called the cere) that is important for
identification by other birds. Although the
three males you see here look extremely
similar with their black bodies and yellow
cered ornamentation, they are all distinct
species. This is obvious in light of the
differences among the females.

Mixed Flocks
Different species of smaller birds may
congregate in a flock to benefit from the
‘powers of many’. Different types of birds
will jointly have combined advantages for
searching for food as well as staying alert for
predators. Although such mixed flock
syndromes typically occur in smaller
species, this fascinating behavior has been
observed in associations between Black
Curassows and Trumpeters, smaller
relatives of cranes that live in Amazonian
rainforest.

Predation
Predators such as cats, like the Jaguar depicted
here or the smaller Ocelot, may take adult or
young Cracids. Many other species of more
omnivorous carnivores such as Tayras or
Crab-eating Racoons may consume the
eggs or chicks of Cracids. Another
specialist of larger adult Cracids include
certain birds of prey, especially Hawkeagles. However, the primary predators of
Cracids are humans. Indeed, some species
such as Razor-billed Curassows and Piping
Guans are the most frequently hunted
species of bird throughout their range,
averaging in the top five of the most
frequently harvested animals in Amazonia.

Cracids and Man
Via seed dispersal dynamics, Cracids are
extremely important in regenerating tropical
forests that are vital to the survival of all
species on the planet. Additionally Cracids
hold an important place in folklore, being
depicted in Mayan and Incan artifacts, such
as Molas. The feathers of Cracids are
important for traditional body ornamentation
created by Amerindians, such as
headdresses, armbands and necklaces.
Most importantly however, Cracids are
extremely vital to humans as a protein
source. Species such as Razor-billed
Curassows and Piping Guans for example,
average in the top five of the most frequently
harvested animals in Amazonia.
A tightly coupled mutualism existed between
cracids and humans historically, with the
birds serving as an important sustainable
protein source to Amerindians. However, in
post-Colombian times, the rapid influx,
colonization and steady human population
growth throughout Latin America has led to
widespread destruction of tropical forests
and dramatic over-hunting of cracid
populations. The reproductive strategy of
most Cracids cannot compete with intensive
hunting. Most species of Cracids have a
small clutch size of 2 eggs, and a long
maturation period of 3 years, and they
require large breeding territories.

Rarest of the Rare

Cracids are considered the most threatened
family of birds in the Americas, with about
half of the 50 species considered
Threatened or Endangered. The main
threats to Cracids are severe over-hunting
and habitat destruction. The reproductive
strategy of most Cracids cannot compete
with intensive hunting, and as a result their
populations are plummeting rapidly
throughout their range. Although some
species such as Chachalacas can tolerate
moderate forest alteration, most species of
Cracids disappear when their natural habitat
is destroyed. Indeed, scientists use Cracids
as bio-indicators of tropical forest stability –
if Cracid populations are in check, the forest
is generally healthy and the region is not
over-hunted.
Some species such as the Alagoas Curassow
are extinct in the wild, only surviving in
captivity. Species such as the Trinidad
Piping Guan and White-winged Guan
number less than 100-200 individuals in the
wild. Others such as the Blue-billed
Curassow certainly do not exceed a couple
of thousand individuals, all restricted to a
remote region in north-central Colombia.
Black-fronted Piping Guans are extremely
threatened by forest fragmentation, and
while most occur in Brazil today, other
countries such as Paraguay only have a
single population remaining. Wattled
Curassows are very patchily distributed in
the western Amazonian basin, and despite
many recent studies throughout their range
in Colombia, Ecuador, Brazi1, Peru and
Bolivia, it is still extremely difficult to
ascertain their global population size.

