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Playing in the skies: The White-rumped Monjita (Xolmis velatus)
coordinates its flight with flights of other bird species

DARIUS P. TUBELIS AND ALINE FUJIKAWA

Universidade de Sao Paulo, SI’D
Universidade Federal Rural do Semi-Arido, RN

Play is a behavior known for some groups of birds. This study aimed to report on play performed during flight by
the White-rumped Monyjita (Xolmis velatus) in central Brazil. On two occasions, one X. velatus was observed coordinating its
movements with those of other bird species while flying over savanna vegetation. By pairing at their side, this tyrant coordinated
its the flight trajectory with those of a Campo Flicker (Colaptes campestris) and a Peach-fronted Parakeet (Aratinga
aurea). Several attributes of this behaviour characterise play. This is the first study to report on parallel locomotor
play for a bird species.

Keywords: Birds. Locomotor play. Cerrado. Tyrannidae. Flight. Xolmis.

Brincando nos céus: a noivinha-branca (Xolmis velatus) coordena seu voo com aqueles de outras espécies de aves.
Brincadeira é um comportamento conhecido para alguns grupos de aves. Este estudo teve como objetivo reportar
sobre brincadeira exibida durante voo por noivinha-branca (Xolmis velatus) no Brasil central. Em duas ocasides, um X.
velatus foi observado coordenando seus movimentos com aqueles de outras espécies de aves enquanto voava sobre vegetacao
savanica. Ao parear aos seus lados, este tiranideo coordenou sua trajetéria de voo com aquela de um pica-pau-do-campo (Colaptes
campestris) e de um periquito-estrela (Aratinga aurea). Varios atributos deste comportamento caracterizam brincadeira.
Este é o primeiro estudo a registrar brincadeira locomotora paralela para espécies de aves.

Palavras-chave: Aves. Brincadeira locomotora. Cerrado. Tyrannidae. V6o. Xolmis.

Play is a common behavior of vertebrates and Psittaciformes (Burghardt, 2005; Diamond
such as mammals and birds (Bekoff & Byers, 1998; & Bond, 2003; Ficken, 1977; Ortega & Bekoff,
Burghardt, 2005; Fagen, 1981; Millar, 1981). 1987). Detection of passerines’ play has usually
Play by vertebrates can be divided into three ma- involved species of few families, such as Cor-
jor types - object play, social play and locomotor vidae and Sylviidae (Diamond & Bond, 2003;
play (Burghardt, 2005; Diamond & Bond, 2003; Heinrich, 2006; Heinrich & Smolker, 1998).
Ficken, 1977; Ortega & Bekoff, 1987).
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The scarce descriptions of bird play in
the Neotropical region have involved mainly
parrots, cormorants and herons (Sazima, 2008;
Sick, 1997). This paucity of studies is also no-
ted for the Cerrado, the savanna ecosystem that
dominates central Brazil. Here we describe play
behavior for the White-rumped Monjita (Xolmis
velatus) while flying over the savanna vegetation in
central Cerrado, Brazil.

Method

Field work was done at Parque Nacional
da Chapada dos Veadeiros (14204’S, 47240'W),
a nature reserve located in the state of Goids,
central Brazil. This park protects 60,000 ha of
landscapes in the Cerrado — the savanna eco-
system that dominates central Brazil (Oliveira
& Marquis, 2002). Among common vegetation
physiognomies protected in this reserve are
open savannas called campo cerrado (Silva, Silva,
Munhoz, Silva Jr., & Medeiros, 2001). These
woodlands occur on strongly drained sites with
deep water table and high soil fertility (Olivei-
ra Filho & Ratter, 2002). This vegetation has
three vertical strata (Coutinho, 1978; Eiten,
1972). The herbaceous stratum of about 40 cm
in height is almost continuous and mainly com-
posed of grasses. The middle stratum is mostly
formed by numerous shrubs highly variable in
size and height. The higher stratum is compo-
sed of trees that range from 2 to 7 m high, with
a canopy cover of 5 to 10% (Castro & Kauffman,
1998). Open savannas harbour a great richness
of plant species (Filgueiras, 2002; Mendonca et
al., 1998). Observations were done on a patch
of open savanna embedded within a matrix of
native shrubby grassland during three weeks in
February 2008.

Results and Discussion

On 7 February 2008, a group of three
Campo Flickers (Colaptes campestris; Picidae) was
detected flying over a patch of open savanna
vegetation. Flock members were flying 10-15
m after each other and making up and down
movements while moving through the savan-
na. Thus, they were performing an undulated
(wavy) trajectory, a characteristic flight of this

42

species. A few seconds later, we noted that this
bird flock had a White-rumped Monjita (Xolmis ve-
latus; Tyrannidae) as a fourth member. This tyrant
was flying on the side (paired at about 1-2 m)
of the last woodpecker. As consequence, this X.
velatus executed the same flight trajectory of this
C. campestris for about 100 m. They made quite
similar movements during the crossing of the
savanna patch. These four birds perched on the
same tree. No aggressive interactions were ob-
served and no calls or songs were emitted by this
X. velatus during the flight or when they were
perched. After a few seconds, the three C. cam-
pestris flew away while the X. velatus remained
perched on this tree. Then, it moved to another
direction.

During this afternoon, a similar behavior
was observed at this same site. On this occasion,
two Peach-fronted Parakeets (Aratinga aurea;
Psittacidae) were detected flying in company of
one X. velatus. This tyrant was flying paired besi-
de one of the parakeets. It performed the same
flight trajectory of the parakeet by keeping a dis-
tance between them of about 1 m. They flew pai-
red for about 80 m. More specifically, they made
several quick movements towards several direc-
tions while flying over the savanna patch. Then,
the three birds landed on a tree branch. A few
seconds later, one of the A. aurea approached
the X. velatus and touched it with its shoulder.
Then, both parakeets flew away and the tyrant
remained perched on the tree. The tyrant made
no calls or songs during or after the flight.

In both cases, no feeding activities oc-
curred and the birds of different species flew to
distinct directions after perching. Thus, these
two flight movements did not represent partici-
pation in mixed-species flocks. Also, there were
no aggressive interactions during the flight or
in the tree canopies, suggesting that territory
defense was not involved. As the X. velatus flew
paired on the side of the other bird, no persecu-
tions occurred. Therefore, the observed tyrants
had the intention of coordinating its flight mo-
vements with those of these two birds for a cer-
tain period of time.

Several attributes of play behavior (Beko-
ff & Byers, 1998; Burghardt, 2005; Fagen, 1981;
Ficken, 1977) can be identified in these flight
movements shown by X. velatus. First, they had
no apparent motivation relative to fundamen-
tal biological functions, such as feeding (final
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consummatory act), courtship and territorial
defense. Second, this pairing behavior involved
the execution of repeated movements along the
flight trajectory. Third, the observed behavior
involved quick and energetically expensive mo-
vements. Fourth, there was no threat or submis-
sion. Also, this flight behavior by X. velatus has
no obvious immediate function.

This flight behavior of X. velatus can be
considered locomotor play. This is because this
type of play involves the performance of intense
or sustained locomotor movements, often with-
out any apparent immediate reason or stimulus
(Burghardt, 2005). These flight movements ob-
served in X. velatus should not be viewed as play
chasing, a flight behavior commonly observed
in some bird species (Blumstein, 1990; Heinrich
& Smolker, 1998; Kilham, 1974). This is because
chasing occurs when one bird follows another in
flight with role exchanges of pursuer and pur-
sued (Diamond & Bound, 2003). On the other
hand, the X. velatus flew paired with the other
bird and these roles did not occur.

Xolmis velatus flying side by side with other
bird species represents a specific pattern of play
- the parallel locomotor play (Watson, 1998).
This behavior involves two or more individu-
als performing motor patterns similar to those
observed in solitary plays, but in a coordinated
manner. Although rare, parallel locomotor play
has been reported in several kangaroo species
(Watson, 1998).

The flight play shown by the X. velatus
might be related to its intra-specific interactions
during the breeding season. During summers
(January/February), mono-specific pairs are
often seen performing numerous aerobatics
in Cerrado reserves. This behavior was often
observed by us over patches of open savannas
in the study area and at Parque Nacional das
Emas, and appears to be part of courtship. Pairs
of this tyrant species usually fly up to 30 m and
then start to perform a diverse range of acroba-
tics, side by side or not. Sometimes birds fly in
pairs, performing the exact flight trajectory for
a few seconds. Thus, it is likely that some X. ve-
latus occasionally apply this experience achieved
with intra-specifics to other bird species. Also,
this flight play with other species might benefit
the development of skills used during courtship
flights.
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As most recordings of play for passerines
obtained worldwide involve the Corvidae and
Sylviidae families (Diamond & Bond, 2003; Or-
tega & Bekoff, 1987), our study appears to be
the first to report on play behavior for tyrant
species. To the best of our knowledge, this is the
only study to report on parallel locomotor play
for birds.
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