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ABSTRACT

A major barrier to advancing ornithology is the systemic exclusion of professionals from the Global South. A recent special feature, Advances
in Neotropical Ornithology, and a shortfalls analysis therein, unintentionally followed a long-standing pattern of highlighting individuals, know-
ledge, and views from the Global North, while largely omitting the perspectives of people based within the Neotropics. Here, we review current
strengths and opportunities in the practice of Neotropical ornithology. Further, we discuss problems with assessing the state of Neotropical
ornithology through a northern lens, including discovery narratives, incomplete (and biased) understanding of history and advances, and the pro-
motion of agendas that, while currently popular in the north, may not fit the needs and realities of Neotropical research. We argue that future ad-
vances in Neotropical ornithology will critically depend on identifying and addressing the systemic barriers that hold back ornithologists who live
and work in the Neotropics: unreliable and limited funding, exclusion from international research leadership, restricted dissemination of know-
ledge (e.g., through language hegemony and citation bias), and logistical barriers. Moving forward, we must examine and acknowledge the colo-
nial roots of our discipline, and explicitly promote anti-colonial agendas for research, training, and conservation. We invite our colleagues within
and beyond the Neotropics to join us in creating new models of governance that establish research priorities with vigorous participation of orni-
thologists and communities within the Neotropical region. To include a diversity of perspectives, we must systemically address discrimination
and bias rooted in the socioeconomic class system, anti-Blackness, anti-Brownness, anti-Indigeneity, misogyny, homophobia, tokenism, and
ableism. Instead of seeking individual excellence and rewarding top-down leadership, institutions in the North and South can promote collective
leadership. In adopting these approaches, we, ornithologists, will join a community of researchers across academia building new paradigms
that can reconcile our relationships and transform science. Spanish and Portuguese translations are available in the Supplementary Material.

Keywords: discovery narrative, discrimination, knowledge construction, north—south relations, parachute science, regional priorities, research agenda
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LAY SUMMARY

e Research conducted by ornithologists living and working in Latin America and the Caribbean has been historically and systemically excluded
from global scientific paradigms, ultimately holding back ornithology as a discipline.

e To avoid replicating systems of exclusion in ornithology, authors, editors, reviewers, journals, scientific societies, and research institutions
need to interrupt long-held assumptions, improve research practices, and change policies around funding and publication.

¢ To advance Neotropical ornithology and conserve birds across the Americas, institutions should invest directly in basic field biology research,
reward collective leadership, and strengthen funding and professional development opportunities for people affected by current research
policies.

Ornitologia Neotropical: Reconsiderando supuestos historicos, eliminando barreras sistémicas y
reimaginando el futuro

Resumen

Una barrera importante para el avance de la ornitologia es la exclusién sistémica de los profesionales del Sur Global. Una coleccion especial
de articulos publicada recientemente, Advances in Neotropical Ornithology, incluye un analisis de deficiencias que involuntariamente sigue
un largo patron de destacar a las personas, el conocimiento y las opiniones de los EEUU y Europa (Norte Global) mientras que omite en
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gran medida las perspectivas de personas basadas en el Neotrépico. Aqui revisamos las fortalezas y oportunidades actuales en la practica
de la ornitologia neotropical. Ademas, discutimos el problema de evaluar el estado de la ornitologia neotropical a través de una vision del
norte, incluida la propagacion de narrativas de descubrimiento, una imagen incompleta (y sesgada) de su historia y avances, y la promocion
de preguntas, herramientas y enfoques que, si bien son populares actualmente en el norte, no necesariamente encajan en la agenda y
realidades de la investigacion neotropical. Argumentamos que los avances futuros en la ornitologia neotropical dependeran criticamente de
identificar y abordar las deficiencias sistémicas que frenan a los ornitélogos que viven y trabajan en el Neotropico: financiamiento limitado
y poco confiable, exclusion del liderazgo de la investigacion internacional, difusion restringida del conocimiento (por ejemplo, a través de
la hegemonia del idioma y el sesgo de citacién) y barreras logisticas. En el futuro, debemos examinar y reconocer las raices coloniales de
nuestra disciplina y promover agendas de investigacion, capacitacién y conservacion que sean explicitamente anticoloniales. Invitamos a
nuestros colegas dentro y fuera del Neotrépico a unirnos en la creacién de nuevos modelos de gobernanza que establezcan prioridades de
investigacién con una participacion vigorosa de ornitélogos y otras partes interesadas de la regién neotropical. Para incluir una diversidad de
perspectivas, debemos abordar sistémicamente la discriminacion y el sesgo arraigados en el sistema de clases socioeconémicas, el racismo
anti-negro, anti-mestizo y anti-indigena, la misoginia, la homofobia, la inclusién simbdlica y el capacitismo. En lugar de buscar la excelencia
individual y recompensar el liderazgo de arriba hacia abajo, las instituciones del norte y del sur pueden promover el liderazgo colectivo.
Al adoptar estos enfoques, los ornitélogos nos uniremos a una comunidad de investigadores de toda la academia en la construcciéon de
nuevos paradigmas que reconcilien nuestras relaciones y transformen la ciencia. Hay traducciones al espanol y al portugués en el material

suplementario.

Palabras clave: agenda de investigacion, ciencia neocolonial, ciencia paracaidas, construccion del conocimiento, discriminacion, narrativa de

descubrimiento, prioridades regionales, relaciones norte-sur

INTRODUCTION

Roughly a third of all bird species occur in the Neotropics
(Mexico, Central and South America, and the Caribbean;
Newton 2003), yet these birds are under-represented by
an order of magnitude in scientific studies (Ducatez and
Lefebvre 2014), leading many to call for increased research in
Neotropical ornithology (Ramos 1988, Naranjo et al. 1992,
Estades 2002, Freile et al. 2006, 2014, Alves et al. 2008, Freile
and Cordoba 2008, Latta 2012). These calls were recently re-
iterated in a Special Feature entitled Advances in Neotropical
Ornithology, published in The Auk: Ornithological Advances
and The Condor: Ornithological Applications (Lindell and
Huyvaert 2020), which included a roadmap for identifying
and filling shortfalls in Neotropical ornithology (Lees et al.
2020). The framework for this roadmap was the idea that
biological knowledge shortfalls, grouped in seven domains
(systematics, biogeography, population biology, evolution,
functional ecology, abiotic tolerance, and biotic interactions)
limit large-scale comprehension of biodiversity (Hortal et al.
2015). However, knowledge—and knowledge gaps—Ilook
different depending on where we are standing, our lived ex-
periences, our assumptions, and what we perceive to be our
objectives (Naranjo et al. 1992). In this paper, we use “Global
North” to indicate wealthier, geopolitically dominant regions
(i.e. Canada, USA, Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and
Japan), and “Global South” for the rest of the world (Africa,
Latin America and the Caribbean, most of Asia). Of course,
the world is much more nuanced than this binary, but we
chose “Global North” and “Global South” for simplicity of
communication, and to avoid the negative implications of al-
ternate terms (Khan et al. 2022).

The roadmap by Lees et al. (2020) aimed to “take stock
of the last 25 years of Neotropical ornithological work since
the untimely death of Ted Parker” (Lees et al. 2020,1). It was
initially invited as the first chapter of a (second) special vol-
ume honoring Theodore A. Parker III, which, like the special
volume of Ornithological Monographs edited by Remsen
(1997), would pay homage to Parker’s legacy (A. C. Lees in
litt. 2020). Parker was a field ornithologist from the USA, who
specialized in the Neotropics and died tragically in a plane
crash while conducting fieldwork in 1993 (Remsen 1997).
His contributions, and those of his colleagues, sparked im-
portant lines of research in the Neotropics, and some of our
own work builds on their publications (e.g., Gonzalez-Garcia
1994, 1995, Bonaccorso 2009, Mata et al. 2009, Areta and

Cockle 2012, Ruelas Inzunza et al. 2012, Borges et al. 2019,
Martinez-Medina et al. 2021).

While admiring Parker’s work and understanding the con-
text of the invited contribution by Lees et al. (2020), we
think it is problematic to build a roadmap for Neotropical
ornithology based primarily on a foreign perspective. The
review by Lees et al. (2020) cites literature from only three
of the many ornithological journals based in the Neotropics
(Table 1). It focuses quite extensively on contributions of
foreign scientists (including quotes and photos), which cre-
ates the unfortunate impression that Neotropical ornithol-
ogy advances primarily in response to a northern research
agenda, led by short-term visitors who conduct fieldwork
in the region, but produce, analyze, and disseminate know-
ledge elsewhere (e.g., see Monge-Ndjera 2002, Adame 2021,
Haelewaters et al. 2021, Asase et al. 2022). Our critique is
not aimed at the authors of the Lees et al. (2020) roadmap,
their collaborations, or their research programs. Nor do we
aim to provide an alternative roadmap. Before we can de-
fine where we each want to be in terms of knowledge about
birds, and build roadmaps to get there, we need policy and
cultural changes that interrupt the status quo of research
agendas for the Neotropics, decided by researchers in the
USA and Europe. The Lees et al. (2020) paper ignited our
critique, but all of our authors and readers have likely con-
tributed, inadvertently, to perpetuating systems of exclusion
through our research practices.

The Neotropical region stretches from central Mexico to
the southern tip of South America (Sclater 1858, Newton
2003). Although frequently imagined, from outside, as a rather
homogenous monolith (Strahl 1992), the Neotropical region
is a complex mosaic, culturally, linguistically, socially, racially,
and economically. It encompasses biomes from tropical to
sub-polar, with more than 40 countries and political units,
and a human population comparable to that of Europe with
twice its area. Yet, of the 10 papers published in the Special
Feature Advances in Neotropical Ornithology, only three in-
cluded authors affiliated with a Neotropical institution, and
only one of them was listed as first author. In fact, 77% of the
contributors to the special feature, and all six contributors to
the Lees et al. (2020) roadmap, were primarily affiliated with
institutions in the USA, Europe, or Canada; Supplementary
Material Table S1). Foreign-based scientists unquestionably
contribute to the development of Neotropical ornithology,
but exclusion of the Latin American and Caribbean scientific
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Table 1. Continued.

Cost to authors

(USD)

Year 1st
issue

Website

Access

Languages

Published by

Journal

https://revistas.usfq.edu.ec/index.php/reo

Free

Open Access

Spanish, English

2017

Red Aves Ecuador

Revista Ecuatoriana de

Ornitologia

https://www.facebook.

Free

Open Access

Spanish, English

2021

Asociacion Boliviana de Ornitologia

Boletin de la Asociacion

com/Bolet%C3%ADn-

Boliviana de Ornitologia

ASBOR-255987806272275/?_rdr
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community is a long-standing pattern with deep roots in the
scientific colonialism of the 19th and 20th centuries (Raby
2017a, Mohammed et al. 2022). Today, it is still common for
high-impact reviews, proposals, and research articles focused
on the Neotropics to neglect contributions, perspectives,
and goals from within the region, often overlooking import-
ant developments and key barriers to advancing knowledge.
This pattern is visible not just in Neotropical ornithology
but across academic disciplines and across the Global South
(Cusicanqui 2012, McKechnie and Amar 2018, Adame 2021,
de Gracia 2021, Trisos et al. 2021, Asase et al. 2022).

People in the Neotropics share a responsibility for how orni-
thology is conceived and practiced, and we posit that effective
strategies to further develop Neotropical ornithology require a
critical review of research practices and perspectives that have
long been taken for granted. Here, we explore current strengths
and challenges of Neotropical ornithology in a global context,
contrast our assessment with prevailing views expressed or im-
plied in the roadmap by Lees et al. (2020), explore some of the
consequences for ornithology, and propose systemic changes to
reduce inequities and advance Neotropical ornithology. We do
not represent all Neotropical ornithologists, and we recognize
that our authorship remains biased (e.g., 58% cis men, 39%
white or ethnically European, 96% able-bodied, 64% based
in Argentina, Mexico, or Brazil). However, we made inten-
tional efforts and took extra time to ensure that we included
and highlighted voices from a breadth of regions, races, eth-
nicities, gender identities, disciplines, career paths, and stages
(Supplementary Material Table S2). In our citations, we priori-
tized literature by Neotropical-based authors, where appropri-
ate. We recognize that some of the terms that are commonly
used in the literature on colonialism in science will be uncom-
fortable to some readers. However, we believe this discomfort
is a necessary stage in confronting the history of our discip-
line (and our own participation in that history), so that we can
grow and change as researchers and institutions. Some excel-
lent examples of scientists confronting difficult histories can be
found in the recent special feature on Nature, Data, and Power,
at American Naturalist (Kamath 2022).

NEOTROPICAL ORNITHOLOGY TODAY

Strengths

Ornithology in Latin America and the Caribbean is underpinned
by regional institutions, conservation programs, and a rapidly
growing cadre of students, professionals, and non-academics
based in this region, who creatively propel the discipline des-
pite numerous challenges. Today, ornithological research in the
Neotropics is made possible by a combination of locally driven
and government-funded research, scientific societies, univer-
sities, scientific collections, non-governmental organizations,
citizen-science (=community science) projects, international
collaborations, and highly significant contributions from inde-
pendent naturalists, birding clubs, tour guides, environmental
licensing studies, Indigenous communities, and park rangers.
Ornithological societies within and beyond the Neotropics
provide funding to attend professional meetings. Beyond the
USA-backed programs and research stations most visible to
researchers in the Global North, many well-established Latin
American and Caribbean groups are powerhouses of research
focused on Neotropical birds, with long-term programs in
the Caribbean, Mesoamerica, the Andes, the sub-Antarctic
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Table 2. Continued.

L. Soares et al.

Country or

Example citation

Domain

Focus

Biome/site

region

Year started

Estades and Temple (1999) and Santander et al. (2021)

Ojeda (2004) and Chazarreta et al. (2012)

Natural History, Population Biology

Mediterranean forest Conservation biology

Chile

1997
1998

Population Biology

Magellanic Woodpecker

Austral Temperate

Argentina

Forests

Masello and Quillfeldt (2012)
Rozzi and Jiménez (2014)

Population Biology

Patagonian Monte Burrowing Parrot

Argentina
Chile

1999
2000

Population Biology, Biotic Interactions,

Interdisciplinary ecology

Sub-Antarctic forest

Human-wildlife Interactions

Moreno et al. (2007), Ippi et al. (2017) and Botero-

Natural History

Reproduction

South-Temperate Rain

Chile

2002

Delgadillo et al. (2020)

Forest

Reimagining Neotropical ornithology

region, the Amazon basin, and the Atlantic Forest, to name a few (Table
2). Regional strengths extend to the fields of avian paleontology, ethno-
ornithology, and behavior, mostly overlooked by Lees et al. (2020), but
crucial for filling gaps in knowledge about the systematics, evolution, bio-
geography, mutualistic interactions, abiotic tolerance, and natural history
of Neotropical birds (e.g., Cohn-Haft et al. 1997, Ornelas et al. 2013,
Tambussi and Degrange 2013, Navarro-Sigiienza et al. 2014, Vizentin-
Bugoni et al. 2014, Ibarra and Pizarro 2016, Reboreda et al. 2019).

Across Latin America and the Caribbean, hundreds of graduate
programs offer master’s and doctoral degrees with theses in ornithol-
ogy (Paynter 1991, Alves et al. 2008, Freile et al. 2014). In some coun-
tries, notably Argentina, Mexico, and Brazil, public universities offer free
undergraduate or graduate training. Many undergraduate programs re-
quire theses, which can result in publications in regional or global-scope
journals. In several countries, ornithological research is government-
funded, with agencies providing salaries, fellowships, and grants for re-
search and graduate studies (e.g., CONICET in Argentina, CONACYT
in Mexico, ANID in Chile, MINCIENCIAS in Colombia, CNPq and
CAPES in Brazil). In many cases, free and paid training opportunities in
Latin America are extended to foreigners, such that a Colombian student
can receive 5 years of full-time salary from CONICET to obtain a PhD
in Argentina, or a Brazilian student can attend a free week-long statis-
tics course in Uruguay. Organizations within and beyond the Neotropics
have provided specialized training courses in ornithology, for example in
banding, study design, and advanced data analysis.

The wealth of regionally produced knowledge in Neotropical or-
nithology has been increasingly accessible, largely resulting from the
growth of our professional societies since the 1980s (e.g., Neotropical
Ornithological Society, the Brazilian Society of Ornithology, Asociacion
Colombiana de Ornitologia, Society of Avian Paleontology and Evolution,
and Sociedad para el Estudio y Conservacion de las Aves de México A.C.
[CIPAMEX]). Many of these societies regularly organize professional
meetings (e.g., Congreso de Ornitologia Neotropical, Congreso para el
Estudio y Conservacion de las Aves en México, Congreso Colombiano
de Ornitologia, BirdsCaribbean meetings) and publish peer-reviewed
scientific journals in Spanish, Portuguese, and English. Regional jour-
nals (Table 1) are the main outlets for publications on natural history
and bird distributions in the Neotropics and have contributed greatly to
advancing knowledge of avian ecology (Vuilleumier 2003, Levy 2008,
Freile et al. 2014, Devenish-Nelson et al. 2017, Bugoni 2020). At least
21 regional journals focus on Neotropical ornithology; most of them are
Diamond Open Access (free to readers and free to authors; Table 1). The
oldest, EIl Hornero, dates to 1917 (Lopez de Casenave 2017).

Challenges: Systems of Exclusion

Despite the many strengths mentioned above, one of the most perva-
sive shortfalls in Neotropical ornithology is the systemic exclusion of
Neotropical ornithologists, and their research, from the global scientific
context (Duffy 1988, Strahl 1992, Valenzuela-Toro and Viglino 2021,
Khelifa and Mahdjoub 2022, Table 3). Within and beyond the Neotropics,
the current academic system rewards fast-paced science that reinforces
existing inequalities and racial disparities, disfavoring under-represented
groups (Leite and Diele-Viegas 2021). For a variety of reasons we discuss
below, Neotropical researchers often ask different kinds of questions; use
different study designs, sampling protocols, and tools; and disseminate
our research at a different pace and in different outlets than colleagues
who work at institutions in the Global North. For example, in the face
of chronic and severe funding scarcity, we may prioritize our insufficient
funds for training students and involving local communities (vs. purchasing
imported technology). Current systems in academia (within and beyond
the Neotropics) allow and even encourage ornithologists to overlook re-
search contributions of colleagues based in the Neotropics (Table 3), and
these systems of exclusion extend well beyond ornithology (Gibbs 1995,
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Campos-Arceiz et al. 2018, Minasny et al. 2020, Nufiez et al.
2021).

Dominance of the northern lens.

Reviewers and editors rarely ask scholars from Europe,
Canada, or the USA to translate, learn, or cite theory and
case studies from Latin America or Africa, but they routinely
expect scholars from the Global South to frame their work
in the context of citations, theory, and case studies from the
Global North (Cusicanqui 2012, Monjeau et al. 2013, Rau
et al. 2017, Pérez and Radi 2019). Whereas studies from
Europe or North America are interpreted as being globally
representative (de Gracia 2021), similar studies from the
Neotropics are often rejected as “too locally focused”. In
Canada or the USA, students studying Nearctic bird species
stand on the shoulders of decades of research into their study
systems, summarized, for example, in Pyle’s (2008) guide to
molt, extensive and well-researched species accounts in Birds
of North America (https://birdsoftheworld.org/bow/home),
and annual data from the Breeding Bird Survey (https://www.
pwrec.usgs.gov/bbs/). They can, and usually must, focus their
research questions to ensure that their thesis represents an ad-
vance in knowledge, often with several other labs working on
the same species and similar questions, concurrently. In con-
trast, students in the Neotropics are often the first to publish
on the basic biology of their study system or species, which
can include globally threatened and undescribed or newly de-
scribed species (e.g., Sanabria Mejia 2010, Repenning 2012).
These students must learn all about their system from their
own field observations (e.g., molt patterns, distribution, diet,
phenology, reproductive behavior, vocalizations, and subspe-
cies identification) as a first step in their research. In such a
context, descriptive studies (as opposed to hypothesis test-
ing) can be the most appropriate way to move knowledge
forward and address regional priorities for bird conservation.
Nevertheless, the contributions of these students to ornithol-
ogy are overwhelmingly assessed using whatever standards
and values are current in the Global North. They must pub-
lish (in foreign journals, in English, using foreign theoretical
frameworks and case studies from the Global North) “or
perish”. In this way, the northern lens is a self-perpetuating
system that excludes certain types of research and researchers.

Parachute science.

When researchers (including students) from the Global North
conduct short-term projects in countries of the Global South,
they may hope for meaningful long-term collaborations, but
institutional policies and academic culture can be a major dis-
incentive to investing the necessary time and energy, and can
steer them away from the research questions most important
for advancing science and conservation locally. Parachute sci-
ence occurs when foreigners (usually from a wealthier region)
lead projects without including local researchers in author-
ship, planning, and decision-making roles (de Vos 2022). It has
resulted in many papers in high-impact journals, by authors
from the Global North, but it can slow or obstruct the growth
of research capacity in the Global South (Asase et al. 2022).
Parachute science leaves researchers based in Latin America
and the Caribbean under-represented in research networks,
publications, professional societies, editorial boards, priority-
setting groups of funders, taxonomic authorities, awards, and
citations (Espin et al. 2017, Dada et al. 2022). This exclusion
is especially acute for those Neotropical researchers who are
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historically, systemically, and persistently excluded from sci-
ence because of marginalized identities (e.g., Black, Brown,
and Indigenous women). Beyond its serious ethical implica-
tions, the self-perpetuating system of parachute science is a
barrier to achieving conservation goals. For the many species
of long-distance migratory birds in steep decline (Rosenberg
et al. 2019), analysis of citizen-science and tracking data
[solutions recommended by Lees et al. (2020)] by northern
researchers will be insufficient to understand and reverse
stressors on the non-breeding grounds (Faaborg et al. 2010,
Buxton et al. 2021). Conservation efforts for migratory birds
in the Americas can only succeed if a diversity of people based
in the Neotropics are involved in leadership, planning, and
implementation.

Language hegemony.

Modern science is, in the words of Gordin (2015:2), “the most
resolutely monoglot international community”. Few people
in Latin America and the Caribbean are native speakers of
English, and in most countries only a privileged minority can
afford to learn English as a second language (e.g., about 5%
of the population of Bolivia, Brazil, or Ecuador, vs. 38% of
the European Union; European Commission 2006, British
Council 2015, Sevy-Biloon et al. 2020). Many journals
(including Ornithology and Ornithological Applications) ex-
plicitly ask authors whose primary language is not English
to have their work edited by an English-speaking colleague
or professional editing service (Instructions for Authors:
Ornithology and Ornithological Applications, 21 December
2021). However, English-speaking colleagues are rarely avail-
able for free editing of manuscripts, and professional editing
services cost ~US$600 for a 6,000-word manuscript—more
than a month’s salary for many scientists in Latin America
and the Caribbean. Disseminating and integrating the know-
ledge generated by non-English speakers is a justice issue
critical to both the inclusiveness and the quality of science
(Ramirez-Castaneda 2020, Amano et al. 2021). Non-English
journals are critical to disseminating ornithological research
by, and to, groups under-represented in science. However, glo-
bal reviews frequently overlook research that is not in English,
which lowers impact factors and pushes Latin American stu-
dents and researchers to publish in English when possible
(Di Bitetti and Ferreras 2017, Konno et al. 2020). Even re-
searchers based in the Neotropics may often prioritize citing
work in English, led by scientists from wealthier regions, in
an attempt to increase the chances their manuscripts will be
accepted in global-scope journals (Meneghini et al. 2008,
MacGregor-Fors et al. 2020). In many cases these citations
are imposed by reviewers and editors during the review pro-
cess.

Language hegemony also extends to bird names. Journals
and international meetings often require the use of English
common names, rather than the scientific (Latin) names that
are supposed to be a global standard and are used by orni-
thologists throughout the Neotropics. To communicate their
research, Neotropical researchers and students must re-learn
avian taxonomy. Similarly, birdwatchers, birding guides,
eBirders, and guidebooks in Latin America and the Caribbean
routinely use English birdwatching terms and English
common names for birds. This habit helps when guiding
English-speaking groups, but it is also a powerful sign of cul-
tural assimilation (Rozzi 2013, Canta et al. 2020). Whereas
English names were often generated in museums and refer to
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Reimagining Neotropical ornithology

the bird’s appearance, indicate a geographic location, or honor
a notable person, local names more often recognize birds by
their vocalizations, behavior, cultural significance, the time of
year they are present, or their habitat (Ibarra et al. 2020b). In
La Araucania Region of Chile, for example, Mapuzugun bird
names include the onomatopoeic fio-fio (Elaenia albiceps),
chuncho (Glaucidium nana), and pitio (Colaptes pitius), and
the behaviorally derived kiichag (which leaves waste after
eating; Phrygilus patagonicus), which carry important local
information about how the birds are experienced (Ibarra et
al. 2020b). For comparison, their English names are White-
crested Elaenia, Austral Pygmy-Owl, Chilean Flicker, and
Patagonian Sierra Finch, which focus on the type of informa-
tion that interests foreign ornithologists. The dominance of
English terms can erroneously signal that the enjoyment and
knowledge of birds is for the English-speaking (i.e. educated
or wealthy) classes, and that bird identification occurs pri-
marily through appearance (which requires purchase of bin-
oculars) rather than vocalizations or other cues. The spread of
nomenclatural standardization from English to Spanish (e.g.,
Bernis et al. 1994 and subsequent) has resulted in the use of
standardized names in citizen-science and field guide projects
that further erase the rich cultural legacy and understanding
of bird behavior reflected in local names (e.g., Navarro 2015).

CONTRASTING PERSPECTIVES ON
NEOTROPICAL ORNITHOLOGY

The Problem of Discovery Narratives

Short-term expeditionists from Europe and the USA contrib-
uted to the development of ornithology in the Neotropics,
particularly in taxonomy and systematics (e.g., Alexander
Wetmore, Frank Chapman, and Storrs Olson; Freile and
Cérdoba 2008, Levy 2008, Hume 2021). However, to
access research sites, expeditionists frequently aligned
themselves with imperial or commercial interests (such as
territorial acquisition and resource extraction; Naranjo
2008, Raby 2017a). Their research practices generally fol-
lowed the same unequal exchange model as the economy:
foreign companies exported raw materials northward, to
be returned to Latin America as finished products; foreign
researchers exported bird specimens northward, where
they served to formulate theories that were sent back to
Latin America for “consumption” (Quintero 2011). The
more significant, long-term contributions to Neotropical
ornithology came from people (whether local- or foreign-
born) who lived in the Neotropics and invested in local
capacity, often by founding schools, ornithological collec-
tions, or long-term research programs (e.g., among those
now deceased, Juan Gundlach in Cuba; James W. Wiley
in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and elsewhere in the Caribbean;
Gustavo Kattan in Colombia; William H. Phelps, William
H. Phelps Jr., and Adolfo Pons in Venezuela; Helmut Sick,
Emilie Snethlage, William Belton, and Fernando Novaes
in Brazil; Miguel Lillo, Roberto Dabbene, Claes Christian
Olrog, and Eduardo Tonni in Argentina; Maria Koepcke in
Peru; Allan R. Phillips, Miguel Alvarez del Toro, and Mario
A. Ramos in Mexico; and Daniel Gonzalez Acufia in Chile,
to name just a few; Vuilleumier 1995,Cuar6n 1997, Silva
et al. 2005, Di Giacomo and Di Giacomo 2008, Levy 2008,
Junghans 2009, Voss 2009, Lopez Ordoénez et al. 2014,
Snyder et al. 2019, Pizarro et al. 2020, Gomez et al. 2022).
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Discovery narratives centered on foreign researchers are
common across scientific disciplines, and they perpetuate
the colonialist discourse that phenomena and species re-
main “unknown” until they are “discovered” or named (by
the right person). For example, Ted Parker is remembered
for his “singular skills of observation” (Lees et al. 2020:10)
leading to the description of 10 taxa, and his popularization
of vocalizations as a critical tool for surveying birds in trop-
ical forests, at a time (the 1970s) when “the voices of most
Neotropical birds were unknown” (Remsen and Schulenberg
1997:10). However, it is critical to recognize that long be-
fore Europeans colonized the Americas, Indigenous Peoples
had already identified, named, and catalogued, through oral
tradition, thousands of bird vocalizations, often experien-
cing and identifying birds more by ear than visually (Berlin
1981, Cebolla Badie 2000, 2013, Ibarra and Pizarro 2016,
Madrofio 2016, Ibarra et al. 2020b). For example, Chachugi
(2013) explains how the Aché Indigenous language (in the
region currently known as Paraguay) includes specific words
that represent types of bird sounds associated with specific
contexts (e.g., lek, alarm, mixed-species flock) and environ-
mental conditions (e.g., open understory at display arenas).
Chachugi and other Aché adults recall how, in their childhood,
they were instructed by their grandparents to imitate the vo-
calizations of a wide diversity of bird species, from the tiny
kwi’i (Olivaceous Woodcreeper, Sittasomus griseicapillus) to
the djaku (Black-fronted Piping-Guan, Pipile jacutinga). The
Aché people exhibit an extraordinary ability (by the stand-
ards of western scientists) to remember and reproduce these
sounds, using them as “playback” to attract and hunt adult
birds, and to find nests. Parker played an important role in
popularizing the use of bird vocalizations among ornitholo-
gists, but for the Aché and many other Indigenous Peoples
of the Americas, the use of bird vocalizations was already an
integral part of their daily lives.

Among western scientists, too, knowledge of bird vocaliza-
tions in the Neotropics was and is constructed collectively,
and the story is much more complex and interesting than a
simple discovery narrative would have us believe. The use of
bioacoustics to identify Neotropical birds dates at least to
1831 in Brazil (Toledo and Araujo 2017). Johan Dalgas Frisch
released his first record (Cantos das Aves do Brasil) simultan-
eously in Rio, New York, and London in 1962 (Gorgulho et
al. 20035), and Jacques Vielliard recorded and described birds
by sound as early as 1974 (e.g., Vielliard 1983). In Venezuela,
Paul A. Schwartz recorded around 800 species by the 1970s,
nearly 1/4 of all South American birds (Gorton 2010). In
Argentina, Roberto Straneck began recording birds in 1964,
contributed to the archive of natural audio recordings of
the Museo Argentino de Ciencias Naturales and, in 1990,
published popular guides to bird sounds of Argentina that
were critical to expanding knowledge of bird distributions
and abundance in the Southern Cone (e.g., Straneck 1990,
Ferniandez Balboa 2016). Schwartz, Straneck, and Vielliard
pioneered the use of bioacoustics as a taxonomic tool
(Schwartz 1968, 1972, Straneck 1987, 1993, 2007, Vielliard
1990, Straneck and Vidoz 1995).

Although discovery narratives are part of the colonialist
scientific legacy we have inherited, we must conceptualize an
ornithological future without them. It is worthwhile to ques-
tion our own roles as authors in perpetuating the idea that
phenomena remain “unknown” until they are popularized in
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North America and Europe (see Bauer et al. 2018). Breaking
our reliance on discovery narratives also means acknowledg-
ing the role of colonialism in the ongoing suppression of ances-
tral knowledge (Barreau et al. 2016). For those of us working
in the Neotropics, it means justifying our research in ways
that acknowledge the work already done in the region, rather
than citing studies from the Global North and then stating
that “little is known” about our topic in the Neotropics. We
can all highlight the collective process of building knowledge,
taking into account not only research that is of interest to the
scientific community of Europe and the USA, but also, critic-
ally, contributions that advance local and regional agendas.

The Natural History Gap

Building on the framework of seven biological shortfalls laid
out by Hortal et al. (2015), Lees et al. (2020) proposed an
eighth “Parkerian Shortfall,” a gap in knowledge of natural
history. They justified this proposal on the basis of missing
information about foraging behavior, diet, nesting, and vocal-
izations, primarily in English-language resources, especially
the Birds of the World platform (https://birdsoftheworld.org).
Birds of the World is a highly used and cited online resource
maintained by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology and a result of
the fusion of the Handbook of the Birds of the World Alive
(del Hoyo 2015), Birds of North America (https://birdsna.
org/, a domain redirecting users to Birds of the World),
Neotropical Birds Online (http://neotropical.birds.cornell.
edu/ formerly freely accessible resource now redirecting users
to Birds of the World), and other resources. As an example
of the natural history gap, Lees et al. (2020) stated that even
basic nest descriptions are not listed for 328 of a sample of
1,018 Neotropical species across nine families in Birds of the
World. However, Birds of the World (and other such compil-
ations) are not reliable yardsticks by which to assess recent
advances in Neotropical ornithology. In November 2021,
we conducted a cursory review of Neotropical species whose
nests were described up to 2017, and we found that Birds of
the World continued to list 59 of these species without nesting
information, despite the published descriptions (Table 4). The
primary publications arose in online searches and were freely
available to download (unlike the species accounts in Birds of
the World, which are behind a paywall). According to Fierro-
Calderon et al. (2021), in the past 20 years, research teams in
Venezuela, Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Ecuador, Colombia,
and Peru have presented the first descriptions of the nests of
over 100 species. We infer that Birds of the World may, at pre-
sent, omit about half of the Neotropical literature presenting
new nest descriptions in the last two decades.

Beyond the species with completely missing nest descrip-
tions, many Neotropical species continue to be listed in Birds
of the World with a rudimentary nest description and a state-
ment of “no further information”, when in fact journal art-
icles and graduate theses (indexed in Google Scholar and
freely available online) have addressed other aspects of their
reproductive biology, sometimes extensively and with import-
ant implications for ecology and evolution (Table 4). Because
Birds of the World omits much of the primary literature pro-
duced in the Neotropics over the last two decades, it does not
accurately reflect advances in our natural history knowledge
since the death of Ted Parker in 1993. Researchers should not
use it to assess advances in knowledge of Neotropical birds,

Reimagining Neotropical ornithology

just as they would not use it to assess advances in knowledge
of Nearctic birds over the same time period. Over-reliance on
Birds of the World, rather than primary literature, broadens
the natural history gap in the Neotropics by undermining the
value of research in this field.

Although we critique the methods used by Lees et al. (2020),
we nonetheless agree that there is a real natural history gap in
Neotropical ornithology. This gap is maintained by a chronic
sidelining of natural history and other field research by aca-
demic institutions and editorial policies. Lees et al. (2020:11)
urge readers to “encourage, support, and value both basic sci-
ence and natural history descriptions of Neotropical birds”.
As people who already encourage, support, and value natural
history, we are caught in a dilemma. For many of us, natural
history is a passion, as well as a critical foundation for our
ecological or phylogenetic studies and conservation baselines.
However, too often, our results are excluded from publica-
tion in global-scope journals (the ones highly valued by our
employers), which has a negative impact on our chances of
obtaining funding, with the consequent damaging cascade
effect on our research and training capacity. When our re-
sults are published (Table 4), they are under-cited. Yet we are
asked, by the very institutions that ignore our natural his-
tory studies, to generate more natural history data, not for
publication in major journals, but for online databases, such
as eBird (http://ebird.org, Cornell Lab of Ornithology) or in
“regional” journals regarded as second-tier outlets for our
research. To stop perpetuating the natural history gap, our
colleagues who wish to encourage natural history research
should start valuing it in the currencies of academia: funding,
high-impact journals, and citations.

Tools and Approaches for Neotropical Ornithology

When considering tools and remedial approaches to fill
“gaps” in Neotropical ornithology, it is important to take
into account the limitations imposed by global inequities in
access to funding and equipment, and the social implications
of technology. For example, in avian parasitology, microscopy
is a relatively cheap and data-rich method to identify species,
suitable for most regional labs. However, many reviewers
do not recommend accepting manuscripts based solely on
microscopy. Instead, they urge Neotropical researchers to
use more expensive techniques (such as Polymerase Chain
Reaction amplification of molecular markers), which are
often unnecessary to support the results already obtained and
create financial and logistical complications. DNA barcoding
and Next Generation Sequencing offer powerful tools for
understanding our birds; however, because they are not avail-
able in many countries of Latin America and the Caribbean,
Neotropical researchers can often only access these tools by
relying on foreign collaborators, frequently in a context of
unequal power dynamics.

Even relatively simple methods can get complicated in the
Neotropics. Mexico, for example, lacks a centralized band-
ing system and the infrastructure and operations teams to
support it. Instead, it relies on partial participation in the
USA system, under conditions that are often unfavorable for
Mexican banders. Banders in Mexico can use self-made bands
or foreign-purchased bands, but the only way to participate in
a centralized banding system is to use official U.S. Geological
Survey’s Bird Band Laboratory (BBL) bands, which require
BBL permits. For legal reasons, master banding permits are
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only available to USA and Canadian nationals (following a
1923 treaty between these two countries), and, in practice, to
foreign nationals who are residents of these two countries (A.
Celis-Murillo, BBL Chief, pers. com.). Mexican banders based
in Mexico, regardless of their experience, fall outside the legal
jurisdiction of USA or Canadian law. Therefore, to partici-
pate in this centralized banding system, they need to take a
paid NABC (North American Banding Council) certification
course, and (in the best-case scenario) band birds using BBL
bands as subpermitees of a North American permit holder.
These requirements impose both a financial cost and a loss
of regional autonomy over the data (however, the NABC and
the Association of Field Ornithologists offer partial financial
support for groups or individuals pursuing these certifica-
tions, https://nabanding.net/grants/). Moreover, BBL bands
are restricted to species found in the USA, which excludes
many tropical, non-migratory species in Mexico. The creation
of banding systems is a pending assignment for Neotropical
countries: the USA model of a government-administered
banding system has been proposed to many Latin American
and Caribbean governments for decades with little progress.
Alternative models exist, such as the ca. 30 independent bird
ringing national/regional centers in Europe, many of them run
by non-profits (e.g., British Trust for Ornithology) that con-
tribute their records to the unified Euring Data Bank in the
Netherlands (https://euring.org/).

Online data platforms, such as eBird (Cornell Laboratory
of Ornithology) and the Global Biodiversity Information
Facility (GBIF) can help advance knowledge of macroecology,
distributions, relative abundance, and migration, but can also
unintentionally reinforce the status quo of colonizer—colon-
ized relationships. eBird was initially developed to harness
the data produced by “everyday birders”, tapping into the
“healthy competition” of “the birding community”: people
driven “to the far ends of the earth” by “the desire to find and
identify birds, as well as the accolades that occur as a result
of their discoveries” (Sullivan et al. 2009:2285). In the USA,
where eBird originated, 95% of eBirders are white (Rutter
et al. 2021). They remain “highly specialized recreationists”
motivated by competition and achievement (Rosenblatt et al.
2022). In Africa and the Caribbean, where white people are a
minority in the population, they nevertheless represent most
of the top eBird contributors (Scott 2021). For the GBIF, data
coverage is strongly and positively related to GDP per capita,
with 79% of data coming from just ten countries, and very
little coverage of tropical countries despite much higher spe-
cies richness (Hughes et al. 2021). We stress that the first step
in reducing racial and geographical biases in representation in
such systems is not encouraging more people from minoritized
groups to upload data to the platform, but reflecting carefully
on how the platform’s origin, objectives, culture, and design
might be excluding or exploiting these populations.

In the Neotropics, some researchers benefit from eBird
(mainly those who work with big data) while others (e.g., nat-
uralists working with their own data) lose protagonism, for
example, when eBird records are cited instead of published
papers. Because eBird requires a single, centralized list of bird
common names for each country and language, it can, unin-
tentionally, contribute to the erasure of cultural diversity (and
knowledge about bird behavior and vocalizations) associ-
ated with the diversity of local names. Importantly, while the
competitive model of birding has some tradition with highly
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specialized white recreationists in the USA, its popularization
across the Neotropics supplants local traditions of cost-free
enjoyment and knowledge of birds (without binoculars or
specialized equipment). eBird and other “community science”
projects often imply the flow of data from local communities
to academic researchers in major centers, including many in
the Global North. Rather than further expanding the eBird
platform to incorporate natural history observations (as re-
commended by Lees et al. 2020), we suggest investing in a
thorough examination of the unintended social costs of the
current system.

The growing movement toward open data and author-paid
open access publication models will increase power imbal-
ances if we do not directly address inequalities inherent in
these systems (Fonturbel and Vizentin-Bugoni 2021, Smith et
al. 2021). While free access to publications is laudable, most
Neotropical researchers cannot afford to pay for open ac-
cess, which casts authors in the role of clients, rather than
creators of knowledge. Likewise, we need to consider how
open data policies might be giving researchers at powerful
institutions access to data from Indigenous land and the
Global South, without involving or consulting the relevant
communities (Serwadda et al. 2018, Liboiron 2021). In con-
trast, open software such as R (R Core Team 2021) and QGIS
(www.qgis.org), online data-sharing platforms such as xeno-
canto (www.xeno-canto.org) and WikiAves (www.wikiaves.
com.br), searchable databases such as VertNet (vertnet.org),
and online platforms that allow free sharing and access to
scientific literature, have revolutionized and democratized
our ability to study Neotropical birds. When deciding how
to produce and share ornithological knowledge (e.g., mov-
ing journals to Open Access), we urge colleagues to choose
options that reduce, rather than exacerbate, historical in-
equalities (e.g., the Diamond Open Access model widely used
in Latin America; Alperin 2022, Cabrera and Saraiva 2022,
Ross-Hellauer 2022, Ruelas Inzunza et al. 2023).

WHY SCIENCE NEEDS VIEWS FROM THE
NEOTROPICS: FOUR EXAMPLES

In his classic work, “The Structure of Scientific Revolutions”,
Kuhn (1962) proposed that to move beyond static “normal
science” we need paradigm shifts, which are frequently gen-
erated by outsiders to a field. Not all researchers believe that
there can or should be a universal roadmap for Neotropical
ornithology, and creating one was not an aim of this paper.
Instead, for the interest of readers, we offer a few examples of
how the northern lens (regardless of researcher location) has
affected the pace, direction, and conclusions of bird research
and conservation efforts, and how perspectives from the
south can shift our understanding and direction. We stress,
however, that exclusion from science is an ethical issue, and
needs to be addressed regardless of how it affects the devel-
opment of a field.

Woodpeckers as Ecosystem Engineers

Across North America, woodpeckers produce nearly all of the
cavities used by non-excavators (birds that rely on existing
tree cavities for nesting). Because nest sites can limit popula-
tion size and distribution of non-excavators, woodpeckers are
often considered to be keystone taxa or ecosystem engineers
that facilitate the presence and abundance of other species

€202 U2JBIN 0E U0 1saNB Aq £€1920./9%09BNP/L/SZ |/9101HE/10pU0/W0d°dno-oiWapedE//:sdyy Wolj papeojumoq


https://nabanding.net/grants/
https://euring.org/
http://www.qgis.org
http://www.xeno-canto.org
http://www.wikiaves.com.br
http://www.wikiaves.com.br
http://vertnet.org

Reimagining Neotropical ornithology

(e.g., Daily et al. 1993). Based on this North temperate frame-
work—and noting that in temperate-zone forests up to half of
the species comprising bird communities may depend on cav-
ities in dead trees for nesting—Gibbs et al. (1993) examined
the availability of dead trees (assumed important for wood-
peckers to excavate) and the ratio of non-excavator species
to excavator species along a latitudinal gradient from central
Venezuela to northeastern USA. On finding few standing dead
trees and a high ratio of non-excavators to excavators at more
tropical latitudes, they proposed that limitations on nest-site
availability could be more severe in lower than higher latitude
forests and recommended that tropical forest managers fol-
low their north temperate counterparts in developing forestry
practices to maintain dead trees for birds.

The framework of woodpeckers as key facilitators of
non-excavators was later used to examine relationships be-
tween the richness and abundance of woodpeckers and
non-excavators. While correlations in richness can be found
at global scales and continue to be interpreted within the
framework of cavity facilitation (e.g., van der Hoek et al.
2020), these correlations are rarely detected at local scales
within the Neotropics (e.g., Sandoval and Barrantes 2009,
Siqueira Pereira et al. 2009). Indeed, we now know that in
the Neotropics (and much of the world outside of North
America), woodpeckers do not provide most of the cavities
used by non-excavators (Cornelius et al. 2008, Cockle et al.
2011, Ruggera et al. 2016, Altamirano et al. 2017), a pattern
that was likely evident to Indigenous Peoples and local natur-
alists in the Neotropics, whose knowledge was not included
in the imported framework. Correlations between wood-
pecker and non-excavator richness in the Neotropics (and
likely in many parts of the world) are more likely related to
shared habitat associations and macro-ecological gradients in
species richness (e.g., related to climate) than to facilitation.
Although exceptions exist, the framework of woodpeckers
as ecosystem engineers is generally inappropriate for most
Neotropical forests.

Replication of Latitudinal Gradients

In the book “Behavioral Ecology of Tropical Birds”,
Stutchbury and Morton (2001) recognized that temperate-
zone birds have received most scientific attention but may in
fact be atypical. As an example, they described much lower
rates of extra-pair fertilization (EPF; resulting from copula-
tions outside the pair bond) in socially monogamous birds
in tropical vs. temperate regions. They suggested that EPF is
probably unusual in socially monogamous tropical species
because tropical birds have small testes (i.e. less potential for
sperm competition) and have extended breeding seasons, and
they hypothesized breeding synchrony to be a main driver
of EPE Although based on only seven species from the trop-
ics (three in Panama and one each in Hawaii, Galapagos,
Venezuela, and northeastern Australia), and lacking data on
south-temperate species, the purported latitudinal pattern
and hypothesis regarding breeding synchrony remained for
years (Stutchbury and Morton 2008). Macedo et al. (2008)
pointed out numerous shortcomings to these ideas, including
limited knowledge of the latitudinal trends in testes size, and
the high diversity of tropical habitat types and climatic condi-
tions that could influence breeding synchrony. In a recent re-
view that included studies of 33 socially monogamous species
from central Mexico (19°N) to Tierra del Fuego, Argentina
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(54°S), Ferretti (2019) showed rates of EPF that ranged from
0 to 78% of broods, but were associated with neither latitude
nor breeding synchrony.

Along similar lines, Landler et al. (2014) studied “global”
trends in woodpecker cavity entrance orientation and con-
cluded that woodpeckers are more likely to orient their cav-
ities toward the equator with increasing latitude, likely driven
by climatic factors (incident solar radiation). Unfortunately,
their study did not include any data from the southern hemi-
sphere. When Ojeda et al. (2021) examined cavity entrance
orientation of woodpeckers in the Neotropics, they found no
such trend. While we do not fault Landler et al. (2014) for
excluding data from the Neotropics (these were not published
at the time), we do suggest that perspectives from the south
enrich our understanding of patterns in nature, and journals
need to stop implying that northern patterns are universal
(Castro Torres and Alburez-Gutierrez 2022).

“Qutside the Journal Scope”

In 1969, while exiled in Venezuela, the Argentinian ecologist
Eduardo H. Rapoport was working on a paper proposing
that gradients in species richness reflect gradients in the size
of species’ latitudinal ranges, whereby range size increases
with latitude (Rapoport 2015). On a visit to New York,
he shared his ideas and data with the USA-based ecologist
Robert MacArthur. Rapoport planned to submit his work
to a Venezuelan journal, but MacArthur suggested, instead,
American Naturalist, “to reach a wider public”. Rapoport re-
turned to Venezuela but found soldiers and tanks blocking
access to his university. The military dictatorship in Argentina
still prevented him from working at a university, but he took
a position at Fundacion Bariloche in the south of Argentina,
shipping his data and notes. When the papers did not arrive,
he traveled 1,600 km to obtain a truck to bring them home,
to finish writing his article.

Around 1971, Rapoport submitted the manuscript to
American Naturalist, but it was rejected as “outside the jour-
nal scope”. He decided to expand the manuscript into a book,
which was first published in Mexico in Spanish (Rapoport
1975), then translated to English 7 years later (Rapoport
1982). Almost 20 years after Rapoport’s paper was rejected
as “outside the scope” of American Naturalist, the USA-based
ecologist George C. Stevens published a paper in American
Naturalist (Stevens 1989) proposing that latitudinal ranges
of species are generally smaller at lower latitudes than at
higher latitudes, naming this correlate “Rapoport’s Rule.”
According to Google Scholar, by July 2022 the original ver-
sion of Rapoport’s book in Spanish had been cited 222 times,
the English version 796 times, and Stevens’ paper 1981 times.

Conservation in the “American Tropics”

Throughout the 20th century, USA-based biologists posi-
tioned themselves as experts on the Neotropics, often using
their country’s geopolitical interests (e.g., Panama Canal,
Puerto Rico, “American Tropics”) to promote their research
and conservation agendas (Raby 2017a, 2017b, Mohammed
et al. 2022). Writing for The Annual Review of Ecology and
Systematics, Janzen (1986:306) famously proposed that “if
biologists want a tropics in which to biologize, they are going
to have to buy it with care, energy, effort, strategy, tactics,
time, and cash. And T cannot overemphasize the urgency
as well as the responsability”. Although well-meaning, this
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vision reflected and espoused a northern conservation agenda
that uplifted the role of foreign biologists over that of conser-
vation movements from within the Neotropics.

Similarly, writing in Science, Mares (1986:738), another
USA-based scientist, described the Neotropics as a “bio-
spheric resource” for “innumerable food and drug resources”
and “genetic structure[s]” of “enormous value to future gen-
erations”. He argued that “by any standard, the Neotropical
biota belongs not only to those countries within whose bor-
ders it lies, but to the people of the biosphere whose existence
depends upon continued efficient operation of its various eco-
systems”. Mares (1986) evaluated the state of conservation in
South America through (mostly unfavorable) comparison to
the USA and proposed seven “root factors” holding back con-
servation in South America: lack of data, lack of money, lack
of trained people, lack of a long-term plan, weak economies,
short-term strategies, and an air of panic. He proposed a con-
servation strategy modeled on the Marshall Plan (a program
led by USA Secretary of State, General George C. Marshall,
providing $13 billion in aid money and technical assistance
from the USA to European governments, to rebuild war-torn
regions, remove trade barriers, modernize industry, and pre-
vent the spread of communism after World War II).

Mares worked in South America for several years and col-
laborated with South American scientists, but he did not in-
dicate whether these colleagues influenced his thinking on the
root factors influencing conservation, or his proposed solu-
tion (namely, a large influx of funding and training from the
USA). For context, in the 1970s and 1980s, the USA trained,
facilitated, and funded fascist military regimes across much
of South America, ostensibly to prevent the spread of com-
munism but focused especially on the suppression of social
movements that questioned the deeply stratified class system
of Latin America, thus protecting US interests in the region
(McSherry 2002). These dictatorships imposed neoliberal
economic policies, assassinated dissident faculty and stu-
dents (among many others), and rendered field work in many
areas extremely dangerous. A more nuanced and inclusive
approach to exploring the conservation situation might have
revealed very different root factors holding back conserva-
tion, including USA intervention in South American democ-
racies, neoliberalism, extractivism, corruption, suppression of
peaceful movements for social change, or forced displacement
and genocide of Indigenous Peoples. A wider variety of per-
spectives, from the South, might have highlighted the need to
support existing conservation efforts within South America
at the time (e.g., movements to defend the Amazon led by
Chico Mendes and COICA [Coordinator of the Indigenous
Organizations of the Amazon Basin]), and might have sug-
gested more equitable, locally rooted, and democratic solu-
tions for conservation moving forward.

A NEW VISION FOR NEOTROPICAL
ORNITHOLOGY

We envision a future ornithology in which new models of sci-
ence governance allow local ornithologists and communities
to establish research priorities for the Neotropical region, re-
spectful of regional and local worldviews and realities (e.g., as
proposed by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services; Diaz et al. 2019). In
this vision, ornithological societies and institutions publicly
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acknowledge the cultural importance of birds to Indigenous
Peoples and other communities across the Neotropics, as
well as the harm perpetuated by colonialism in our discip-
line. These organizations recognize that they are not race- and
class-neutral, that access to higher education and publishing is
not equitable, and that goals for diversity will not be achieved
unless we remove systemic barriers to funding, publishing,
and collaboration (Ahern-Dodson et al. 2020, Haines et al.
2020, Urbina-Blanco et al. 2020, Trisos et al. 2021, Cisneros
et al. 2022, Kraus et al. 2022). We envision programs and
policies that sustain long-term community-based research
and conservation agendas (Rodriguez et al. 2007), prioritize
creativity, innovation, and collective leadership (Asai 2020,
Care et al. 2021), and explicitly engage in science as a know-
ledge dialogue (a multiparty interchange or discussion that
acknowledges and integrates participants’ local and regional
needs and outcomes; Anderson et al. 2015).

In our vision, ornithologists (including those of us born
in the Neotropics) reflect on our positionality (our eco-
nomic and social advantages and disadvantages) and ac-
knowledge that all research is shaped by philosophical
foundations and assumptions. We work to understand
the language and the socioeconomic and political histor-
ies of the places where we will be studying birds, and we
ensure deep and meaningful local collaborations that in-
clude capacity-building in both directions (Table 5). We
learn from Indigenous and other non-western approaches,
not only with respect to birds but also with respect to
leadership, cooperation, kinship, reciprocity, knowledge
coexistence, and reconciliation (Levidow 1988, Ibarra et
al. 2020a, Spiller et al. 2020, Reid et al. 2021, Singeo and
Ferguson 2022, Yua et al. 2022).

HOW DO WE GET THERE?

Institutions
Reward collaboration.

Currently, our institutions may say that they value collabor-
ations, but in practice they maintain many policies and met-
rics that prevent and discourage researchers from meaningful
collaborations outside of a very narrowly defined academic
model. These systems push researchers to prioritize their
own ideas and the topics “important” in the Global North
(e.g., by only rewarding first and last-author publications in
high-impact journals), while barely considering broader im-
pacts (Davies et al. 2021). Moving forward, institutions within
and beyond the Neotropics should implement policies and as-
sessment criteria that encourage researchers to step back from
top—down leadership positions and instead support collective
leadership that includes people outside academia. Building
equitable and respectful collaborations across cultures takes
time, effort, and skills in facilitation and consensus-building
that often need to be acquired. Institutions can favor such
collaborations by reducing their emphasis on first- or last-
authorship, allowing non-academics to be co-leaders on
grants, and rewarding efforts toward co-production of know-
ledge with Indigenous and other local communities, among
other initiatives (Davies et al. 2021, Singeo and Ferguson
2022, Yua et al. 2022). We are not asking researchers from
the Global North for handouts of “capacity-building” and
expertise; we are asking institutions within and beyond the
Neotropics to make policy changes to promote respectful
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collaborations among colleagues, acknowledging and chal-
lenging the context of inequality in which we all live and con-
duct our research.

Shift lenses and assumptions.

Editors, reviewers, and funding boards should stop judging
work from the Neotropics through a northern lens, remove fi-
nancial and language barriers, and revert the prevailing belief
that the role of scholars from the Global South is to produce
data or case studies for theorists in the North (Eichhorn et al.
2020). Journals should update their visions around novelty
and impact to remind editors and reviewers of their biases,
to prevent articles from being rejected just because a reviewer
thinks they are of “regional interest” or “limited scope”.
Journals can reduce inequities in access to publishing and cit-
ation by offering waivers for authors based in the Neotropics
to publish open access and allowing authors to submit their
manuscripts in the main languages of the Neotropics, with
English translation on acceptance.

Encourage transparency.

Journals can discourage parachute science and improve cit-
ation ethics through their guidelines to authors, in which they
could state the expectation that manuscripts on the Global
South include authors affiliated within the region, regard-
less of the data source, and that these authors participated
actively in the design and interpretation of the research,
not simply acquisition of permits and collection of samples
(Minasny et al. 2020, see Conservation Letters Guidelines
for Authorship: https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/hub/
journal/1755263x/homepage/forauthors.html). Many studies
that use online data sources are large-scale analyses that aim
to identify priority areas for conservation and make recom-
mendations for conservation policy, that clearly have broader
impacts. They should include regional input. Journals should
also state the expectation that authors have reviewed, and
cited when appropriate, literature published in regional jour-
nals. To evaluate equity on a case-by-case basis and promote
integrity in authorship decisions and citation practices, jour-
nals can require structured reflexivity statements that describe
the ways in which equity was promoted through collabor-
ation and citation practices (Morton et al. 2022). Similar to
animal ethics and data-sharing statements, reflexivity state-
ments on equity are structured through a series of questions
during the manuscript submission process. For example,
journals could ask researchers to state whether researchers or
community members local to the study area or country were
involved in the study design. Reflexivity statements intend to
promote more ethical and equitable partnerships and better
citation practices over the long-term, by inviting researchers
to examine their own actions and roles in the research pro-
cess, with the same rigor they apply to scrutinizing their data
(Mason 1996, Guillemin and Gillam 2004, Morton et al.
2022). Ruelas Inzunza et al. (2023) recommend 14 actions
that global-scope ornithological journals can undertake, to
address systemic barriers and increase inclusion and recog-
nition of researchers from Latin America and the Caribbean.

Revise research agendas.

Large ornithological societies (such as the American
Ornithological Society) should revise their research agen-
das, with input from people across the Global South
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(Table 5). They should acknowledge that both hypothesis-
driven research and basic biology research are critical in the
Neotropics, and direct some funding and publication op-
portunities toward natural history. Ornithological societies
publishing major bird journals can maintain or add sections
or special issues dedicated to natural history, to increase the
visibility of important field observations and the students, re-
searchers, and editors who dedicate time to natural history
studies (Rios-Saldafia et al. 2018, Moore et al. 2020, Powers
et al. 2021). We need many more grants along the lines of the
Skutch and Bergstrom Awards from the Association of Field
Ornithologists, which provide critical funding for basic biol-
ogy research by Neotropical ornithologists; the Vuilleumier
Fund from the Neotropical Ornithological Society, which
supports thesis research by students at universities in the
Neotropics; the Neotropical Bird Club Conservation Awards;
and the newly established Beingolea Raptor Research Grant
for Latin American and/or Caribbean nationals or residents
with limited access to other funding.

Revise grant guidelines.

Organizations should scrutinize and update their grant
guidelines to remove all unnecessary requirements. Funding
should be available to those who cannot afford membership.
Organizations should reconsider requirements to implement
specific tools or approaches (such as marking individuals, hy-
pothesis testing, uploading observations to specific websites)
that may promote the organization’s interests but can under-
mine local leadership of research and conservation agendas.
Budget restrictions should be relaxed so that applicants are
free to identify the items they need. Organizations within
and beyond the Neotropics should ensure that the selection
process of funding, awards, and training opportunities pri-
oritizes locally designed projects led by people systemically
marginalized or excluded from academic circles (because of
race, gender, sexuality, economic limitations, politics, and/or

disability; Table 5).

Invest in local initiatives.

Neotropical governments need to maintain and develop re-
search programs, develop performance metrics for our own
scientific challenges, and support large-scale and long-term
ornithology initiatives based on locally defined research and
monitoring objectives. Intentional efforts should be made to
support local sound collections and museums with specimens
and all their extensions, essential for systematic and taxo-
nomic studies (Franke 2007, Ortega and Hernandez 2009,
Fontana et al. 2017). Collective efforts are needed to ensure
long-term funding of bird observatories, at least 6 of which
have been established in Brazil since 2014 (Figueira 2021).
Bird observatories contribute to knowledge of habitat rela-
tionships and population trends, train students and wildlife
professionals, and help grow local conservation organiza-
tions (Latta et al. 2005, Latta and Faaborg 2008). Urgently,
Neotropical institutions must develop their own criteria for
evaluating research contributions and reduce their reliance on
journal impact factors (and similar metrics), which increas-
ingly reflect foreign priorities and markets.

Research Groups

Whether we are located in the Global South or North, indi-
viduals and research groups can adopt explicitly anti-colonial,
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TABLE 5. Recommended actions to support the advancement of Neotropical ornithology, based on consensus among our 124 authors

Goal

Proposed change

Promote mean-
ingful
collaborations
through new
models of

governance

Promote diver-
sity through
justice, equity,
and inclusion

Strengthen
funding and
professional
development

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

15.

Institutions explicitly acknowledge the colonial legacy of ornithology in the Neotropics, including the historical exclu-
sivity of field stations and expeditions embedded in systems of hierarchy and segregation (Raby 2017a,2017b).
Journals and funding agencies add requirements for researchers to reflect on how they promoted/will promote
equity and inclusion of local ornithologists in research leadership (e.g., through structured reflexivity statements;
Morton et al. 2022). Funding agencies and institutions incentivize collective/shared leadership of research
programs as a core principle of academic recognition (Eichhorn et al. 2020).

Neotropical institutions develop local evaluation methods (for scholarships, graduate programs, promotion,
awards) that better reflect regional needs, reduce the use of academic metrics (e.g., journal impact factors), and
include local impact evaluation (Rau et al. 2018, CLACSO 2020).

Governments and institutions promote, sustain, and support ornithological societies in Neotropical countries in which
there are none yet. Consortia of ornithological societies in the Neotropics can foster regional collaboration, deliberate
research and publication priorities (e.g., priority-setting sessions of BirdsCaribbean), and promote shared visions and
assumptions to effectively communicate regional bird research ideas to non-Neotropical institutions.

Organizations fund and researchers develop systems for career-long, multi-dimensional mentorship networks
(Davies et al. 2021), virtual meetings, and guest visits among labs in different countries. South-South links are an
important priority, to learn from and influence ideas across the Neotropics, Africa, and Asia (Cusicanqui 2012).
Organizations eliminate all forms of racism in ornithology (see Schell et al. 2020, Ali et al. 2021, and Gosztyla et
al. 2021, for actionable plans) and develop strategies to promote the careers of Neotropical ornithologists across
the spectrum of gender identities (Tulloch 2020).

Organizations address implicit bias and access considerations across all aspects of ornithology, including lead-
ership of professional societies, editorial invitations, plenary and keynote speakers, and awards. Organizations
rewrite awards criteria to include Neotropical researchers, eliminate exclusionary requirements (such as paid so-
ciety membership), and prioritize research on little-known study systems or regions.

Organizations reduce financial and language barriers to Latin American and Caribbean researchers (e.g., elimi-
nate article processing fees, hold bilingual meetings, promote multilingual publication through machine transla-
tion; Steigerwald et al. 2022).

Journals add steps in the submission and review process to remind authors to cite work in languages other than
English, and remind reviewers that frameworks and examples from the Global North are not always appropriate
or needed for studies from the Global South.

Organizations increase professional-track programs for ornithologists in training in the Neotropics, and provide
funding and opportunities to maintain these ornithologists working in the field after completion of graduate
studies.

Institutions specifically channel funding to marginalized groups. For example, the Graduate Course in Ecology
at University of Sao Paulo (USP, Brazil) opened a special call for students from social and ethnic groups that

are disproportionately excluded. Funding agencies should also redirect funding toward the topics of interest to
marginalized groups (e.g., Hoppe et al. 2019).

Organizations support visits of ornithologists from the Neotropics to museum collections in the Neotropics and
in the Global North. A good example is the Frank M. Chapman Memorial Fund from the American Museum of
Natural History: https://www.amnh.org/research/vertebrate-zoology/ornithology/grants

Donors directly support small, independent organizations based in the Neotropics.

Ornithologists in the Neotropics provide professional and research mentorship to undergraduate and grad-

uate students in the North, and vice-versa (McGill et al. 2021). Some examples are the “women and non-binary
people of color in Ecology, Evolutionary Biology, and allied fields™ https://wocineeb.wordpress.com/woc-in-
eeb-networking, the EEB Mentor Match https://eebmentormatch.com, and Cientifico Latino https:/www.
cientificolatino.com

Researchers coordinate efforts to increase funding to locally-led projects. For example, we can better coordi-
nate research efforts on long-distance migratory birds, such as aerial insectivores, to leverage local research on
residents and austral migrants that are currently understudied (Faaborg et al. 2010, Jahn et al. 2020).

collaborative, and inclusive approaches to ornithology, as a
matter of honor and research ethics. The idea of individual
excellence, competition for power, and top-down leadership
by a single charismatic leader (usually white, cisgender male)
is deeply ingrained in our western value system (Davis 2016)
and is a pervasive expression of coloniality in academia (Pérez
2022); we can question and reject this paradigm (Davies

et al. 2021). We can encourage, instead, a culture of consen-
sus, democracy, and power-sharing in our labs and projects.
Researchers from the Global North can get to know the work
of ornithologists in the Neotropics, value their knowledge,
and visit their museums and other collections (e.g., Areta and
Juhant 2019). We can engender authentic collaborations by
applying our curiosity to understand everyone’s perspective
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on a topic, rather than jumping to preconceived ideas about
objectives.

We do not aim for all research projects to be fully local, nor
do we argue that foreign researchers stop proposing any of their
own ideas; we simply suggest a better balance. To achieve this
balance, collaborations can follow the excellent guidelines and
examples of de Vos (2022), Ramirez-Castafieda et al. (2022),
Singeo and Ferguson (2022) and Yua et al. (2022). Researchers
can seek to join and build equitable networks for cooperation
across the Americas and insist that hemispheric conservation
efforts include the many declining species that spend their en-
tire life cycle within the Neotropics. Promising examples of
research networks include the Western Hemisphere Shorebird
Reserve Network (http://whsrn.org), Censo Internacional de
Aves Acudticas (Wetlands International), Colombia Resurvey
Project (Gomez et al. 2022), Aves Internacionales Network pro-
ject (Cueto et al. 2015, https://avesinternacionales.wordpress.
com), and joint meetings, such as the Ornithological Congress
of the Americas.

A STARTING PLACE

We began writing this article to channel a collective sense
of exasperation with review papers that ignored the know-
ledge and work of ornithologists based in the Neotropics.
Regardless of our origins, most of the authors were trained
in a positivist epistemology, immersed in a colonial culture
that assumes the North leads and the South follows (Monge-
Ndjera 2002). However, in the words of Sim6n Rodriguez
(1769-1854):

La América no debe imitar servilmente, sino ser original.
La sabiduria de la Europa y la prosperidad de los Estados
Unidos son, en América, dos enemigos de la libertad de
pensar [The Americas must not slavishly imitate, but be
original. The wisdom of Europe and the prosperity of the
United States are, in the Americas, two enemies of freedom
of thought].

In questioning perspectives of Neotropical ornithology, we
had to step outside of our research about birds and turn the
lens on our own colonial histories and life experience as orni-
thologists [as modeled 30 years ago by Naranjo et al. (1992),
in a symposium on migratory birds].

We present ideas from a few of the people studying birds
in the Neotropics, but there is no easy recipe by which orni-
thologists can eliminate all of the injustices that arise from
centuries of colonialism and ongoing coloniality in science.
Our role as ornithologists is not to solve every problem raised
in this paper, but to learn to recognize coloniality in orni-
thology, and to humbly apply our skills and resources in the
service of collective processes of decolonization (Pérez 2022).
We urge editors and authors to ensure that future reviews
of Neotropical ornithology include perspectives from more
people living and working in the Neotropics (Armenteras
2021), and thorough and comprehensive reviews of regional
literature. Many of us have benefited and continue to bene-
fit from graduate training, positions, and collaborations
housed at northern institutions; we have beloved friends and
respected colleagues and mentors among researchers in the
Global North, including the authors of Lees et al. (2020). We
invite these friends and colleagues to join us on the path de-
scribed so beautifully by Pérez and Radi (2019:982):
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...look... past well-known sources, learn... about alien con-
texts, share... the burden of translation that scholars from
the South have carried on their shoulders for centuries,
and develop... ethical frameworks for non-exploitative re-
lationships with peers from marginalized contexts...

In making these efforts, we ornithologists will join a commu-
nity of researchers, across academia, working to build new
paradigms of knowledge construction that can transform our
understanding of the world.

Supplementary material

Supplementary material is available at Ornithological
Applications online. Supplements also include versions of this
manuscript translated into Spanish and Portuguese.
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