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The historical moment
In the early morning of 11th June 2022, Dr 
Cromwell Purchase, the scientific director of the 
re-introduction project of the ACTP (Association 
for the Conservation of Threatened Parrots), 
opened the exit hatch of the re-introduction aviary 
in the Brazilian Caatinga, near the city of Curaça in 
the state of Bahia. 

Then it was time to wait for the approximately 
25 participants, who were allowed to attend this 
unique event and gathered in a camouflage tent 
about 100m away. Finally, it was 9.03 am local 
time when the first Spix’s Macaw (Cyanopsitta 
spixii) left the aviary, followed 30 minutes later 
by five more. A historic moment for the parrot 
species, which has been extinct in the wild for  
over 20 years! 

Years of  
conservation efforts
ACTP had been working towards this crucial 
day in collaboration with the ICMBio (Institute 
Chico Mendes for Biodiversity Conservation), a 
federal agency responsible for conservation and 

conservation breeding programmes and nature 
reserves in Brazil. 

Already in 2016 and 2018, the then Brazilian 
government designated a nature reserve 
and protected areas in the Caatinga in the 
municipalities of Juazeiro and Curaça. Large parts 
of the original distribution area of the Spix’s Macaw 
were re-naturalised, as both wild goats and those 
kept by the local population had permanently 
damaged the dry forest through uncontrolled 
feeding. By keeping the goats away, the vegetation 
recovered, such as the Caraibeira trees (Tabebuia 
aurea), which were important for the Spix’s 
Macaws, creating the basis for re-introduction. This 
restoration programme had already been launched 
in 2008 by the Al Wabra Wildlife Preservation 
Foundation of Sheikh Saud bin Muhammed Al 
Thani of Qatar, who died in 2014. 

The involvement of the local population took 
place simultaneously through several projects 
of social organisations and associations in and 
around Curaça. It is mainly promoted today by 
ICMBio and the company Blue Sky Caatinga.  
The present committed and very popular mayor, 
Pedro Alves de Oliveira, was delighted for  
his community. 

Spix’s Macaws 
are flying again in the Caatinga

In the August issue of this magazine, the news of the release of the Spix’s Macaw was published 
describing how, after many years of hard work and determination, some of the world’s most 
dedicated conservationists had achieved the historic release of the charismatic Spix’s Macaws 
back into the wild where it had been extinct. This article by René Wuest, Arndt-Verlag, 
Bretten & Aves Publishing, Berlin, provides more information as to how this amazing 
project had come to a successful outcome, and was previously published in the German 
Papageien magazine in its July issue. Translation is by Tony Pittman.

In 2016, the ICMBio initiated a conservation 
project for the also endangered Blue-winged 
Macaw, better known as the Illiger’s Macaw 
(Primolius maracana), which in 2020 and 2021 
was supported by the ZGAP (Zoological Society 
for Species Protection and Population Protection), 
through the Funds for Endangered Parrots 
(FbP) working group and the Strunden Parrot 
Foundation (SPS) all based in Germany. 

The assumption that the Illiger’s Macaws, which occur 
sympatrically, should play a kind of key role for the Spix’s 
Macaws proved to be absolutely correct. This is exactly 
what the eight Illiger’s Macaws have done and showed 
the eight Spix’s Macaws intended for re-introduction the 
way through the exit hatch. The curious birds took over 
the leadership role and changed from the inside to the 
outside and vice versa shortly after the opening. Only one 
bird was wild-caught, the others, for the sake of scientific 
comparability, were hand-raised, which corresponded to 
the rearing of the Spix’s Macaws. 

The ICMBio project’s veterinarian, Dr Camile 
Lugarini, who is involved here, had assumed veterinary 
responsibility for the Spix’s Macaw project in addition to 
the Illiger’s Macaw project together with ACTP colleague 
François le Grange. The co-operating Belgian zoo,  
Pairi Daiza, represented by Dr Tim Bouts on 11 June, was 

The historic 
moment: the first 
Spix’s Macaw 
(Cyanopsitta spixii) 
leaves the  
re-introduction 
aviary
Photo: Tim Flach/ 
Blue Sky Caatinga

The re-introduction aviary, 
built in the past year, on the 
morning of the re-introduction

A view of the future 
living space of the 
Spix’s Macaws

Ugo Vercillo, Dr. Cromwell Purchase 
and Martin Guth during the welcome 
in the morning
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also involved. All birds had been tested several times for 
all known diseases. In addition, even domestic poultry 
and all parrot species in the region  
had been tested in the target region. 

Final Steps
In 2021, an approximately six 
metre high re-introduction aviary 
with three compartments was 
built. The aviary consisted of two 
smaller aviaries and one with a 
large enough U-shaped flight 
space for the birds to train their 
flight muscles. It was built in the 
middle of the Caatinga, not far 
from where the last Spix’s Macaw 
had been seen. 

The renowned wildlife 
biologist Dr Thomas White from 
the U.S Fish & Wildlife Service 
took over the technical advice of the transmitter of the 
birds. He had already had numerous successes with 
the technique used to save and stabilise the Puerto Rico 
Amazon (Amazona vittata). An ACTP team had already 
been introduced to the re-introduction method, which 
was then adapted to the Spix’s Macaws and applied. It is 
based on the so-called anchor of a respective pair. 

In the first step, only one partner of a pair is allowed 
free flight. Through the pair bond, the partner always 
remains in the environment or returns again and again. 
This was impressively demonstrated by the ‘vanguard’ of 
the Illiger’s Macaws. After some time, they came back to 
their partners and switched back to the aviary to spend 
the night together, among other things. 

A monitoring system was necessary to track the Spix’s 
Macaws and determine flight routes. Many systems had 
been discussed and agreement had been reached on 
proven telemetry. The publishing house, AVES Publishing 

in Berlin, is happy 
to support the 
purchase of the 
necessary radio 
collars. In order 
for the birds to 
get used to the 
transmitters, 
dummies of the 
same weight and 
size were attached 
to the birds, then 
replaced and 
activated on the 
birds two days 
before the opening 
of the exit hatch. 

The macaws accepted the transmitters 
surprisingly well. According to today’s status (19th 
July 2022), both species regularly return to the 
protective aviary at noon and at nightfall. A Spix’s 
Macaw had been frightened by an overflying turkey 
vulture (Cathartes aura) and immediately sought 
shelter in a nearby tree. It even spent the night there 
before flying back to the aviary the following day. 

The Spix’s Macaw group was divided into one, 
three and four birds, which always accompany 
each other. Right now its one flock. The Illiger’s 
Macaws change several times a day from the 
open field to the aviary and even bring wild 
individuals to the outside feeding station. It cannot 
get any better with a soft release. 

Celebration
The big day started shortly after two 
o’clock in the morning. This was 
followed by the long drive through the 
rough Caatinga and several safety 
zones to the re-introduction centre. 
At 5am, Dr Cromwell Purchase, Ugo 
Vercillo (Blue Sky Caatinga, formerly 
at ICMBio) and Martin Guth (Chairman 
of ACTP) gave a briefing on the 
behaviour during the re-introduction. 

After the re-introduction had taken 
place, we went to the press conference 
at 3pm in the Theater Raul Coelho 
(Spix-Theatre) in Curaça. Numerous 
press representatives and locals asked 
interested, but also critical questions, 
which were all answered. 

An agreement on further support 
and co-operation was signed by a 
representative of Banco Nordeste 
Brasil (BNB), the President of ICMBio, 
Marcos de Castro Simanovic, and 
Hagen Kahmann, the General  
Director of Blue Sky Caatinga.  
Local clubs offered dance 
performances at the end of the  
official event for the international 
guests, and locals and guests 
celebrated the success together. 

Chances of  
re-introduction
Of course, it is clear that the more 
birds which are released into the 
wild, the greater the chance of 
establishment and reproduction 

The inquisitive Illiger’s Macaws 
(Primolius maracana) show the Spix’s 
Macaws the way through the exit hatch

The radio and collar 
and transmitter worn 
by the Spix’s macaw 
can be seen here

Dr. Thomas White following the 
Spix’s Macaws telemetrically

From left to right, René Wuest 
(author of the article), Mariana 
Bulat and Marcos de Castro 
Simanovic, both ICMBio, 
Marcos is the president of 
ICMBio (Instituto Chico 
Mendes de Conservação 
da Biodiversidade), in the 
observation tent

Caraibeira trees, here with 
mounted nesting aids, are 
important for the Spix’s Macaws

The renowned animal photographer 
Tim Flach (left) and his assistant 
Daniel Cullen (right)

Below left, Dr. Tim Bouts, 
zoological director of Pairi 
Daiza Zoo and one of the 
main sponsors, checking 
the first photos of the 
release with Dr. Cromwell 
Purchase, ACTP
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in the field. This was a successful start, but 
everyone involved is aware that there will be 
losses. In this respect, this programme does not 
differ from projects already carried out in the 
past and present, but there is no alternative. In 
addition, an enormous effort was made here, all 
conceivable incidents were discussed and taken 
into account in advance. Nothing more could be 

done to restore this charismatic little macaw to 
its original habitat. 

Food and water will continue to be offered  
at the re-introduction aviary, and in a few 
months the partner birds will also strengthen  
the small flock. In the event of excessive  
losses, a timely response will be taken.  
A further 25 birds are planned for the next 
release into the wild, after the breeding is  
going so well, thanks in part to the loving care 
of ACTP biologists Katrin Scholtyssek and 
Vladislav Marcuk in Germany, and Candice 
Purchase in Brazil. The diet was optimised with 
the help of Professor Petra Wolf.

Personal words and 
thanks
The exciting phase of establishing and further 
increasing the free population remains. I wish  
the project all the best in its further course –  
so that it may be possible to permanently  
change the status “Extinct in the Wild” 
awarded by the IUCN (International Union for 
Conservation of Nature) in 2019! And I hope  
that there will be more similar moments of 
happiness for species conservation in my 
lifetime, because other parrot species are  
also highly endangered that are not in the  
public spotlight.

My heartfelt congratulations and thanks go 
to ACTP Chairman Martin Guth and his entire 
team, but also to the sponsors who have helped 

to accomplish this feat. For over 25 years I have been working 
on a voluntary basis, financed with my own private funds, for the 
international protection of species. 

This was a unique experience, starting early in the morning 
with the tense faces, then tears of joy and finally a happy, but 
quiet and joyful mood of the selected attendees. It was an 
honour for me, and I am very grateful. ■

The Raul Coelho 
Theatre (Spix Theatre) 
(above) in Curaça, 
where the press 
conference,  
below, took place

The ICMBio project veterinarian Dr. Camile Lugarini 
(left) during the press conference

The signing of the agreement for the future support of 
the project by a representative of the Banco Nordeste 
Brasil (BNB). the president of the ICMBio Marcos de 
Castro Simanovic and the General Director Haggen 
Kahmann from Blue Sky Caatinga (left to right)


