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Introduction 
The scarlet macaw (Ara macao), is a widely distributed species in tropical rain 
forests of the Americas, from Mexico south to Brazil and Bolivia. It is considered 
of Least Concern in IUCN (BirdLife Red List), and is listed in Appendix I of CITES, 
because the pet trade has threatened their persistence as wild populations. Other 
problems for them are habitat loss, and invasive species such as African bees. 
The northern part of its range is occupied by Ara macao cyanoptera. In southern 
Mexico and northern Central America, a greater human population density has 
strongly affected wild populations, displacing them from a wide part of its 
historical distribution (Monterrubio et al., 2016). Hence, the conservation situation 
of cyanopterus is very different from A. m. macao (Schmidt, 2013). In Mexico, the 
remaining wild population is decreasing in the Lacandon forest (Iñigo, 1996), so 
the species is considered as Endangered at the national level. Two reintroduction 
projects were started from captive-bred specimens: one in Palenque (2013) and 
one in Los Tuxtlas, Veracruz (2014). The Los Tuxtlas project is carried out west of 
the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, that is, in places where they ceased to exist about 
40 years ago (Aguilar, F. pers. comm., 2015). 
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: To establish a viable new population in southern Veracruz, Mexico, in 

the Reserva de la Biosfera Los Tuxtlas and if possible reach a total of 500 
individuals. 

x� Goal 2: To use the 
scarlet macaw as an 
ambassador species for 
the protection of other 
forest species, and for 
habitat restoration. 
x� Goal 3: To make rural 
communities take interest 
and ownership in the 
species care so that our 
effort endures in this 
Reserve. 
x� Goal 4: To assist rural 
communities in improving 
their ecotourism projects 
through the presence of 
macaws. 
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x� Goal 5: To be able to 
replicate this project in 
other areas of Mexico. 

 
Success Indicator 
x� Indicator 1: Survival 

rate at the first year of 
being released greater 
than 50%. Successful 
nesting in 2 - 7 years of 
release. 

x� Indicator 2: The 
existence of 
reforestation/
agroforestry programs 
for farmers and 
ranchers that also 
benefit potential habitat 
for macaws. 

x� Indicator 3: Local collaboration in the care and recovery of macaws for 
rehabilitation, and future release. 

x� Indicator 4: Better attitudes towards conservation of wildlife. 
x� Indicator 5: Cultural integration of the scarlet macaw in the region. 
 
Project Summary 
Feasibility: The rain forests of Los Tuxtlas are currently reduced to 16% of its 
original distribution (Dirzo & Garcia, 1992), and they have now a protected area 
decree. The scarlet macaw does not occupy closed forest; therefore they can 
cross open lands as long as there are enough trees to feed on, with cavities for 
nesting. So for the project to succeed it is necessary in the mid-term, to improve 
the vegetation cover so that the habitat will be sufficient for the macaws to 
establish. The region's wildlife has traditionally been exploited, but the presence 
of groups of researchers for 40 years or more, has permeated into the local 
population. There is better awareness of the biodiversity loss problems that we 
are experiencing, and that are accelerating. There is a land use administration by 
the Reserva de la Biosfera Los Tuxtlas. Peasants themselves appreciate that the 
fauna has greatly diminished, having being very abundant before, and have even 
appreciate the change in the rain regime due to the deforestation. They are 
currently experiencing at least two months of drought, which was not the case 
previously. This has facilitated a positive attitude of the rural communities towards 
the Project. 
 
Implementation: We have established an alliance among several institutions/
stakeholders to carry out the project in the medium and long-term. The Xcaret 
aviary maintains a breeding colony and provides groups of macaws prepared in 
their facilities for reintroduction. The Reserva Ecológica Nanciyaga provides the 
operational site and habitat for the recently released main group of macaws. 
Nanciyaga has an area of 18 ha, but along with other neighbors form a 
continuous patch of forest of about 40 ha. The Instituto de Biología de la UNAM in 
partnership with Bosque Antiguo AC operates the project in situ. We established 
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a pre-release aviary 12 m 
wide x 18 m long and 6 m 
high. In it, the macaws are 
received; they fulfill their 
quarantine, and receive 
trainings and stimuli to 
recover survival skills. 
They need abilities in 
recognizing naturally 
available food, and 
awareness about 
dangerous predators in 
the forest, including 
humans. A mixed work 
team has been formed 
which combines biology 
and veterinary graduates, 
with peasants, and other 
community members to 
carry out the project. Other 

organizations have provided financial support to make the project possible. These 
are: Wildlife Without Borders - Mexico (US Fish and Wildlife Service), Defenders 
of Wildlife Mexico, World Parrot Trust, PROCER (Program for Conservation of 
Endangered Species) of CONANP (Comisión Nacional de Áreas Naturales 
Protegidas) and the Fondo Ambiental Veracruzano (Veracruz State 
Environmental Ministry). 
 
Post-release monitoring: To date we have established three release sites within 
Los Tuxtlas Reserve: Nanciyaga, La Otra Opción, and Reserva Ejidal Benito 
Juárez, and we have had five release events. We try to have a soft release each 
time, so that the macaws slowly explore the habitat and recognize the territory. 
With this, they should not disperse from the site, their partner or group, and that 
makes it easier for them to slowly locate natural food, and a safe territory. 
Supplementary food is provided on tall tree feeding stations (10 - 15 m high) for 6 
- 9 months after the group has been released. The marks on their peaks last 2 - 3 
months, and with them each macaw is identified when they visit the feeding 
stations and are counted. That is our best chance to see if any one of them is 
away or lost. If missing macaws are not around, they are sought after in 
communities and nearby habitats, and if possible they get returned to the site of 
release. Community monitors perform counts and distribution maps. Eleven nest 
boxes have been mounted; some pairs are occupying them since the first year. A 
few eggs have been found, but chicks or juveniles have not yet being detected. 
African bees occupied two nest boxes instead. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� One of the main difficulties has been fund raising. There are currently many 

needs, much competition, good conservation projects, and few resources. This 
project requires maintenance of infrastructure and operational funds to be able 
to attend the essential activities of the field team. 

 
 

Reintroduction UNAM-Nanciyaga team  
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Major lessons learned 
x� To use only soft releases with a preparation time for each group of at least six 

months together. This helps when they go out of the aviary for the first time 
(the most critical time). Macaws are usually very cautious and they explore the 
new habitat little by little. This way they can locate their new food while they 
still have access to the feeding temporary stations. 

 
Success of project 

 
Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� Scarlet macaws are very charismatic and the human population easily adopts 

them, feels proud of their return, and collaborates with their care.  
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