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Introduction 
One of the current ornithological field prob-
lems in Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, Nica-
ragua, and El Salvador is the identification of 
large green parakeets in the genus Psittacara. 
This paper deals with the principal conun-
drum, distinguishing among three very similar 
species: Green Parakeet (Psittacara holochlorus), 
Pacific Parakeet (Psittacara strenuus), and Red-
throated Parakeet (Psittacara rubritorquis). The 
identity of Psittacara parakeets has generated a 
great deal of confusion in southern Mexico and 
northern Central America. Ornithological texts 
and field guides for the region present conflict-
ing and sometimes erroneous descriptions, il-
lustrations, and range maps. Then there is the 
issue of recent northward expansion of another 
Psittacara species into Honduras: Crimson-
fronted Parakeet (Psittacara finschi). Juveniles 
of that species are quite similar to the other 
three, but, fortunately, they usually hang out 
with their more distinctive parents! 

The American Ornithological Society (AOS) 
Checklist (Chesser et al. 2020) and the Cle-
ments Checklist (used by eBird; Clements et 
al. 2021) currently recognize the large green 
parakeets from mainland Mexico to Panama 
as three species: Green, Pacific, and Crimson-
fronted. Green Parakeet includes a nomi-
nate subspecies (P. h. holochlorus) found from 
southeastern Texas and northeastern Mexico to 
Veracruz, plus an apparently isolated popula-
tion of the same subspecies further south in 
Chiapas and possibly into Guatemala. Also in-
cluded within Green Parakeet are a northwest 
Mexican subspecies (P. h. brewsteri), a Socorro 
Island population (P. h. brevipes, sometimes 
considered as a full species, Socorro Parakeet), 
and a distinctive red-throated taxon (P. h. ru-

mailto:okomar@zamorano.edu


V O L U M E  7 2  •  N U M B E R  2  ( 2 0 2 1 )

PSITTACARA PARAKEETS IN MEXICO AND CENTRAL AMERICA

19

britorquis) found from southeastern Guatemala 
to northern Nicaragua. Pacific Parakeet (Psit-
tacara strenuus) is found from eastern Oaxaca 
through Chiapas, mostly on the Pacific slope, 
to southwestern Nicaragua. Crimson-fronted 
Parakeet is found from eastern Honduras south 
to central Panama. Recent documented sight-
ings of Crimson-fronted Parakeets in Teguci-
galpa, Honduras and San Salvador, El Salvador 
may refer to escaped individuals or to wander-
ers. This species appears to be increasing and 
has markedly expanded its range in Nicaragua 
and eastern Honduras in just the last five years. 
These various taxa are mostly allopatric (non-
overlapping in range), but there are extensive 
areas of sympatry (overlap) (Fig. 1). Some of 
these instances may be seasonal, such as during 
non-breeding when species may move around 
either individually or in large flocks. Such 
movements outside of known breeding areas 
are documented for Red-throated Parakeet 
(e.g., Howell and Webb 1995, Fagan and Ko-
mar 2016) but are not documented for Green 
and Pacific parakeets.

The taxonomy of Psittacara parakeets is 
confusing because many authors reject the 
taxonomic treatments adopted by the AOS 
and by eBird. In particular, the BirdLife tax-
onomy (Handbook of the Birds of the World 
and BirdLife International 2020) considers 
Pacific Parakeet to be a subspecies of Green 
Parakeet, questioning the original reasoning 
for recognizing the species as separate. This 
position is thus adopted by the IUCN Red List, 
which follows BirdLife taxonomy (Birdlife In-
ternational 2018). Pacific Parakeet was first 
described by Robert Ridgway (1915) as a sub-
species of Green Parakeet from a Nicaraguan 
specimen, but Pacific Parakeet’s possible sym-

Variation in orbital skin color of Middle American 
Psittacara parakeets. CLOCKWISE FROM BOTTOM 
LEFT ON OPPOSITE PAGE:

■ Green Parakeet. Hidalgo Co, Texas. 1 Mar 2018. 
Photo © Isaac Sánchez.

■ Green Parakeet. Tamuín, San Luis Potosí. 
21 Jul 2018. Photo © Juan Miguel Artigas Azas.

■ Green or Pacific Parakeet. Tuxtla Gutiérrez, 
Chiapas. 7 Apr 2019. Photo © José Antonio Linage.

■ Pacific Parakeet. Tegucigalpa, Honduras. 
20 Mar 2021. Photo © Oliver Komar.

■ Red-throated Parakeet. Francisco Morazán, 
Honduras. 25 Mar 2018. Photo © John van Dort.

■ Crimson-fronted Parakeet (juvenile). San José, 
Costa Rica. 5 Jan 2019. Photo © Marcelo Corella.
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patry with nominate Green Parakeet in south-
ern Mexico was noted by Bangs and Peters 
(1928), Griscom (1932), and Monroe (1968). 
Monroe listed Pacific Parakeet as a full species 
and noted its larger bill and feet (on average) 
when compared to nominate Green. The 1983 
AOS decision to recognize Pacific Parakeet as a 
full species was not universally accepted, how-
ever. For example, Howell and Webb (1995), 
Forshaw (2010), and others have expressed 
doubts. Pacific Parakeet’s allopatry with Red-
throated Parakeet during the breeding season 
has always been assumed in literature, but I 
provide evidence below of breeding sympatry 
in Tegucigalpa.

Meanwhile, also contrary to AOS taxonomy, 
a growing list of authors treat Red-throated 
Parakeet as a full species (Howell and Webb 

1995, Stotz et al. 1996, Forshaw 2010, Fa-
gan and Komar 2016, Martínez-Gómez et al. 
2017, del Hoyo 2020, Gill et al. 2021, and the 
BirdLife taxonomy cited above). Red-throated 
and Pacific parakeets are sympatric during the 
non-breeding season in parts of El Salvador 
and Honduras (and during the breeding sea-
son in at least the Tegucigalpa area), but no 
modern taxonomic treatment regards those 
two taxa as conspecific. Some authors consid-
er Pacific Parakeet to be a subspecies of Green 
Parakeet, while others consider Red-throated 
Parakeet to be a subspecies of Green Parakeet, 
but none treats both as a subspecies of Green 
Parakeet. Although Pacific Parakeet and nomi-
nate Green Parakeet are reportedly sympatric 
in southern Mexico, many observers in that 
region apparently make no effort to tell the 
two apart, throwing up their hands and calling 
them all “Green Parakeets” (i.e., simply choos-
ing to follow the BirdLife taxonomy and treat 
them as the same species). In parts of northern 
Nicaragua, three taxa—Red-throated, Pacific, 
and Crimson-fronted—may overlap.

There is considerable confusion about 
how to tell these taxa apart in the field. Pa-

cific Parakeet and the nominate subspecies 
of Green Parakeet are indeed virtually identi-
cal. Field guides point out differences in av-
erage bill size, foot size, and body size, but 
such measurements may overlap and are not 
good field marks. Some published range maps 
suggest that the two species are allopatric in 
Chiapas, with Pacific Parakeet occupying the 
coastal plain and Green Parakeet the interior 
valleys. However, that idea is not supported by 
museum specimens as far as I know and seems 
to be erroneous. The idea that one taxon has 
red flecks on the neck and the other does not is 
also mistaken. That characteristic is variable in 
all Psittacara taxa. Distinguishing Red-throat-
ed Parakeet from Pacific Parakeet in Central 
America seems more straightforward—that is, 
until you realize that juvenile Red-throated 
Parakeets do not have red throats. And that hy-
brids are possible. And finally, that extensive 
red feathering on some Pacific Parakeets can 
make a few individuals superficially similar to 
Red-throated Parakeets.

Here I suggest that orbital skin (eye-ring) 
color can be used to separate many Pacific Para-
keets from nominate Green Parakeets, and from 

Figure 1. Maps of reporting frequency for
(A) Green Parakeet (nominate holochlorus),

(B) Red-throated Parakeet, (C) Pacific Parakeet,
and (D) Crimson-fronted Parakeet. Note that all 

Florida records are of or are derived from escapees. 
Maps downloaded from eBird.org, 31 Oct 2021.

A

C

B

D

http://eBird.org


21V O L U M E  7 2  •  N U M B E R  2  ( 2 0 2 1 )

PSITTACARA PARAKEETS IN MEXICO AND CENTRAL AMERICA

Red-throated Parakeets. I also document the 
variation in extent of red on the necks and heads 
of these three taxa and of Crimson-fronted Para-
keet. Finally, I discuss the possible use of nesting 
behavior as a further indicator for species iden-
tification. To achieve this analysis, I surveyed 
hundreds of published photographs of these 
taxa available online from the Macaulay Library.

Methods
I examined photographs of parakeets in the Ma-
caulay Library at Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 
using the online eBird portal (eBird.org). I col-
lected data for three characteristics: (1) orbital 
skin (eye-ring) color, (2) extent of red feathers 
(flecks) on head and throat, and (3) evidence 
of nest site selection. For various species and 
country combinations, I examined the photo 
galleries in order of the most recently uploaded 

images, until I had collected morpho-
logical data from 50 individual birds, 
taking care not to consider duplicates 
(photos of the same bird), photos that 
were clearly or possibly misidentified, 
or photos in which the characteristic 
could not be seen clearly (for example, 
poor photo quality or the position of 
the bird). 

To avoid identification problems for 
very similar species, I restricted selec-
tions of reference photos to core rang-
es, far from range overlap: for Green 
Parakeet, only northeast Mexico and 
Texas; for Red-throated Parakeet, only 
Honduras, excluding Choluteca Dpt, 
Valle Dpt, and the metropolitan area 
of Tegucigalpa where there is overlap 
with Pacific; for Pacific Parakeet, only 
the Pacific slope of Guatemala, the 
metropolitan area of Guatemala City 

(where I assumed Green Parakeet is absent), 
and the Pacific slope of Nicaragua; and for 
Crimson-fronted Parakeet, only Costa Rica and 
Panama. I collected data from Pacific Parakeets 
from El Salvador for comparison.

Results
Variation in orbital skin color
Of the four Psittacara taxa considered here, 
each has a distinctive range of orbital skin 
color, although there is some variation and 
overlap. Nominate Green Parakeet orbital skin 
ranges in color from dark gray with mauve or 
pinkish-brown tones to a rich, reddish brown 
color, which in poor light could be considered 
simply dark brown. The result is that the face 
generally appears dark, unlike in taxa with 
whitish or pale gray orbital skin. For simplic-
ity, I will refer to their eye-rings as either dark 

brown or dark gray. Photos of nominate Green 
Parakeets showed mostly (63%) dark brown 
orbital skin, while 37% had dark gray orbital 
skin (Table 1). The two shades were not very 
different and some of the classifications may 
have been due to lighting effects and less to 
true variation.

Red-throated Parakeets have a similar eye-
ring color when compared to many nominate 
Green Parakeets, although with less variabil-
ity and more comparable to the gray-pinkish-
brown described above as dark gray (rather 
than dark brown). In the photos examined, all 
Red-throated Parakeets (100%) showed dark 
gray orbital skin.

Pacific Parakeets generally showed light gray 
orbital skin, especially south of Guatemala. Just 
4% in Nicaragua and 10% in El Salvador ap-
peared dark gray in the photographs (and thus 
possibly indistinguishable in the field from a 
Green Parakeet). However, in Guatemala, 32% 
presented dark gray skin, similar to the orbital 
skin color of Red-throated Parakeets and some 
Green Parakeets. 

Individual Pacific Parakeets with dark gray 
orbital skin may not be safely separable in the 
field from Green Parakeet (or Red-throated), 
and their existence invites the question of 
whether all of the reference photos examined 
for Guatemala were correctly identified—or 
whether there has perhaps been recent intro-

Figure 2. A mixed pair of Red-throated Parakeet 
(darker gray orbital skin) and Pacific Parakeet 
(lighter gray orbital skin) scouting a potential 
nesting site (LOWER LEFT) and an apparent offspring 
that accompanied them (UPPER LEFT). Note 
differences in orbital skin color, with the offspring 
showing a gray shade intermediate of the two adults. 
Photographed 19 Mar 2021, this family group is 
part of an apparently wild flock of approximately 
25 Pacific Parakeets and one Red-throated Parakeet 
that was reported frequently in Tegucigalpa in 2019, 
2020, and 2021. Photos © Oliver Komar.

http://eBird.org
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data from Table 2). The flecking was, however, 
more likely to be on the front of the neck or 
close to the throat on Pacific Parakeets. Fleck-
ing on Crimson-fronted Parakeet is even more 
distinct than on the other three taxa, with 
brighter red spots, but it is mostly limited to 
adult birds. In adults, 68% have red feathering 
(outside “normal” areas), and often it was mod-

erate to heavy (Table 2). However, juveniles 
were usually completely green; only 12% had 
any red flecking. Unlike in Red-throated Para-
keet, red feathering does not become prevalent 
in Crimson-fronted Parakeet until birds have 
gained their adult plumage (i.e., red foreheads). 
Further research on known-age birds could in-
vestigate whether the degree of flecking contin-
ues to increase with age in this species.

Variation in nest site selection
A survey of the eBird/Macaulay Library photo 
galleries indicated that Green Parakeet and 
Crimson-fronted Parakeet have similar nesting 
behavior, with most presumed nesting photos 
showing birds perched in or at holes in trees 
(often palm trees), and a much smaller num-
ber of nesting instances at crevices or holes 
on buildings or houses (Table 3). I found no 
photographic evidence of colony nesting in 
these two species, but Green Parakeet has been 
reported nesting colonially on cliffs of a lime-
stone sinkhole in Tamaulipas, in northeastern 
Mexico (Eitnear et al. 1997).

Red-throated Parakeet nesting biology is 
poorly documented both in photos and in liter-

 Table 1. Comparison of orbital skin color for four Psittacara taxa.

 Species Region Eye-ring 
 dark brown

Eye-ring 
dark gray

Eye-ring  
light gray 

Eye-ring 
white

 Green Parakeet 
 (Psittacara h. holochlorus)

U.S. (Texas) 34 16 0 0

Mexico (northeast) 18 14 0 0

 Red-throated Parakeet 
 (Psittacara rubritorquis)

Honduras 0 50 0 0

 Pacific Parakeet 
 (Psittacara strenuus)

Guatemala 0 16 34 0

Nicaragua 0 2 48 0

El Salvador 0 5 45 0

 Crimson-fronted Parakeet  
 (Psittacara finschi)

Costa Rica & 
Panama 

0 0 0 50

 Table 2. Comparison of red/orange plumage on the necks for four Psittacara taxa documented by photographs.
(Source: eBird/Macaulay Library photo galleries consulted 15 May 2021).

 Species Region >3 red flecks 
 present

1–2 red flecks 
present

Red flecks  
absent

 Green Parakeet 
 (Psittacara h. holochlorus)

U.S. (Texas) 11 12 27

Mexico (northeast) 4 18 28

Red-throated Parakeet 
(Psittacara rubritorquis)

Honduras adults 26 5 14

Honduras juveniles 30 2 11

 Pacific Parakeet 
 (Psittacara strenuus)

Nicaragua 6 14 30

Guatemala 6 8 36

Crimson-fronted Parakeet 
(Psittacara finschi)

Costa Rica & Panama adults 21 13 16

Costa Rica & Panama juveniles 4 2 42

gression into the Pacific Parakeet population of 
Green and/or Red-throated genes which have 
contributed to a higher frequency of dark or-
bital skin. The frequency of dark gray orbital 
skin in Guatemalan Pacific Parakeets was signif-
icantly higher than in Nicaraguan Pacific Para-
keets (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.0004) and than 
in Salvadoran Pacific Parakeets (p = 0.0128). 
The exact frequencies within samples of 50 in-
dividuals in each country are given in Table 1.

Crimson-fronted Parakeets consistently 
(100%) showed white or whitish orbital skin 
color that was lighter than in even Pacific Para-
keet. While Crimson-fronted Parakeets feature 
distinct juvenile and adult plumages, orbital 
skin color was constant with respect to age. 
That was also true for Red-throated Parakeets 
but could not be assessed for Green and Pacific 
parakeets.

Variation in red feathering
All four taxa are variable in the amount of red/
orange feathers or flecking around the head or 
occasionally on the breast (Table 2). In nomi-
nate Green Parakeet, 45% of the individuals ex-
amined showed one or more red feathers on the 
head and/or neck. The feathers, which can ap-
pear as mere flecks from a distance, were often 
(but not always) on the back of the neck. The 
remaining birds (55%) were completely green. 
In Red-throated Parakeet, both adults and ju-
veniles are even more likely to have red fleck-
ing (in adults, flecking outside of the red-throat 
patch); 71% of individuals showed flecking, and 
29% did not. These proportions were similar in 
both adults and juveniles; 26% of juveniles ex-
amined were completely green, appearing simi-
lar to juvenile nominate Green Parakeets. 

In Pacific Parakeet, red flecking or feathering 
was present on 34% of individuals examined—
not significantly different from nominate Green 
Parakeet (p = 0.148 by Fisher’s Exact Test, using 

 Table 3. Comparison of nesting behavior for four Psittacara taxa documented by photographs.
(Source: eBird/Macaulay Library photo galleries consulted 15 May 2021).

 Species Region At tree 
 cavity

At cavity in 
building or rock wall 

 Green Parakeet 
 (Psittacara h. holochlorus)

Texas and
Mexico (northeast) 7 1

Red-throated Parakeet 
(Psittacara rubritorquis)

Honduras 0 1

 Pacific Parakeet 
 (Psittacara strenuus)

Nicaragua and Guatemala 1 12

Crimson-fronted Parakeet 
(Psittacara finschi)

Costa Rica and Panama 11 5
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I also considered the extent of red spotting 
or flecking on these otherwise mostly green 
parakeets as a possible diagnostic character. 
The variation in this character was so extensive 
and relatively similar across the species consid-
ered that I do not believe it would be a useful 
character for field identification. All four spe-
cies evaluated ranged from solid green to ex-
tensive red markings about the head and neck. 

Although I did not specifically test for differ-
ences in bill color, that characteristic is gener-
ally similar and somewhat variable within the 
four taxa. Bill size is also variable within popu-
lations, and it is difficult to evaluate in pho-
tographs. Although bill size and/or body size 
may average larger in some populations than 
others, I cannot see consistent differences in 
the photographs, and I do not believe any size 
difference can be counted on as a diagnostic 
field mark among these taxa. 

Field identification of
nominate Green Parakeet
Adult and juvenile holochlorus Green Parakeets 
are similar. Their plumage is all green, with 
paler and/or yellower underparts, and there 
may be a limited amount of red/orange/yellow 

road cuts, and in other similar situations (Dickey 
and van Rossem 1938, Thurber et al. 1987). Of 
13 apparent nesting photos found in the galler-
ies for Guatemala and Nicaragua, 12 are at rock 
walls or similar habitat, and only one was at an 
artificial nest box. If galleries for El Salvador and 
Honduras are included, there are eight more 
rock wall nests and no more tree cavity nests.

Discussion
While orbital skin color varies within popula-
tions of the Psittacara parakeets examined here, 
it is reasonably consistent at the species level, 
and I assert that the color of the orbital skin—if 
observed well—can indeed be used in the field 
to identify some large Psittacara parakeets in 
some areas of sympatry. As with other groups 
of cryptic species (such as Myiarchus flycatchers 
or Contopus pewees), not all individuals will be 
field separable. Orbital skin is whitish in Crim-
son-fronted Parakeet, light gray in most Pacific 
Parakeets, dark gray or gray-brown in Red-
throated Parakeets, and dark reddish brown or 
gray-brown in nominate Green Parakeet. Some 
individuals, especially in Oaxaca and Chiapas, 
with dark gray orbital skin color may not be 
identifiable in the field. Some of these and/or 
other intermediate birds may be hybrids (or 
“intergrades” if the parent taxa are considered 
subspecies). Although viable hybrids are not 
well documented, we can speculate that they 
exist. See Fig. 2 for an example of an apparent 
hybrid Pacific x Red-throated Parakeet in the 
company of a mixed pair in Honduras. 

ature. I have personally seen one pair at a hole 
in a pine tree, and I have seen another adult 
entering a hole in a man-made retaining wall 
used for nesting by a small colony of Pacific 
Parakeets in the city of Tegucigalpa, Hondu-
ras. That adult was paired with an adult Pacific 
Parakeet (Fig. 2). Red-throated Parakeets are 
common and widespread throughout Hondu-
ras’s extensive pine forests, and I suspect their 
nesting behavior is similar to both Green and 
Crimson-fronted parakeets in that they use tree 
cavities and other cavity opportunities, without 
forming colonies. 

In contrast, Pacific Parakeets do form large 
colonies, nesting in cavities and holes on cliff 
faces, in volcanic craters, in sea cliffs, in man 
made structures (such as large buildings), along 

Figure 3. Variation in plumages of nominate
Green Parakeet (Psittacara holochlorus holochlorus). 

Note dark reddish brown to gray orbital skin.
Hidalgo Co, Texas. 2 Jan 2021 (RIGHT) and 26 Nov

2019 (LEFT). Right photo © Christopher Lindsey.
Left photo © Ryan Rodriguez.
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flecking on the neck and/or upper breast (Fig. 3). Most flecks are positioned 
toward the back of the neck. Their orbital skin varies from dark pinkish-
gray (about a third of individuals) to dark brown or reddish brown (most 
individuals). In southern Mexico, where some presume Green Parakeet to be 
sympatric with Pacific Parakeet (at least outside the breeding season) not ev-
ery individual will be identifiable in the field. However, assuming orbital skin 
color in Chiapas parallels that in Texas, about 50–65% of Green Parakeets 
with darker brown or reddish-brown orbital skin should be readily separable 
from Pacific Parakeet if seen well. Individuals with dark pinkish-gray orbital 
skin should be considered indeterminate, as they may be confused with Pa-
cific Parakeet and/or they may be hybrids/intergrades. Adult nominate Green 
Parakeets seem to be morphologically indistinguishable from juvenile Red-
throated Parakeets in the field, but they are allopatric and thus should never 
be found together. A couple of nominate Green Parakeets I examined in the 
photo galleries had so much red flecking that they resembled adult Red-
throated Parakeet; however, they had less organized red on the throat. An ex-

Figure 4. Variation in plumages of Red-throated Parakeet (Psittacara rubritorquis). 
Note dark gray orbital skin. COUNTER-CLOCKWISE FROM TOP RIGHT:

■ Adult. San Antonio de Oriente, Honduras. 
10 Jun 2018. Photo © Oliver Komar.

■ Adult with juvenile. Francisco Morazán, Honduras. 
11 May 2019. Photo © John van Dort.

■ Adult. Zacapa, Guatemala. 20 Mar 2021. 
Photo © Oscar Cordón.

■ Juveniles (OPPOSITE PAGE). Francisco Morazán, 
Honduras. 9 Nov 2018.  Photo © John van Dort.
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very pale orange tint to the throat. Red-throat-
ed Parakeet has consistently darker gray orbital 
skin than Pacific Parakeet. Note that Pacific 
Parakeets or Green Parakeets with extensive 
red on the neck may be misidentified as Red-
throated Parakeets if using only that field mark.

Field identification of Pacific Parakeet
As in Green Parakeet, juveniles look like adults. 
They are all green, with a yellowish tint to the 
underside of flight feathers (a feature of all 
the taxa treated here). They also look virtually 
identical to nominate Green Parakeet, which 
explains why they are often considered the 
same species. However, the orbital skin in most 
individuals is paler gray, and that characteristic 
is noticeable in the field and in photographs—
the eye stands out as a dark spot surrounded 
by pale skin. This is different than in classic 
Green Parakeet and Red-throated Parakeet 
(compare Fig. 5 to Fig. 3). In the area of puta-
tive sympatry with nominate Green Parakeet, 
about two-thirds of Pacific Parakeets should 
be field identifiable based on orbital skin col-
or (pale gray orbital skin should be diagnos-
tic for Pacific; dark gray orbital skin could be 
either species). About a third of Pacific Para-
keets show red flecks or feathers on the neck, 
but these are not usually concentrated on the 
throat. The position of these red flecks tends 

ample of such a bird from Texas can be seen at: 
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/322843381.

Field identification of Red-throated Parakeet
Adult Red-throated Parakeets have bright, 
orange-red on the throat and upper breast. 
The orbital skin appears generally dark gray in 
photos; none of the photos examined from the 
core range showed individuals with pale gray 
eye-rings like a Pacific Parakeet’s, or brown to 
reddish-brown eye-rings like some Green Para-
keets’. Some (or all?) juveniles lack red on the 
throat and look very much like adult nominate 
Green Parakeets; I assumed that birds with just 
a wash of pale orange on the throat (such as 
in Fig. 2) are older immature birds, although 
Monroe (1968) suggested that even adults 
may have no red on the throat. Flocks of Red-
throated Parakeets are sometimes found on the 
Pacific coastal plain of El Salvador, which is 
within Pacific Parakeet’s breeding range; how-
ever, they are presumed to be non-breeding 
visitors. In the city of Tegucigalpa, one can 
find mixed flocks of Red-throated and Pacific 
parakeets, as well as the occasional mixed pair 
or hybrid (Fig. 2). One presumed hybrid im-
mature was accompanying a mixed pair, and 
had gray orbital skin that was lighter than the 
accompanying adult Red-throated and darker 
than the accompanying adult Pacific. It had a 

to be below the cheek or near the bill. Fleck-
ing may comprise just one red feather, but rare 
individuals can show extensive amounts of 
red feathering—even so much as to suggest an 
adult Red-throated Parakeet (Fig. 5). Examples 
of extreme flecking in Pacific Parakeet can be 
found throughout its range and even far out-
side the range of Red-throated Parakeet, such 
as this example from Oaxaca, photographed 
by Angela Soto: https://macaulaylibrary.org/as-
set/214073351. 

Field identification of
Crimson-fronted Parakeet
A distinctive looking “green” parakeet, the 
adult has a crimson forehead, bright white or-
bital ring, and a large red patch on the under-
side of the “wrist,” visible both in flight and 
while perched. Juveniles, however, can lack 
any red in the plumage; they are best identified 
by their bright white orbital skin and by their 
close association with more easily-identifiable 
adults (Fig. 6).

Comments on taxonomy
A genetic study is needed to determine the over-
all genetic distance among these Psittacara taxa. 
It is also likely that voice signatures for each tax-
on can be identified, and further study of geo-
graphic variation in voice may also help deter-

https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/322843381
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/214073351
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/214073351


26 N O R T H  A M E R I C A N  B I R D S

PSITTACARA PARAKEETS IN MEXICO AND CENTRAL AMERICA

mine species limits in this group. Hybridization 
in these Psittacara taxa has been documented, 
but hybrid viability has not been studied. None-
theless, given the similarity and probably recent 
speciation within the genus, interbreeding in ar-
eas of sympatry would be expected, even if the 
taxa deserve full species status. Differences in 
nesting behavior may be contributing to genetic 
isolation among these taxa, although the differ-
ences do not yet seem to be fixed.

All the taxonomic authorities cited in the in-
troduction recognize Red-throated Parakeets as 
specifically distinct from Pacific Parakeets, and 
Crimson-fronted Parakeets as distinct from the 
others. There does not seem to be any justifi-
cation for treating Red-throated Parakeet as a 
subspecies of Green Parakeet, which explains 
why so many authors differ on this topic com-
pared to the AOS and Clements. Martínez-Gó-
mez et al. (2017) noted this as well in their dis-
cussion of the genetic study that proposed the 
split of Socorro Parakeet from Green Parakeet.

The idea that Pacific Parakeet and Green 
Parakeet may be conspecific (promoted in 
some field guides and one international taxo-
nomic treatment) seems to be based mainly on 
the overall visual similarity of these two taxa. 
No field guide has noted a difference in orbital 
skin color—a feature that would not be obvious 
among museum skins, since skin color fades as 
skin dries. Furthermore, potential sympatry is 
limited to the area around the Isthmus of Te-
huantepec, which is notable for mixing of taxa 
from different regions. The two taxa would 
seem to be good examples of cryptic species, 
but I believe they can in fact be separated by or-
bital skin color much of the time. This hypoth-
esis remains to be tested with known genetic 
markers of the two taxa, and it remains to be 
determined if the southern Mexican population 
of Green Parakeet is indeed the same taxon as 
the northeast Mexico population. The two taxa 
appear to also have different breeding site pref-
erences, with Pacific tending to nest in colonies 
in crevices or holes on rock faces and Green 
tending to nest in cavities in trees.

Surprisingly little information is known 
about Green Parakeets in southern Mexico and 
Guatemala. The population is formally treated 
as the nominate subspecies, as is the popula-

Figure 5. Variation in plumages of Pacific Parakeet 
(Psittacara strenuus). Note pale gray orbital skin. 
TOP: Tegucigalpa, Honduras. 19 Mar 2021. 
Photo © Oliver Komar. BOTTOM: an individual 
with an extreme amount of red on neck; 
San Salvador, El Salvador. 21 June 2021. 
Photo © Erick Hernández. 



Figure 6. Variation in plumages of Crimson-fronted 
Parakeet (Psittacara finschi). Note white orbital skin. 
TOP: adult. BOTTOM: juvenile. Cartago, Costa Rica. 
4 Nov 2017. Photos © Oliver Komar.
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Dunn, A.W. Kratter, I.J. Lovette, N.A. Mason, P.C. Ras-
mussen, J.V. Remsen, Jr., D.F. Stotz, and K. Winker. 
2020. Check-list of North American Birds (online). 
American Ornithological Society.

Clements, J.F., T.S. Schulenberg, M.J. Iliff, S.M. Biller-
man, T.A. Fredericks, B.L. Sullivan, and C.L. Wood. 
2021. The eBird/Clements Checklist of Birds 
of the World: v2021. Accessed 19 Sep 2021.

del Hoyo, J. (ed.). 2020. All the Birds of the World. 
Lynx Edicions.

Dickey, D.R. and A.J. van Rossem. 1938. “The 
birds of El Salvador.” Publications of Field 
Museum of Natural History, Zoological Series 
23: 1–609.

Eitniear, J.C., A.A. Tapia, and S.M. McGehee. 
1997. “Traditional use of limestone cave 
by nesting Green Parakeets (Aratinga holo-
chlora).” Ornitología Neotropical 8: 243–244.

Fagan, J. and O. Komar. 2016. Peterson Field 
Guide to Birds of Northern Central America. 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Forshaw, J. M. 2010. Parrots of the World. Princ-
eton Field Guides.

Gill, F., D. Donsker, and P. Rasmussen (eds.). 
2021. IOC World Bird List (v 11.1).

Griscom, L., and A.W. Anthony. 1932. “The dis-
tribution of bird-life in Guatemala: a contri-
bution to a study of the origin of Central 
American bird-life.” Bulletin of the AMNH 64: 
1–439.

Handbook of the Birds of the World and Bird-
Life International. 2020. Handbook of the 
Birds of the World and BirdLife International 
digital checklist of the birds of the world. Ver-
sion 5. 

Howell, S.N.G., and S. Webb. 1995. A Guide to 
the Birds of Mexico and Northern Central 
America. Oxford University Press.

Martínez-Gómez, J.E., N. Matías-Ferrer, and 
P. Escalante-Pliego. 2017. “Phylogeny and 
taxonomy of the Socorro Parakeet (Psitta-
cara holochlorus brevipes): Recent specia-
tion with minor morphological differentia-
tion.” Journal of Ornithology 158: 965–978.

Monroe Jr, B.L. 1968. “A distributional survey 
of the birds of Honduras.” Ornithological 
Monographs 7: 1–458. 

Ridgway, R. 1915. “Descriptions of some new 
forms of American cuckoos, parrots, and 
pigeons.” Proceedings of the Biological Soci-
ety of Washington 28: 105–107. 

Stotz, D.F., J.W. Fitzpatrick, T.A. Parker III, and 
D.K. Moskovits. 1996. Neotropical birds: ecol-
ogy and conservation. University of Chicago 
Press.

Thurber, W.A., J.F. Serrano, A. Sermeño, and M. 
Benítez. 1987. “Status of uncommon and 
previously unreported birds of El Salvador.” 
Proceedings of the Western Foundation for 
Vertebrate Zoology 3: 109–293. 

tion in northeastern Mexico and Texas. The 
published literature includes virtually no natu-
ral history of this population, and some authors 
question if it is separable or even separate from 
Pacific Parakeet. I hope this article encourages 
closer examination of the parakeets of the re-
gion, including their breeding behaviors and 
voices, which may prove key to identification. 
Given the taxonomic confusion that currently 
exists, it is even uncertain whether Green Para-
keet (as different from Pacific Parakeet) is com-
mon or rare in southern Mexico. Conventional 
birding wisdom suggests that many hundred 
Green Parakeets can be found nesting at a large 
limestone sinkhole, known as Sima de las Co-
torras (cave of the parakeets), in northwestern 
Chiapas. The eBird database for that location 
includes many reports of Green Parakeet and 
none of Pacific. I found analizable photographs 
at Macaulay Library of just nine parakeets at 
that location, and all appear to represent Pacific 
Parakeets based on pale gray orbital skin. I sug-
gest that visitors to this site—and elsewhere in 
the area—should take special notice of eye-ring 
color. Until then, the status of the local popula-
tions of both species will likely remain unclear.

I encourage BirdLife to follow the AOS, Cle-
ments, and the International Ornithological 
Congress (Gill et al. 2021) in treating Pacific 
Parakeet as a distinct species. Furthermore, I 
encourage AOS and Clements to follow the 
preponderance of other authorities in treat-
ing Red-throated Parakeet as a distinct species. 
It and Green Parakeet are allopatric, occupy 
distinct ecoregions and ecosystems, and have 
adults that are readily identifiable in the field. 
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