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Abstract

The Resplendent Quetzal (Pharomachrus mocinno) is reported in Oaxaca, Mexico, 
seven decades after the Scottish-born, naturalized Mexican explorer and naturalist 
Thomas MacDougall first discovered it between La Gloria and Cerro Azul in the Los 
Chimalapas region of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, Oaxaca. With this discovery and 
the compilation of other records, the Los Chimalapas region represents a site of great 
importance for further research and for promoting the community conservation 
system of its biodiversity, which is the highest in the country.

Resumen

Se reporta el quetzal mesoamericano (Pharomachrus mocinno) en el estado de 
Oaxaca, México después de siete décadas desde que el explorador y naturalista 
de origen escocés y naturalizado mexicano Thomas MacDougall lo descubriera 
por primera vez entre La Gloria y Cerro Azul en la región de Los Chimalapas en el 
Istmo de Tehuantepec, Oaxaca, México. Con el hallazgo de la presencia de esta ave 
tan emblemática y la recopilación de otros registros históricos, la región de Los 
Chimalapas representa un sitio de gran relevancia para realizar más investigaciones; 
así como para promover la conservación comunitaria de su biodiversidad, que es la 
más alta a nivel país.

Introduction

The Resplendent Quetzal (Pharomachrus mocinno) 
is an iconic and emblematic species of the humid 
mountain forests (Álvarez del Toro & Palacios-

Espinoza, 1993; Ávila-Hernández, 1998; Solórzano et al., 
2009). It belongs to the Trogonidae family and is listed 
as “endangered” in the Mexican NOM-059-SEMARNAT 
(2025) and globally as “Near Threatened” by the IUCN 
(2025). Its distribution ranges from Mexico to Central 
America, including Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, 
Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and western Panama (Howell & 
Webb, 1995). Based on biogeographical, morphological, 
acoustic, and genetic evidence, the species comprises 
two subspecies: P. m. mocinno and P. m. costaricensis, 
which represent two sufficiently distinct evolutionary 
lineages (Solórzano et al., 2009; García-Padilla & 
Escalante-Pliego, 2022) to be considered separate 
species. However, the AOS check-list Committee, under 
the Biological Species Concept, has not approved the 
taxonomic change.

In Mexico, the species has been recorded in the Los 
Chimalapas region of Oaxaca (Hoffmeister, 1951; 
Rowley, 1984; Binford, 1989; Peterson et al., 2003); 
in Chiapas, from the Sierra Madre in the localities of 
La Sepultura, El Triunfo, and Volcán Tacaná (Ávila-
Hernández, 1998; Solórzano et al., 2009), as well as in the 
mountains of the northern and eastern physiographic 
regions of Chiapas (Hoffmeister, 1951; García-Padilla & 
Escalante-Pliego, 2022; Guirao-Cruz et al., 2012; Palacio-
Peralta et al., 2009).

This document aims to provide new evidence of the 
presence of Pharomachrus mocinno in the Los Chimalapas 
region of Oaxaca, also confirming its northernmost 
distribution on the continent. We seek to highlight and 
communicate not only the biological importance of the 
region, but also the community conservation system 
practiced by the indigenous communities.

The historical presence of the 
Resplendent Quetzal in Oaxaca

The Resplendent Quetzal was first recorded in 
the Mexican state of Oaxaca by the Scottish-born, 
naturalized Mexican explorer and naturalist Thomas 
MacDougall, who collected it at Los Chimalapas on the 
Isthmus of Tehuantepec (Rowley, J. S. 1984)  in the “cloud 
forest near the dividing line on the Atlantic slope of the 
Sierra Madre, at about 1,525m elevation and approximately 
19.3 kilometres east of La Gloria, and towards Cerro Azul 
(Cerro Prieto), Oaxaca, on 25 March 1949. La Gloria is 
29 kilometres north of Niltepec and about 80 kilometres 
northeast of Tehuantepec. Cerro Azul or Cerro Prieto is 
the local name for the highest group of peaks in the Sierra 
Madre. The place where the Quetzal was collected had 
many epiphytic plants, including several species of cacti 
and bromeliads, along with tree ferns, various kinds of 
understory of palms and acorn oaks, and, to a lesser extent, 
white pines, and red gums. The trees were heavily covered 
with moss. The specimen obtained was one of a pair, 
apparently nesting, and the female remained in the area 
after the male had been collected” (Hoffmeister, 1951). 
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Figure 1: Male Resplendent 
Quetzal in the Cordón del Retén 
Community Conservation Area 
in the municipality of San Miguel 
Chimalapa, Oaxaca, Mexico (Photo 
by Ramón Castellanos Giralda). 

According to MacDougall (1971), the first record 
for Oaxaca was obtained on 25 March 1949, and 
the locality undoubtedly represents the extreme 
extension of the mountain range. Considering 
this specimen in their monumental work, Miller 
et al. (1957) noted it at the extreme eastern part 
of Oaxaca (12 miles east of La Gloria). According to 
Olguín-Monroy et al. (2008), La Gloria is a locality in 
the municipality of Santa María Chimalapa, and they 
mention two possible points: 1. La Gloria, a settlement 
11.3 km south of Santa María Chimalapa, with coffee 
and corn plantations, high jungle, near 460 meters 
above sea level (m.a.s.l.); 2. La Gloria, rainforest, 
10 km south of Santa María Chimalapa, around 
760 m.a.s.l. Rowley (1984) mentioned two localities 
where occupied nests were found: Cerro Baúl, 40 km 
northwest of Tapanatepec, at more than 2,200 m.a.s.l; 
and Rancho Los Minne, at 2,300 m.a.s.l., where cloud 
forest was the predominant vegetation.

Peterson et al. (2003) reported seven specimens from 
the Sierra El Retén collected in 1964 and deposited 
in the Western Foundation of Vertebrate Zoology, 
and from their own observations: one in the Sierra 
Espinazo del Diablo in 1991, and in 1991 and 1997, 
an abundant population above Benito Juárez (Cerro 
Salomón and Cerro Guayabitos).

In 1997, Donato Acuca-Vázquez recorded a total of 18 
adult sightings (only one female) and two juveniles in 
May within the cloud forest of San Miguel Chimalapa; 
18 individuals may represent the largest population 

recorded so far in Oaxaca. Donato also noted that the 
localities described by MacDougall and Rowley were 
already very disturbed at the time of his expedition. 
His field observations were not published and are now 
included in this document.

Results of the field observations  
We report  a  recent  f ie ld observat ion of  the 
Resplendent Quetzal  in El  Cordón del  Retén 
(Community Conservation Area) in the Los Chimalapas 
region. This area covers 15,328 hectares. The record 
of this species was obtained on 5 December 2010 at 
12:47, when RCG heard the characteristic vocalization 
of the species and photographed a male individual 
(Figure 1), 3 kilometers west of San Antonio in the 
municipality of San Miguel Chimalapa. The expedition 
involved two weeks of searching within the cloud 
forest of San Miguel Chimalapa, characterized by 
dominant trees of the genus Ticodendron and others 
from the Lauraceae family, as well as Pinus chiapensis, 
with an undergrowth of tree ferns, Chamaedorea 
palms, bamboos, and other species. The trees host 
many bromeliads, orchids, and mosses. According 
to Schibli (personal communication), “this forest had 
an area of 63,000 hectares, which makes possible a 
larger population for the species in Oaxaca compared 
to El Triunfo, Chiapas, but this possibility had to be 
confirmed.” He also noted that the localities cited by 
MacDougall and Rowley were already very disturbed 
by that date. All additional localities available in the 
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Figure 2. Recent and previous records of the Mesoamerican Quetzal in the Los Chimalapas region, Oaxaca, Mexico. Locality #1: Cloud forest near the 
dividing line on the Atlantic slope of the Sierra Madre, at about 1,525 m elevation and approximately 19.3 kilometers east of La Gloria, toward Cerro Azul 
(Cerro Prieto). Locality #2: Cerro Baúl, 40 km northwest of Tapanatepec, at more than 2,200 meters above sea level. Locality #3: Rancho Los Minne, above 
2,300 meters above sea level (Ranchería de Cerro Baúl). Locality #4: Mesophilic forests in the eastern part of the Chimalapas region, in the municipality 
of Santa María Chimalapa, approximately 10 km in a straight-line northwest of the community of Benito Juárez (San Miguel Chimalapa). Locality #5: Sierra 
Retén. Locality #6: Sierra Espinazo del Diablo. Locality #7: Above Benito Juárez (Cerro Salomón and Cerro Guayabitos). Locality of this study: Cordón del 
Retén, 3 kilometers west of the town of San Antonio in the municipality of San Miguel Chimalapa (16°39’ N, 94°13’ W; 1,523 m.a.s.l.). 

literature and those obtained during an expedition 
led by the late Donato Acuca-Vázquez in 1998 are 
mentioned in Figure 2.

The Los Chimalapas region is one of the few areas in 
Mexico that remains a large, well-preserved mosaic of 
tropical rainforests. There is also an important remnant 
of cloud forest, separated from other cloud forests 
in Oaxaca by the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, with a rich 
composition of plant and animal species (Stotz et al., 
1996). Researchers such as Miguel Ángel García Aguirre 
(pers. comm.) recognize the eastern zone of the Sierra 
del Espinazo del Diablo as having the highest levels of 
biodiversity in the region. During a recent visit by EGP to 
the village of San Francisco La Paz in the municipality of 
Santa María Chimalapa, community members reported 
recent sightings of the Resplendent Quetzal in the 

cloud forest areas of this mountain range, known as El 
Espinazo del Diablo.

Localities where the species had previously been 
observed, as mentioned by MacDougall in Los 
Chimalapas, include “La Gloria.” The senior author 
of this note visited La Gloria in November 2017 and 
May 2018, but did not record a single individual or 
vocalization of the species. Although the tropical 
evergreen forest is in excellent condition and 
elements typical of cloud forest, such as tree ferns, 
were observed in nearby areas, the species was 
not detected at this site. Additionally, the author 
interviewed community guides and hunters of Zoque 
Chimalapa origin from Santa María Chimalapa, who 
stated they did not know of such a bird in the area or 
region.
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Conclusions and recommendations

Although the Resplendent Quetzal (Pharomachrus 
mocinno) is considered an emblem of the Mesoamerican 
cloud forests – one of the most threatened ecosystems 
globally (Álvarez del Toro and Palacios-Espinoza 1993, 
Ávila-Hernández 1998, Solórzano et al. 2009)—little is 
known about its precise distribution and natural history 
in the northernmost part of its range. Thanks to recent 
fieldwork in regions previously considered inaccessible 
or unsafe, such as the mythical Los Chimalapas region, 
our team has obtained valuable records of some 
species previously considered “lost,” “extinct,” or simply 
overlooked by the scientific community. This is the case 
for the Resplendent Quetzal, a species long considered 
absent or probably extinct from the Oaxacan avifauna 
by many ornithologists who evidently overlooked 
historical records and the very few more recent sightings 
and formal or informal reports, including previously 
unpublished data obtained by the late Donato Acuca-
Vázquez in the eastern part of the Los Chimalapas 
region. In fact, not a single photo of a Resplendent 
Quetzal from Oaxaca was known until this present work.

Even though our team has anecdotally documented 
that the Resplendent Quetzal faces persecution by 
humans for illegal wildlife trafficking on the black 
market, we still consider it essential to confirm its 
formal presence in the Mexican state of Oaxaca. We 
assume that no conservation effort or initiative can 
be undertaken in this state without at least the most 
basic scientific information available. We emphasize 
that the Los Chimalapas region is an area of ongoing 
territorial conflicts and that the conservation system is 
voluntary, based on agreements reached in community 
assemblies. This is understandable, as we have also 
witnessed firsthand and through anecdotal evidence 
that the Zoque Chimalapa communities are unwilling 
to cede their still vast territories and common natural 
resources to the interests of environmental institutions 
and the Mexican government. At the same time, they 
are considered pioneers in Mexico of what is now known 

as Community Conservation Areas. It is important 
to note that this region faces serious conservation 
challenges, including invasions by cattle ranchers, drug 
cartels, mining concessions, forest fires, illegal logging, 
poaching, and recent anecdotal evidence of wildlife 
persecution for the international black market.

Although federal Natural Protected Areas exist in the 
general Mesoamerican region, such as the El Triunfo 
Biosphere Reserve in Chiapas with 1,192 km², which 
is essential to guarantee the long-term viability of 
the Resplendent Quetzal in Mexico, we encourage 
more people in the region and in the state of Oaxaca 
to protect additional areas by converting them into 
voluntary community conservation areas, as has been 
done in Cordón del Retén in Los Chimalapas, where 
about 15,000 hectares are conserved through citizen 
and community assembly agreements. It is important 
to preserve the Los Chimalapas region in perpetuity, 
as it not only contains the most biodiverse forests in 
Mexico (García-Padilla et al., 2022) but also represents 
a significant remnant of the imperilled cloud forest, 
the natural habitat of the Resplendent Quetzal and 
many other important native and endemic species. 
We therefore urge all levels of government and 
environmental institutions to recognize, strengthen, and 
effectively guarantee community-based conservation 
processes in Oaxaca and the Los Chimalapas region. 
The Resplendent Quetzal joins a long list of imperilled 
species that could serve as a driving force and key to 
incentivizing the perpetual protection and conservation 
of community forests and all associated biodiversity.

Acknowledgements

Thanks to Beta Diversidad A.C., CONANP Istmo 
headquarters, Mexichem/Kaluz, and the Mesoamerican 
Biological Corridor (CONABIO). D. A. Carrillo-Martínez 
designed the map. Thanks also to Miguel Ángel García-
Aguirre (Maderas del Pueblo del Sureste A.C.) for 
clarifying the location of Rancho Los Minne.

Vol. 9 No. 17, primer semestre 2026 105

TH
E 

PR
ES

EN
CE

 O
F 

TH
E 

RE
SP

LE
ND

EN
T 

Q
UE

TZ
AL

 P
HA

RO
M

AC
HR

US
 M

O
CI

NN
O

 IN
 O

AX
AC

A,
 M

EX
IC

O
 



Literature 
cited

Álvarez del Toro, M. y E. Palacios-Espinoza. 1993. Chiapas y su Biodiversidad. Chiapas 152 pp.
Avila Hernández, M.L. 1998. The Quetzal and Its Conservation in the Mexican Southeast. Wilson Bulletin: Vol. 110: Iss. 4, 

Article 6. Available at: https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/wilson_bulletin/vol110/iss4/6 
Binford, L.C. 1989. A distributional survey of the birds of the Mexican state of Oaxaca. Ornithol. Monogr., 43, 1.
García-Padilla E., V. Mata-Silva, D.L. DeSantis, A. Rocha, L.A. Fucsko, J.D. Johnson, D. Lazcano, L.D. Wilson. 2022. Biological and 

Cultural Diversity in the state of Oaxaca, Mexico: Strategies for Conservation among Indigenous Communities. Biología 
y Sociedad. 5(9): 48-72.

García-Padilla, E. y P. Escalante-Pliego. 2022. Depredación de lagartijas Abronia por el quetzal mesoamericano (Pharomachrus 
mocinno). Huitzil Revista Mexicana de Ornitología. 23: 1-6 

Guirao-Cruz, R.R., L. Gama y S.L. Arriaga-Weiss. 2012. El quetzal (Pharomachrus mocinno) en el municipio zoque de Tapalapa, 
Chiapas. Pp. 32-33 En: Vázquez-Dávila y Lope Alzina (Eds.) Aves y Huertos de México. Instituto Tecnológico del Valle de 
Oaxaca y Carteles Editores. Primera edición, Oaxaca México.

Hoffmeister, D. 1951. A Western Record of the Quetzal, Pharomachrus mocinno mocinno, and Chachalaca, Penelopina nigra, 
in Mexico. The Auk. 68: 507–508 

Howell, S.N. and S. Webb. 1995. A guide to the birds of Mexico and northern Central America. Oxford University Press.
IUCN. 2025. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Version 2025-2. https://www.iucnredlist.org. Accessed on [25-11-

2025].
MacDougall, T.B. 1971. The Chima Wilderness. The Explorers Journal. 49 (2): 86-103.
Miller, A.H., H. Friedmann, L. Griscom, R.T. Moore. 1957. Distributional check-list of the birds of Mexico. Part II. Pacific Coast 

Avifauna. 33(1): 435.
Olguín-Monroy, H., L. León Paniagua, U.M. Samper-Palacios, y. V. Sánchez-Cordero 2008. Mastofauna de la región de los 

Chimalapas, Oaxaca, México. Pp. 165-216 in Avances en el estudio de los mamíferos de México, vol. II. (Lorenzo-Mon-
terrubio, C., E. Espinoza-Medinilla, y J. Ortega, eds.) Publicaciones especiales. Asociación Mexicana de Mastozoología. 
Ciudad de México, México.

Palacio-Peralta, M.G., J.L. Rangel-Salazar, R.M. Viveros. 2009. Dos registros recientes del quetzal (Pharomachrus mocinno) en 
las Montañas del Este de Chiapas. Huitzil. Revista Mexicana de Ornitología 10: 52-55.

Peterson, A.T., A.G. Navarro-Sigüenza, B.E. Hernández-Baños, G. Escalona-Segura, F. Rebón-Gallardo, E. Rodríguez-Ayala, 
E.M. Figueroa-Esquivel, L. Cabrera-García. 2003. The Chimalapas Region, Oaxaca, Mexico: a high-priority region for 
bird conservation in Mesoamerica. Bird Conservation International, 13(3): 227-253.

 Rowley, J.S. 1984. Breeding records of land birds in Oaxaca, Mexico. Proc. West. Found. Vert. Zool. 2: 73–224.
SEMARNAT. 2025. Norma Oficial Mexicana NOM-059-SEMARNAT, Protección ambiental. Especies nativas de México de flora 

y fauna silvestres. Categorías de riesgo y especificaciones para su inclusión, exclusión o cambio. Lista de especies en 
riesgo. Diario Oficial de la Federación.

Solórzano, S., M. García-Juárez, K Oyama. 2009. Diversidad genética y conservación del quetzal Pharomachrus mocinno en 
Mesoamérica. Revista Mexicana de Biodiversidad. 80: 241-248. 

Stotz, D.F.; J.W. Fitzpatrick, T.A. Parker, D.K. Moskovits. 1996. Neotropical Birds: Ecology and Conservation. Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press.


