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INTRODUCTION 
 

This is the first edition of the North American Regional Studbook for the Green woodhoopoe  (Phoeniculus 

purpureus).  The woodhoopoes are a small but unique group of birds that comprise the family Phoeniculidae, 

which occurs exclusively in Africa.  Of the 8 species that make up this family, the Green woodhoopoe has the 

most extensive range and an accompanying geographical variation of plumage color and bill length.  Their 

endless curiousity and beautiful coloration makes them a highly visible and interesting species for zoological 

collections.  

 

Importation of this species in the last 20 years has become infrequent and the relatedness of the current 

population is growing.   As a result, managing this population is becoming increasingly important.  These birds 

are arboreal foragers and are highly flexible and creative in their means of finding food.   With this being 

inherent in their nature, they are also extremely talented at finding holes and/or weaknesses in their captive 

enclosures.  Thus, escape has been a source of about 8-10% loss of their captive population.  The population 

management plan for this species is currently in progress and should be completed in late 2002. 

 

        

SCOPE 
 
The data included in this studbook covers the North American region including the United States and Canada.  

The earliest known specimen was imported around early 1923.  Data is current through August 19, 2002. 

 

Due to many importations occurring well before the advancement of the ARKS and SPARKS record keeping 

systems, institutions are encouraged to look into the possibility of specimen stored in archival records.  Several 

have located birds never entered into ARKS in their old paper records and I thank them SO much for taking the 

time to look for them. 

 

 

GOALS 
 
The existing population is very close to the original RCP target numbers of 25:25. Since the current population 

is very closely related, the immediate goal is to start pairing the less related individuals from the various 

institutions.  Once the concentration of valuable genes is more evenly distributed, the focus may shift to 

increasing the population again. Importation is not currently being considered but may be re-evaluated when the 

PMP is complete. 
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ECOLOGY OF WILD POPULATIONS 
 

DESCRIPTION: 

Green woodhoopoes are a medium sized bird averaging 12 inches long with an equalivalent wingspan.  

Their weight averages between 60-80 grams depending on gender.  Adult plumage is overall dark green 

with glossy reflections of blue, purple, black and green.  Wings are rounded with white bars crossing mainly 

the primary feathers.  Tail is graduated with white spots and is generally longer than the body. Adults have a 

distinctive long, red, decurved bill, which is longer in males than females.  Bill color varies from bright red 

to dull black depending on age and sub-species.  Their short red legs are a bright contrast to the dark 

plumage.  Immature birds are generally much duller in color and instead have straight, black bills and black 

legs.   

 

 

DISTRIBUTION AND HABITAT: 
 

Woodhoopoes are one of the few bird families that are found exclusively in Africa.  They dwell in 

savannah, open woodland, palm groves, acacia thornvelds and wooded garden areas.  They are absent from 

arid zones and forest. 

 

Six sub-species of Phoeniculus purpureus are recognized (Fry, et al, 1988).  With only slight physical 

differences between each, they are very difficult to differentiate in the field: 

P.p.angolensis- ranges from Angola, west Zambia, west Zimbabwe, Botswana, and Namibia. 

P.p. guineensis- ranges from north Senegambia, Mali to north Ghana, Nigeria, Chad, and the Central 

African Republic. 

P.p. marwitzi- ranges from east Uganda and Kenya to central and eastern Natal. 

P.p.niloticus- ranges from Sudan, west Ethiopia, and northeast Zaire.  

P.p. purpureus- ranges in South Africa: Cape Province and Transkei. 

P.p. senegalensis-ranges from south Senegal and Gambia to southern Ghana 

 

For the purposes of this studbook, education and exhibition is the primary goal rather than capture/release.  

As a result, the individual subspecies are identified if known but are not a factor in their population 

management. 
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HABITS AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE: 
Green woodhoopoes are highly sociable, chattering birds usually seen in small flocks of 4-15 individuals.  

Groups are often seen following each other from tree to tree while foraging for insects in cracks and 

crevices.  During the dry season they also forage on the ground.  The sex ratio in flocks is about 1:1 but as a 

rule only includes one breeding pair.  They climb trees in a jerky fashion similar to woodpeckers; often 

dropping perpendicularly along the trunk and then clinging to the bark with their sharp, curved claws and 

using their tail as a prop.   

 

They are generally known as one of the noisiest birds of the bush, with their old African regional name 

'Kakelaar' being derived from its voice.  Their displays include a loud 'kuk-uk-uk-uk' cackling call; starting 

off slowly then with a crescendo as a group as the birds rock back and forth with their heads lowered.  They 

also have a distinct musky scent they produce from their uropygial gland that is often used for defense from 

predators.  A nestling's defense consists of squirting large quantities of smelly excrement when taken from 

the nest. 

 

These birds are highly territorial with each flock usually defending the same large area throughout the year.  

Territorial defense is often through group displays; with birds often passing lichens or bark between 

themselves to increase group cohesion.  Sexes generally roost separately in cavities.  When vacancies in 

flocks occur through predation, they are usually filled by birds of the same sex from nearby territories.  

Members of flocks as well as groups from neighboring territories tend to be very closely related.  "Although 

related birds do sometimes form pair-bonds, it appears that close relatives in the same flock, such as parents 

and their offspring, or brother and sisters, never mate." (del Hoya et.al, 2001)  Individuals sometimes break 

off to form new flocks or fill vacancies of the same-sex within flocks in nearby territories.   

     

 

REPRODUCTION IN WILD POPULATIONS: 

In any given territory there is generally one monogamous breeding pair, usually the oldest birds.  Prior to 

breeding, the pair leaves the group to forage and allopreen quietly on their own with the male frequently 

offering food to the female.  During this time, the non-breeding members of the flock are scouting for 

nesting sites while foraging.  Nest sites chosen are usually closest to the most concentrated food source in 

the territory.  The nest of choice usually consists of a natural live tree cavity or an old nest hole from a 

woodpecker or barbet.  The nest is unlined. 

 

The average clutch size is 3-5 blue-green eggs about 25x18mm.  Pairs can produce two clutches per year in 

a bountiful season.  Breeding usually occurs during the rainy season (July through October depending on the 

geographical area). Incubation by the female starts with the complete clutch and lasts for 17-18 days.   

 

These birds use a cooperative breeding system in which the breeding pair will have help feeding their young 

from typically 1-10 non-breeding birds, including their offspring from previous clutches.  The male and 

helper birds will forage for food and bring it to the female who relays it to the altricial chicks.  Just prior to 

fledging, all of the members of the flock call extensively to the young and preen them.  This appears to 

prepare them for integration into the group.  Fledging occurs at 28-30 days.  The young are protected and 

fed by all members of the flock for several weeks after fledging.  A few months later the fledglings will, in 

turn, contribute food to the next group of hatchlings.  They will remain with the parents for 1-5 years as 

non-breeding helpers.   
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DIET AND STATUS OF WILD POPULATIONS: 
 

Their natural diet consists of arthropods, insects, and occasionally lizards and vertebrates probed out of 

crevices and fissures in bark, wood and grasses.  They have also been shown to drink nectar of Erythrina 

flowers and eat small fruits.  Diet for young can include: caterpillars, grubs, insect egg masses, beetles, 

termites, ants, and moths.  For adults, prey is either swallowed directly or first beaten against a branch. 

 

There are considerable differences in body mass and bill length between male and female Green 

woodhoopoes.  "Corresponding to these morphological differences, males and females tend to forage in 

different parts of the trees. Thus, females forage more on small terminal branches and twigs, whereas males, 

in contrast, frequently feed on the main trunk and large branches, as well as on the ground at the bases of the 

acacia trees." (del Hoya et.al, 2001)  

 

Studies have shown their lifespan to average around 8 years due to heavy predation.  Breeding success and 

life expectancy are affected by several factors including predation and competition.  Driver ants have shown 

to be nocturnal predators of nestling woodhoopoes in nest holes.  Predators to fledglings and adults include 

Gabar goshawks, Harrier hawks, Pearl-spotted owls, genets and mite infestations.  There is often intense 

competition for proper nesting sites between woodhoopoes and other bird species, mammals, and 

honeybees.  Since woodhoopoes roost in cavities, they are particularly vulnerable to nocturnal predators.  

Green woodhoopoe annual numbers are further affected by parasitation by Greater Honeyguides in Nigeria.  

According to Fry et.al., their overall mean annual survival is low.  Currently they are not listed as a 

threatened species.  Open woodland habitat destruction is the most likely threat to this species survival. 
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CAPTIVE HUSBANDRY 

 

CURRENT CAPTIVE POPULATION STATUS: 

In North America there are currently 27.19.10 (56) green woodhoopoes of varying sub-species currently 

housed at 17 institutions.  Of those, there are 55 captive hatches and 1 wild-caught specimen.  Their 

numbers have increased sharply in the last few years.  However, most of the living individuals are derived 

from a small number of founders making the current population very closely related.  

 

 

CAPTIVE DIET: 

 

Green woodhoopoes are primarily carnivorous and insectivorous. A variety of insects should be provided 

such as waxworms, adult crickets and/or mealworms of various sizes.  Their diet should also include small 

pieces of bird-of-prey meat (i.e. Nebraska brand), chopped greens and fruit, and soaked dog food and/or 

soft-bill pellets. A sprinkle of vitamin supplement such as vionate, calcium (especially important during 

nesting season), or Nekton I should also be provided.   

 

 

REPRODUCTION IN CAPTIVITY: 

 

Green Woodhoopoes have successfully bred in both free-flight aviaries and smaller well-planted enclosures 

(smallest averaging 4’ x 10’ x 10’) when isolated into pairs or kept in family groups.  When provided a 

variety of nest boxes and palm logs in larger aviaries, they will generally inspect each one to their liking.  

Both should average about 12-18’’deep with a 2-3’’ diameter hole and can be 10-12’’ square.  There are 

obviously exceptions with some pairs choosing boxes that weren’t meant for them.  The birds nest in 

unlined cavities but they will usually excavate shaving if placed in the box.   

 

Breeding pairs can frequently have multiple clutches per season.  The adult pair and the eldest clutch of 

fledged chicks can generally be maintained together, but it is advisable to remove these older chicks when 

the subsequent clutch is ready to fledge.  The breeding pair can be aggressive to and sometimes kill the 

older chicks so observation is important when housing family groups together.  Same-sex pairings of adult 

green woodhoopoes have also been successful in both large and small aviaries.   

 

The ages of pairs at first breeding are significantly younger in captivity than would be in the wild.  The 

youngest dam reported had her first clutch at one year of age and the oldest dam at 15 years.  The youngest 

male reportedly sired a clutch at 11 months old and the oldest sired at 11 years of age.   

 

 

POTENTIAL ESCAPE HAZARDS: 

 

Roughly 8-10% of the historical captive population have escaped from zoological institutions, showing a 

need for care in choosing enclosures.  Green woodhoopoes explore their environment thoroughly due to 

their natural nature of being foragers as well as having a healthy supply of curiosity.  They often inspect 

every inch of their enclosure from top to bottom and find weaknesses that exist.  Their body design allows 

them to slip into tight spaces that either allows them escape, or equally as likely, entrapment.  Birds that are 

not seen for several days are sometimes found dead, wedged into spaces that they were unable to escape 

from.  They have also been known to chip away at old, rotten wood thus making their own escape route.   

Always inspect aviaries, intro cages, and any other spaces they are housed in for even the smallest openings. 



  9 

 

HEADINGS AND DEFINITIONS 
(DESCRIPTION OF DATA FIELDS) 

 

STUD # 

Studbook numbers are assigned chronologically based on a bird's hatch date or estimated age.  Data entered 

after the original studbook numbers were assigned may not appear exactly in order of hatch date.  

 

SEX 

M = male;  F = female;  ? = unknown 

 

HATCH DATE 

If known, the actual hatch date is printed in this column.  If unknown, the hatch date is designated by ????. 

Dates can be estimated to a day, month, or year.  These dates appear with ~ before them.  

 

SIRE # 

The male parent of each specimen is identified by its studbook numbers if its identity is known. If a 

specimen is wild-caught, sire # is indicated as WILD.  If the sire is unknown, sire # is designated as UNK. If 

the sire could be one of several males, sire # is designated as MULT.  Numerals after a MULT designation 

(MULT1, MULT2, MULT3) indicate offspring that may have a common sire.  

 

DAM # 

The female parent of each specimen is identified by its studbook numbers if its identity is known. If a 

specimen is wild-caught, dam # is indicated as WILD.  If the dam is unknown, dam # is designated as UNK. 

If the dam could be one of several females, dam # is designated as MULT.  Numerals after a MULT 

designation (MULT1, MULT2, MULT3) indicate offspring that may have a common dam. 

 

LOCATION 

This listing indicates a specimen's location in chronological order as of the date specified if the date is 

known. 

 

LOCAL ID 

This ID number is assigned by individual institutions. Frequently, this number is an ISIS number.  Usually, 

specimens have a unique local ID number at each institution at which they are held. 

 

LTF 

In the historical listings, if the letters "ltf" follow the local ID number in the last event of a specimen's 

record, the specimen was "lost to follow-up."  Its actual disposition in not known.  

 

EVENT 

This listing describes the type of event that occurred on the date specified if this date is known.  These 

events consist of capture, birth, death, transfer, loan, and ownership.  

 Transfer to an institution indicates that ownership also transferred.  

Loan indicates that the specimen physically moved to a new institution but ownership stayed with its 

previous institution.  

Ownership indicates that the specimen did not physically move but its ownership was transferred to a 

new institution.  
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BIRTH ORIGIN 

This indicates whether the specimen was wild-caught or captive-born.  If a specimen's origin is not known, 

birth origin is listed as UNKNOWN.  

 

USER DEFINED FIELDS 

 Subspecies Unk = Unknown subspecies 

   Marwi = Phoeniculus marwitzi (captured in Kenya & Tanzania) 

  Seneg= Phoeniculus senegalensis (captured in Senegal) 

Escaped Yes = Individual has escaped from its enclosure 

   No = Individual has not escaped from its enclosure 

 

TAG/BAND  

The identification numbers and/or color of leg bands identifying specimens. 

 

 

 

 

 

CONVENTIONS USED 
 

 

HATCH DATE 

The hatch date indicated is assumed to be the actual date the chick emerges from the egg, not just the 

beginning of pipping. 

 

RELEASED 

If an individual has RELEASED indicated as an event type, then it has either escaped from its enclosure, 

been stolen, or is missing.  ESCAPED is a category in the user defined fields.  If YES, is indicated on an 

individual's specimen then it is only known that the individual escaped at one time, but may have been 

recovered and could still be alive.   
 

EVENT DATES 

Any event dates such as hatches and deaths that occurred within the year but the exact date is not known 

will be listed as entered as ~ JULY of that year.  This represents the exact middle of the year.   

 

WILD-CAUGHT  

Specimen that have a first known location listed as a private import company are assumed to be wild-caught 

individuals.   
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CURRENT PARTICIPATING INSTITUTIONS 
 

 

ABILENE    CAPE MAY    SIOUX FAL   
Abilene Zoological Gardens  Cape May County Park Zoo  Great Plains Zoo  

P.O. Box 60    4 Moore Road    805 S. Kiwanis 

Abilene, TX 79604-0060       Cape May, NJ   08210-3071   Sioux Falls, SD  57104-3714 

 

CHICAGOBR   CLEVELAND   TOLEDO 
Chicago Zoological Park  Cleveland Metroparks Zoo  Toledo Zoological Gardens 

3300 Golf Rd    3900 Wildlife Way   P.O. Box 4010  

Brookfield, IL  60513   Cleveland, OH  44109  Toledo, OH  43609  

 

COLUMBUS    DALLAS    WINNIPEG 
Columbus Zoological Gardens Dallas Zoo    2355 Corydon Ave. 

P.O. Box 400    650 South R.L. Thornton Fwy Assiniboine Park Zoo 

Powell, OH  43065-0400  Dallas, TX   75203-3013  Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada  

          R3P 0R5  

FRANKLINP    HONOLULU 

Zoo New England   Honolulu Zoo 

1 Franklin Park Rd.   151 Kapahulu Ave. 

Boston, MA  02121   Honolulu, HI  96815-7173 

 

HOUSTON    NY BRONX 
Houston Zoological Gardens  The Wildlife Conservation Soc. 

1513 N. MacGregor   2300 Southern Blvd  

Houston, TX  77030   Bronx, NY  10460-1099 

 

ORLANDO    PITTS CA 
SeaWorld Adventure Parks Orl. National Aviary in Pittsburgh 

7007 Sea World Drive  Allegheny Commons West 

Orlando, FL  32821-8097  Pittsburgh, PA  15212 

 

SD-WAP    SEA WORLD 
San Diego Wild Animal Park  SeaWorld Adventure Parks Cal. 

15500 San Pasqual Valley Rd  500 Sea World Drive  

Escondido, CA  92027  San Diego, CA 92109-7904 



  12 

 

GREEN WOODHOOPOE (Phoeniculus purpureus) 

Population Management Plan graphs as of June 2002 

From pm2000 v1.17 
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 AGE DISTRIBUTION 

 
There are currently N = 56 animals (27 males; 19 females; 10 unknown) at 17 institutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 EXPECTED FUTURE REPRODUCTION 
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