
Rescuing, raising and reintroducing Red 
Siskins

Rescuing, raising and reintroducing Red Siskins (Spinus cucullatus) is a key goal 
of the Red Siskin Initiative’s (RSI) Conservation Strategy. Using best 
practices in husbandry and veterinary care, and adequate genetic and 
demographic management, we plan to reintroduce captive reared Red 
Siskins into safe habitats if RSI threat reduction interventions, which include 
habitat protection and prevention of trafficking, do not result in the natural 
recovery of wild populations.

Since the RSI was established in 2015, building the first Red Siskin 
Conservation Center in Venezuela has been a main objective. We 
wanted a place to house and rehabilitate Red Siskins rescued from the 
illegal trade, to conduct research on breeding, feeding and behavioral 
ecology and to develop captive breeding protocols. We also wanted to 
educate the general public.

Rescuing, raising and reintroducing Red Siskins



Thanks to a grant from generous donors, in 2019 we inaugurated our dream facility, including eight well-vegetated 
aviaries of nine square meters each, with everything the birds need for shelter, food, and reproduction. The Red 
Siskin Conservation Center (RSCC) also has an 18m2 aviary for nonbreeding Red Siskins.
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The RSCC is located at Leslie 
Pantin Zoo in Venezuela’s Aragua 
state. To date, we have received 20 
birds that were either confiscated 
from the illegal trade by authorities 
or voluntarily surrendered by 
aviculturists. 

Currently, the RSCC has 16 Red 
Siskins, including six pairs that have 
reached sexual maturity and are part 
of our breeding program.

Thanks to generous funding from 
Tracy Aviary, we are building a 
native plant nursery, where we will 
grow native food to feed our birds, 
and we will also be working with 
schools in Red Siskin habitat to plant 
Red Siskin- friendly gardens.

Red Siskin Conservation Center located in Leslie 
Pantin Zoo

Red Siskin Conservation Center Team.



Partners
Various zoos are working to rescue confiscated Red Siskins and to establish 
new ex situ populations for future reintroduction into the wild.

The Leslie Pantin Zoo, host of the RSCC, is a pioneering conservation 
center for endangered animals in Venezuela. In addition to the Red Siskin 
conservation, Leslie Pantin has participated for more than a decade in ex 
situ breeding and recovery programs for both the endangered Orinoco 
crocodile (Crocodylus intermedius) and the endangered Coastal crocodile (C. 
acutus). A private zoo with 50 years of experience, Leslie Pantin also 
provides meaningful experiences particularly for visiting children and their 
families, raising awareness about conservation of native wildlife. 

Leslie Pantin Zoo is also one of the few institutional members of 
Species360 in Venezuela, joining more than 1,200 zoos, aquariums, 
wildlife refuges and research centers around the world, conserving and 
sharing data on species in 99 countries.
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A growing number of AZA and other conservation facilities, led by 
Smithsonian’s National Zoo and Conservation Biology Institute, also 
participate in RSI through ex situ breeding, management research, 
education and outreach, funding, and other forms of support.

Participants holding Red Siskins include The Avian Preservation and 
Education Conservancy (APEC), The Wildlife Conservation Center, The 
National Aviary, The Tracy Aviary, and Zoo Miami. Six more AZA facilities 
are waiting to receive Red Siskins in 2024 and 2025, and European partners 
are helping with research and fundraising.

This global alliance is helping to better understand the species, build and 
manage a scientifically managed population in human care to ensure 
against extinction in the wild, and promote learning opportunities that 
directly reduce threats to the Red Siskin and other species.

Federico Pantin and Tuenade Hernández de Pantin, 
directors of the Leslie Pantin Zoo.

Erica Royer, Aviculturist and Red Siskin Studbook Keeper 
of Smithsonian Institution, feeding a Red Siskin nestling.



What do we do?
Rescue Red Siskins from illegal 
wildlife trafficking.

Zoos around the world are working 
together to rescue confiscated Red 
Siskins and establish new ex-situ 
flocks as insurance against 
extinction and for future 
reintroduction into the wild. In total, 
19 facilities in four regions (Europe, 
Australia, North and South America) 
share key information in the 
Species360 database on breeding 
and natural history. This 
collaboration builds global 
knowledge and institutional 
experience, and forms the 
foundation for joint action that will 
protect and restore populations in 
nature.
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Develop techniques to breed Red Siskins
Since we first received birds in 2020, we have been compiling knowledge from various sources to develop 
protocols for conservation breeding of this species in Venezuela.  Protocols from aviculturists using wild birds in 
Venezuela are not standardized and not aimed at maintaining wild characters for eventual reintroduction. On the 
other hand, protocols from international facilities with experience in conservation breeding are more standardized, 
but have been developed mostly for birds already well-adapted to captivity.  We are combining these with results 
from our fieldwork on natural history, including the reproductive season and food sources in the wild, to develop 
new protocols. 

Laying the foundation to reintroduce Red Siskin to recovered natural habitats.
If wild populations do not bounce back on their own, we plan to reintroduce Red Siskins to safe, restored habitats, 
where collaboration with communities has resulted in a social commitment to conserve the species; an icon of 
Venezuelan culture. To achieve this goal, we created our Birds and Coffee project, which has to date has 
recovered more than 400 hectares of agroforestry and natural forest habitat in the Venezuelan Coastal Range.

Our conservation efforts for the Red Siskin also benefits the entire tropical forest ecosystem where it lives. This 
tropical Andean “biodiversity hotspot” is home to a large number of species, and many are threatened.  Working to 
save the Red Siskin works to save them all.

Red Siskin chick from the first successful 
breeding season at RSCC (2022).



Our achievements
• Rescue and rehabilitation of 20 Red Siskins from voluntary surrenders 
and confiscations by the Venezuelan authorities.

• Successful breeding. In 2022 RSI had its first successful breeding, 
welcoming six chicks to the RSCC. 

• Formation of the Red Siskin Specialists and Aviculturists Network 
(ReSSAN), a group of aviculturists dedicated to using their skills for 
conservation. 

• Establishment of ex situ populations in 5 allied zoos, totaling 58 Red 
Siskins to date.

• Creation of the Smithsonian Institution Red Siskin studbook, 
thanks to collaboration from zoological facilities and conservation centers 
worldwide with experience in breeding birds for conservation.

• Improvement and maintenance of the RSCC, where our team 
provides the best conditions for the birds.

• Health care for Red Siskins, with routine check-ups and laboratory tests 
to evaluate and monitor each bird and build knowledge about the factors 
that can affect the well-being of this species. 

• Nutrition and enrichment that is tailored to each season, adapting the 
daily rations in order to satisfy physiological and behavioral needs, built on 
an understanding of their individual eating habits and species preferences 
observed in the wild.
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a) Pair of Red Siskins in breeding season.
b) Chicks from the first successful breeding, 2022.
c) First ReSSAN meeting at the Leslie Pantin Zoo facilities, 2019.
d) Samuel Beomon, assistant of the RSCC, doing health analysis of the birds.
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Our dream
• To be a model for future Red Siskin Conservation Centers in Guyana, 
Colombia, and other locations in Venezuela.

• To build insurance populations of Red Siskins in VE and in the US to serve 
as a genetic reservoir, in case wild Venezuelan populations do not recover 
once threats are diminished.

• To protect more Red Siskin forest habitat through our Birds and Coffee 
project, particularly in places that could be used for reintroduction in the 
future.

• To see many Red Siskins flying free in the wild: We dream of increasing 
wild populations and decreasing threats, so that one day the Red Siskin 
moves from the list of threatened species, to the list of recovered ones.

How can I help?
You can support the conservation of the Red Siskin:
• Donating money, equipment, food and medicine for our Red Siskins. 
• Drinking Smithsonian certified Bird Friendly coffee® with bonus points 
if it is the Edición Especial Cardenalito, sold only in Venezuela. 

redsiskin.org / cardenalito.org.ve

#SaveTheRedSiskin / #CardenalitoPaRato
Red Siskin Initiative / Iniciativa Cardenalito@Savetheredsiskin @Saveredsiskin

Join us! 
If you are an aviculturist and want to join ReSAAN to share your knowledge and 
experience in the ex situ management and breeding of this species.
If you are a Zoo and want to add Red Siskin in your collections.
If you are a Zoo with Red Siskin and want to contribute data to the studbook.

Contact us! Photo credits: 
Page 1, 3 and 6 by Jhonathan Miranda.  

https://www.redsiskin.org/donation/

https://nationalzoo.si.edu/migratory-birds/bird-friendly


