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The Dutch Caribbean is home to a wide variety 
of bird species. Whether passing through during 
their seasonal migrations or residing permanently, 
these islands are a hot spot for bird activities.  
Starting in the early 1980s, Important Bird Areas 
(IBAs) gained world recognition as critical areas 
for birds. In total, there are now 23 IBAs within the 
Dutch Caribbean; four on Aruba, five on Curaçao, 
six on Bonaire, one on Saba, two on St. Eustatius 
and five on St. Maarten (DCNA, 2013). These IBAs 
are valuable for conservation efforts to protect  
key species.

Aruba has four IBAs, an estimated 254 species 
(Aruba BirdLife Conservation, 2016) and has been 
known to provide habitat for over 30,000 seabirds 
along with various other important bird popula-
tions (Delnevo, 2008). Specifically, Aruba hosts 
a significant population of breeding terns, along 

with an estimated 25% of the world’s popula-
tion of Cayenne Terns and 90% of the Caribbean 
population of Common Terns (Delnevo, 2009). 
A 2001 study found 6,600 nests of Sooty Terns 
and 100 nests of Bridled Terns, two species which 
nest at Aruba’s San Nicolas reef islands between 
April and August (Prins et al., 2009). Brown and 
Black Noddies are also present on San Nicolas reef 
islands (Prins et al., 2009). 

Aruba’s most famous bird, the Aruban burrowing 
owl (Athene cunicularia arubensis) - locally known 
as Shoco - is locally considered to be an island 
endemic subspecies and an important part of the 
local culture. Unfortunately, the Shoco popula-
tion has declined considerably over the past few 
decades and Fundacion Parke Nacional Aruba and 
Aruba Birdlife Conservation are running projects to 
protect them.

Aruban burrowing owl, photo by: © Diego Marquez
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The Yellow-shouldered Amazon parrot population 
of Bonaire is the only native population outside 
Venezuela and it is estimated to represent 16-
64% of the global population (Echo, 2015; Birdlife 
International, 2017). The Yellow-shouldered 
Amazon parrot, known locally as the lora, has 
received an IUCN assessment of ‘vulnerable’, 
meaning there is a 10% chance of extinction in 
the next 100 years. Bonaire provides important 
breeding grounds within the Caribbean for the 
iconic Caribbean Flamingo (STINAPA). Some 
breeding sites show an upward trend in breeding 
pair numbers, whereas others seem stable or show 
a decreasing trend since the 1980s with differ-
ences between studies (Slijkerman et al., 2013; 
Prins et al., 2009; Kigon, 2006; https://www.dcbd.
nl/monitoring/flamingos). Overall there are large 
fluctuations in counted breeding pairs between 
years, however the underlying causes of these 
fluctuations are unclear. 

Bonaire is also home to 5 different tern species 
which are regionally assessed between ‘vulnerable’ 
and ‘endangered’ (Schreiber, 2000; USFWS, 2010; 
Debrot et al., 2018). Bonaire has traditionally been 
an important nesting area for the Common Tern, 
Cayenne Tern and the Least Tern. Bonaire is also 

home to the Royal and the Roseate Tern, both 
considered regionally endangered (Schreiber, 
2000; USFWS, 2010). Recent estimates put 
Bonaire’s bird population at more than 235 spe-
cies, with a large variety of terrestrial and sea bird 
species passing through during their seasonal 
migrations or residing permanently (Schets, 2019).

Curaçao has recorded 259 species of birds on the 
island, however, only 57 are considered year-round 
residents (Debrot & Wells, 2015; eBird, 2019). 
Given the island’s proximity to mainland South 
America, there are no endemic species, however, 
the island provides important breeding grounds 
which have led to interbreeding, creating sixteen 
unique subspecies between the ABC islands. 
Eleven of these species are known to breed on 
Curaçao (Debrot & Wells, 2015). Furthermore, 
Curaçao is globally important for nesting Least 
Terns (Debrot & Wells, 2015).

A recent study carried out by Bos et al. (2018) 
resulted in a preliminary checklist of extant en-
demic animal and plant taxa (species and subspe-
cies) of Saba, the Saba Bank, St. Eustatius and St. 
Maarten. This list includes 23 endemic bird subspe-
cies. Endemic species are defined as “native and 

restricted to a certain place” (Merriam-Webster, 
2018) and have an especially important ecologi-
cal value due to their limited geographical range. 
Their increased vulnerability to natural and an-
thropogenic threats such as hurricanes and habitat 
destruction stems from their uniqueness: their 
population is small and limited to a certain habitat/
area and typically has low genetic diversity.

The entire coastline of Saba is considered an IBA, 
which is known to support all seven of the Lesser 
Antilles Endemic Bird Area’s restricted-range 
birds, including Bridled Quail Doves and Brown 
Tremblers. Notably, Saba supports a significant 
proportion of the world’s Red-billed Tropicbirds 
(DCNA, 2013; Boeken 2016). The Saba Bank is also 
an important foraging ground for many seabirds, 
and conservative estimates indicate that ¼ million 
sea birds are dependent on the Saba Bank. This 
includes birds from Saba, St. Eustatius and Dog 
Island, which alone supports 100,000 pairs of nest-
ing seabirds including Magnificent Frigatebirds, 
Tropicbirds, Sooty Terns and Masked Boobies, all 
of which are in decline (Delnevo, A. personal com-
munication, 2017). 

Yellow-shouldered Amazon parrot, photo by: © Henkjan Kievit
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St. Eustatius has two IBAs, and along with Saba, 
hosts a globally significant population of Red-
billed Tropicbirds (Delnevo, A. personal com-
munication, 2017). The slopes of the Quill provide 
suitable habitat for the Bridled Quail-dove, a re-
gionally endemic species. The island also supports 
eight additional restricted-range species listed 
in the Lesser Antilles Endemic Bird Area, adding 
to its conservation importance for the region. 
Furthermore, based on preliminary data collected 
using GPS loggers, Red-billed Tropicbirds have 
been documented foraging along the Aves Ridge, 
to the south/southwest of St. Eustatius (Hannah 
Madden unpubl. data).

Lastly, St. Maarten has five IBAs, and is known 
to support breeding pairs of the American Coot. 
St. Maarten also hosts a globally significant 
population of Laughing Gulls. In addition, the 

local population of Brown Pelican and Royal Tern 
are also considered regionally important (DCNA, 
2013). The Brown pelican population took a big hit 
from Hurricane Irma in 2017 but is back on track 
after two very successful breeding seasons since 
the hurricanes (Binkie van Es, personal communi-
cation 2019). 

This section will outline the current state of birds 
within the Dutch Caribbean and highlight some 
research and ongoing project results from the past 
year. For more information, please see the full 
BioNews articles, which have been indicated along 
with the article titles below. 

Map of Dutch Caribbean IBA Locations (DCNA, 2013)  
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2019 Research and Project Results

Study reveals large number of new 
bird species for Saba (BioNews 23) 
A two-year study of the local bird population 
of Saba was completed resulting in an updated 
checklist of all recorded bird species. This updated 
list shows that the island has an even richer bird 
population than previously known, with a total 
of 107 species including 31 new species recorded 
(Boeken, 2018). 

The majority of new bird species recorded for 
Saba were residents or visitors from North 
America and the neighboring island of St. 
Maarten. Saba is situated just 45 km southwest of 
St. Maarten, a short distance for birds to travel. 
A number of birds that are common or breed on 
St. Maarten have now been established as either 
occasional visitors to Saba and its surrounding 
seas [American Oystercatcher, Snowy Egret, 
Least Tern] or vagrants [Blue-winged Teal, Black-
necked Stilt, Ruddy Turnstone] (Boeken, 2018). 
A number of passage migrants and visitors to 
St. Maarten are now confirmed as also stopping 
on Saba, either regularly [White-winged Dove], 
occasionally [Semipalmated Plover, Louisiana 
Water-thrush, Ring-billed Gull] or rarely [Wilson’s 
Snipe and Sandwich Tern] (Boeken, 2018). Other 
species have been mentioned as vagrants to the 
Lesser Antilles (Raffaele et al., 2003) and are now 

confirmed as vagrants to Saba [Rose-breasted 
Grosbeak, Yellow-throated Vireo, Cliff Swallow, 
Black-throated Green Warbler] (Boeken, 2018). 
Additionally, five new species of bird have be-
come established on the island, three of which 
have begun to breed [House Sparrow, Eurasian 
Collared Dove, and recently: Brown-throated 
Parakeet], while the other two species remain 
feral [Rock Pigeon and Red Junglefowl]  
(Boeken, 2018).

Saba’s rocky shores and islands are especially sig-
nificant for seabirds in the region since breeding 
habitats for seabirds are under strain all over the 
Caribbean. Boeken (2018) confirmed the impor-
tance of Saba for Red-billed Tropicbirds, with 
recent estimate of 1,200 - 1,500 pairs (Boeken, 
2016). The breeding status of the Sooty Tern 
was confirmed; however, the breeding status 
of others could not be confirmed [Cattle Egret, 
Green Heron, Yellow-crowned Night-Heron, 
Black-whiskered Vireo] (Boeken, 2018). Two spe-
cies were also confirmed as locally extirpated: the 
White-tailed Tropicbird, which was once recorded 
as breeding on Saba, and the Antillean Euphonia, 
which has not been seen on the island for over 50 
years (Boeken, 2018). 

Despite being nicknamed “the Unspoiled 
Queen”, a newly published report by Wageningen 
University (Debrot et al., 2018) on the state of 
Saba’s nature has revealed that most of the 
island’s habitats are under strain and are now de-
graded to varying extents. This is of great concern 
for Saba’s avifauna which depends on the health 
of these habitats for their well-being. Saba’s cloud 
forest at the top of Mt. Scenery is a critical habitat 
for the regionally rare and endemic sub-species of 
Brown Trembler that inhabits and breeds on Saba 
(Cinclocerthia ruficauda tremula) but the vegeta-
tion has suffered severe damage from hurricanes 
over the past decade. Invasive species also pose a 
significant threat, notably rats and feral cats. Feral 
cats and rats are an especially serious threat for 
nesting seabirds (Debrot et al., 2014). The status 
of key and endangered bird species on Saba will 
need to be closely monitored to understand how 
growing local, regional and global threats to the 
island’s habitats are impacting the avifauna. This 
includes three endangered species that have just 
been added to Saba’s bird checklist: the White-
crowned Pigeon (Near Threatened), whose popu-
lation on St. Maarten has dramatically declined 
due to hunting; the Chimney Swift (Vulnerable) 
and the Blackpoll Warbler (Near Threatened) 
(Boeken, 2018).

American Oystercatcher, photo by: © Kai Wulf
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Rodent Control Implemented to  
Help Save Tropicbirds on Statia (BioNews 26) 
As the only species of seabird nesting on St. Eustatius, the Red-billed 
Tropicbird (Phaethon aethereus) is an iconic species for the island. Like 
many other seabird species, the global Red-billed Tropicbird population 
is in decline. According to the latest IUCN assessment in 2018, there are 
between 3,300 and 13,000 mature individuals globally, with an estimated 
total population not exceeding 20,000 birds. Invasive rodents such as 
black rats (Rattus rattus) and mice are cited as one of the biggest threats 
to seabird populations on oceanic islands. Tropicbirds are especially 
vulnerable as their nest sites are easily accessible by rodents, they have 
a long incubation period, and chicks inside the nest are unable to escape 
from predators. Over half of the nesting attempts fail each season, which 
is significant considering tropicbird females lay a single egg per clutch. 

To better understand the impact of rodents on the 2018-2019 nest-
ing season, a study was conducted in which half of the study area was 
treated with brodifacoum rodenticide and the half was left untreated. 
Brodifacoum is a second-generation anti-coagulant that kills rats and 
other rodents within 5 days of ingestion. The relative abundance of ro-
dents at the nest site was assessed via tracking tunnels, which were set 
out at 25m intervals every month in a predetermined grid. Tracking tun-
nels are rectangular pieces of cardboard with an ink section, baited with 
peanut butter to attract rodents and capture their footprints. Using these 
methods, the relative abundance of rodents was found to have decreased 
significantly from 86.7% before treatment to < 2.0% post-treatment. 
In addition to rat and mouse prints, tracks of small lizards, crabs, and 

insects were also recorded. Estimated nest survival rates were 33.6% in 
the 2017-2018 season and 35.7% in 2018-2019. Temporal factors had the 
highest influence on survival in the incubation and chick-rearing stage, 
and overall, with results suggesting that nests and chicks were more likely 
to survive as chick age or Julian date increased. 

Much has been written about the detrimental impacts of rodents on sea-
bird populations. Contrary to expectations, however, rodenticide treat-
ment over the study period did not result in an increase in nest survival 
rate compared with previous years. A number of factors may have limited 
the success of the project; including: the limited number of accessible 
nests, the absence of a ‘control’ nest site for comparison, factors away 
from the nest site, and crab interference with bait stations. Thus, despite 
successful rodent control, nesting success still declined compared with 
previous years. Although this might seem alarming, natural fluctuations in 
nest survival rates are common among seabirds. 

Tropicbirds at the Pilot Hill study site exhibit high nest mate and nest 
cavity fidelity following failure of their first breeding attempt (Madden, 
2019). Such fidelity makes pairs vulnerable to disturbances at the nest site 
in case of predation, extreme weather, and other disturbances (Mejías et 
al. 2017). High levels of predation at the nest site could have implications 
for pairs that make a second nesting attempt following loss of the initial 
clutch or chick (Naves et al. 2006). Nest monitoring should continue in the 
future to better understand the complex ecology of these seabirds. This 
will help guide conservation efforts in the future.

Red Billed Tropicbird, photo by: © Kai Wulf
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Alarming Decline of Bridled Quail-Dove 
populations on Statia (BioNews 27) 
The Bridled Quail-dove is a regionally endemic species 
that, on Statia, is only found in upper elevations of the Quill 
(above ~150m) and inside the crater. Since 2017, annual sur-
veys have highlighted an alarming decline in populations. 
With an estimated population decrease of 77% following 
Hurricanes Irma and Maria in 2017, this species has caught 
the attention of local scientists and requires immediate 
conservation actions.

Once thought to have been a common resident of the West 
Indies, declining Bridled Quail-dove populations are now 
isolated within coastal dry forest patches of the Eastern 
Caribbean. Introduced, non-native predators such as feral 
cats, mongooses and rats are thought to negatively impact 
Bridled Quail-dove populations by preying on adults, eggs 
and/or chicks. Other external factors that contribute to 
population declines include hunting, volcanic activity, hur-
ricanes, and habitat loss and degradation. Furthermore, this 
species is sensitive to openings in the forest canopy, which 
also affects nesting. The Bridled Quail-dove lays clutches of 
two eggs in a nest up to six meters above ground level.

Despite its current classification as a species of Least 
Concern by the IUCN (in 1992 it was classified as Near 
Threatened), the Bridled Quail-dove is likely of conserva-
tion concern due to data deficiency and population declines 
across its entire range. 

The pre-hurricane assessment in May 2017 was initially 
encouraging, with an estimated 1,039 (minimum 561 - 
maximum 1,621) Quail-doves across its local habitat of 
440 hectares, possibly the highest known density in the 

region. This survey was repeated post-hurricanes season, in 
November 2017, and a decrease of 22% to 803 (451 - 1,229) 
was recorded. Furthermore, in May 2018, a decline to 253 
individuals (83 - 486) was recorded (Madden, Rivera-Milán 
and Verdel, in prep.). 

The surveys were repeated across the entire Quill (440 
hectares) during May 2019, coinciding with the Quail-dove’s 
peak breeding season. The results were very concern-
ing since the population has continued to decline to 238 
individuals (118  390; Madden, Rivera-Milán and Verdel, 
in prep.). The 2018 and 2019 surveys suggest that little, if 
any, successful post-hurricane reproduction has occurred. 
Additionally, the majority of detections were recorded 
inside the crater and near the crater rim, with very few 
detections at lower elevations. This means that the popula-
tion is highly clumped at low numbers, which increases the 
chance of local extinction.

Indirect effects of hurricanes, human-induced habitat 
degradation and increased predation continued to affect 
Quail-dove survival and reproduction in 2019. Rat and other 
invasive predator species may increase in density following 
hurricane-induced changes in foraging resources, affecting 
Quail-dove survival and reproduction even further. A feral 
cat was detected during surveys inside the crater, probably 
as a result of forest openness after the hurricane. Due to 
the fact that Quail-doves have early maturity and short 
lifespans, conservation efforts should focus on successful 
reproduction through invasive species management.  
In addition, the overall health of the Quill should be  
improved to help forest-dependent birds and other  
wildlife recover in order to enhance their prospects for  
long-term survival on Statia. 

2019 Research and Project Results
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