The Status and Abundance of Birds in Trinidad and Tobago

G. White!, M. Kenefick? and W. L. Murphy?

1. Lot 14, Surrey Village, Lopinot, Trinidad and Tobago.
2. 36 Newalloville Avenue, San Juan, Trinidad and Tobago.
3. 7835 Tufton Street, Fishers, Indiana 46038 USA.
E-mail: 1. g-white@tstt.net.tt
2. martykenefick@hotmail.com
3. billmurphy8@sbcglobal.net

INTRODUCTION

This report presents a revised list of the birds recorded
in Trinidad and Tobago as of June 2007 and an assessment
of their abundance based on our own observations and
documented sightings. Information on status has been
gleaned mainly from guides to the birds of Trinidad and
Tobago (ffrench 1991), the West Indies (Raffaele ef al.
1998), and Venezuela (Hilty et al. 2003), as well as from
recent studies. Pigeonholing of species into status and
abundance categories often is unsatisfactory as not all spe-
cies fit into neat groupings. Nevertheless, a list provides
a concise format for presenting information and char-
acterizing the country’s avifauna. Previously available
lists (ffrench 1996 a, b; Murphy 1988, 2004; NBC 2001)
are dated in terms of number of species and systematic
order. The most recent lists compiled by the Trinidad and
Tobago Rare Bird Committee (TTRBC) (TTRBC 2005)
do not present status or abundance.

Taxonomic revisions often lead to changes in species
names or relationships and result in changes in the system-
atic order. ffrench (1996 a, b) and NBC (2000) follow the
Wetmore sequence. Murphy (1996, 2004) followed the
systematic order of the American Ornithologists” Union
(AOU 1998). TTRBC (2005) and this report follow the
nomenclature and species order of the AOU Checklist of
Birds of South America (Remsen et al. 2007). Scientific
names of species mentioned are listed in Table 1. Spe-
cies listed as incertae sedis by Remsen et al. (2007); are
indicated with an asterisk but listed in the family in which
they had been placed previously. The names Bare-eyed
Thrush, White-necked Thrush, and Moriche Oriole have
been used on the basis of proposals pending before the
South American Classification Committee (SACC) of the
American Ornithologists’ Union.

With a few notable exceptions, the status of a species
does not change. However, our knowledge of the status
of a species and the categories we use to describe status
itself may change. Increased observation may make
the true status of a species more apparent. For example,
increased observation may allow a species considered to
be an occasional migrant to be more accurately described
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as a regular migrant.

Other changes are more substantial. The regularity
of Ruff and Lesser Black-backed Gull sightings over the
past 10 years suggests that these birds are more likely to be
migrants from a North American population than vagrants
from the Palearctic. Recent studies leading to further un-
derstanding of species status include Lesser Black-backed
Gull (Hayes et al. 2002), gulls (Hayes et al. 2004), Little
Egret (Murphy 1992; Hayes and White 2001), Dickcissel
(White and Temple 2002), Green and Striated Herons
(Hayes 2006), Scarlet Ibis (ffrench and Haverschmidt
1970), caprimulgids (ffrench 1998b), Palearctic vagrants
(Kenefick and Hayes 2006), shorebirds (Morrison and
Ross 1989), and pelagic seabirds (Murphy 2002). ffrench
(2000) discusses the possible local migration of several
species. Finally, advances in the knowledge of the status
of species in neighbouring countries (Hilty et al. 2003;
Raffaele et al. 1998; Restall et al. 2006) contributes to our
understanding of the status of these species in Trinidad
and Tobago.

The initiation of the TTRBC in 1996 (Hayes and White
2000) provided a forum for capturing and evaluating the
observations of many resident and visiting birdwatchers.
This has added to our knowledge of the status of many rare
or previously unrecorded species in Trinidad and Tobago.
Advances in electronic communication have facilitated an
increased awareness of the TTRBC, the noteworthiness
of certain species, and the reporting of sightings of rare
species. From the initiation of the TTRBC to the end of
2006, 512 records have been submitted, and 25 species
have been added to the Trinidad and Tobago checklist
(Hayes and White 2000; White and Hayes 2002; Kenefick
2005, 2007). This process has been fuelled by a growing
number of birdwatchers who, in addition to resources
such as local guides and readily available ornithological
literature, are now equipped with audio guides (Boesman
1999; Hammick and ffrench 2004; Murphy 1997) and
location lists (Murphy 1996, 2004).

The Status categories for this list have been adapted
from ffrench (1996 a, b). Categories have been added to
distinguish between species that breed locally and migrate
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or disperse to the mainland in the non-breeding period,
and species which are resident and regularly breeding but
whose numbers are augmented during certain seasons by
migrants from North or continental South America. The
distinction is also made between species which overwinter
in the tropics and transient species whose overwinter-
ing range does not extend north of the equator. The few
exceptions to this general scheme include non-breeding
birds, especially immature birds that may spend their first
summer in the wintering grounds, or birds which are pri-
marily passage migrants that may overwinter occasionally
in Trinidad or Tobago.

Many species are represented by very few observa-
tions. Those species for which Trinidad and Tobago is
well outside of their normal range have been categorised
as Vagrants. Species that exhibit regular seasonal mi-
gration which may extend occasionally to Trinidad and
Tobago are treated as Migrants from the north or south,
albeit very rare ones. It is assumed that these birds will
return to their place of origin at the onset of the appropriate
season. Species that are generally sedentary, or species
that wander; and for which Trinidad and Tobago is at the
edge of their range, have been categorised as Wandering.
These species, generally from South America, occasion-
ally may breed in Trinidad or Tobago, and may eventually
wander back to South America. Typical examples include
Black-collared Hawk, Pied Lapwing, and Crested Dora-
dito. The term Resident has been restricted to species (or
populations) that do not show significant movements and
which we believe maintain a viable breeding population
in Trinidad or Tobago.

Pelagic seabirds have been categorized as Oceanic.
Those which have bred within the country are categorized
as Oceanic Breeding. Coastal species are categorised into
the same categories used for land birds but a few uncer-
tainties occur. Royal, Roseate, and Common Terns are
distributed both north and south of Trinidad and Tobago,
and Royal and Roseate Terns occasionally breed on Trini-
dad or Tobago. There is evidence, however, that those
individuals visiting Trinidad and Tobago originate along
the Atlantic seaboard of the USA (ffrench 1991), so they
have been categorised as visitors from the north.

For some species, available data are insufficient to
definitively assign a status category. For these species we
have assigned a category based on the balance of evidence.
Populations of the seedeaters, popular as cage birds, have
been so decimated that it is likely that no viable resident
populations remain. Occasional sightings are likely to
be escaped cage birds or temporary visitors to Trinidad
and Tobago. The term Extirpated has been reserved for
such species, which previously were considered to have
a resident sustainable breeding population on Trinidad

or Tobago but which no longer occur on either island or
which are restricted to visiting birds only. ffrench (1998a)
highlights the uncertain origin of several species. We have
generally avoided issues of origin in this account. Howev-
er, in Tobago the presence of the Greater Bird-of-Paradise
and probably the Great Kiskadee and Purple Honeycreeper
was a result of introduction by humans. These birds were
known to have survived for some period of time, but as
they have not been recorded for the past 15 years they
have not been included in this list. On the other hand,
the Green-rumped Parrotlet, also a likely introduction to
Tobago, is listed as resident because its population remains
viable there. Common Waxbills, presumably introduced
to Trinidad prior to 1987 (White 1988), now appear to
constitute a self-sustaining population, so we consider the
species to be resident. A recently discovered population
of Grassland Yellow-Finch in Trinidad however, has not
persisted long enough to be deemed self-sustaining.

Once a species has been documented in the literature
as having occurred in Trinidad or Tobago, it is difficult to
expunge, especially from a comprehensive account like
ffrench (1991). For this list, however, two species listed
in ffrench (1991) have been removed from the Tobago
list. We determined that the original accounts of Tropical
Parula and Gray-breasted Martin, both listed without com-
ment from Tobago, were also unsatisfactorily documented.
There have been no records of either species since the
original listing.

Categories have been defined as follows:

BR - Resident species without significant movement
out of Trinidad and Tobago. Breeding is
assumed even if no nest has been documented
(Breed/Resident).

BD - Species that breed locally and migrate or
disperse to the mainland (sometimes only
partially) during the non-breeding period
(Breed/Disperse).

BV - Resident, regularly breeding species whose
numbers are augmented by visitors from North
or continental South America (Breed/Visit).

MN - Non-breeding migrants from North America.
Predominantly overwintering (Migrant/North).

MS - Migrants from South America. These species
may be avoiding the Austral winter, or
dispersing from breeding grounds, but generally
show regular seasonal movements. May
occasionally breed (Migrant/South).

PM - Passage migrants. Species whose overwintering
range (Boreal winter) is generally south of the
equator. Winter records are sparse.
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O - Oceanic.

OB - Oceanic, with breeding confirmed in Trinidad or
Tobago.

W - Wandering; generally sedentary or wandering

species at the edge of their range. Reported less
than once per decade.

V - Vagrant. Outside of the accepted range of the
species.
F - Feral; escaped from captivity or domestication.

Ext. - Formally resident but now extirpated probably
due to human activity.

Hist. - Historically recorded but no records during the
past 50 years.

While there is a high level of interest among birders
in recording rare species, regular recording of common
species is still not the norm for resident birdwatchers. The
Southeastern Caribbean Bird Alert (SCBA, http://www.
wow.net/ttfnc/rarebird.html) is an e-mail update/website
on interesting sightings prepared by M. Kenefick. The
SCBA is primarily a communication instrument, however,
and sightings are not verified. Commercial bird tour-guides
and their clients, increasingly familiar with the status of
species in Trinidad and Tobago; thanks to resources such
as the SCBA, make numerous observations of scarce spe-
cies, many of which sightings are noted in a log at the Asa
Wright Nature Centre in Trinidad. This log is examined
at regular intervals by M. Kenefick for preparation of the
SCBA. A few individuals, including the authors, keep
regular records of their own sightings, not limited to rare
species, and all birders, both resident and visiting, are
encouraged to do so.

A few recent objective comparisons of abundance
have been based on frequency of capture in mist nets
(ffrench & ffrench 2000; White 2002), point counts (Hayes
and Samad 1998) or frequency of observation combined
with high counts (Chandool 1999; Cuffy 2002; Gochfeld
2002; Hayes et al. 2004; White 2000; White and Kenefick
2004). There are not enough of these studies however, to
substitute for subjective assessment. Confidence in the as-
sessment of abundance, if not objectivity, can be achieved
by defining the categories such that each species can be
assigned with some certainty. The abundance data for the
values presented in this checklist have been derived from
the combined experience of the authors, records of the
TTRBC, the SCBA, and published studies.

We have tried to be consistent in applying the abun-
dance categories used herein while acknowledging that
fitting diverse data to rigid guidelines may lead to incon-
sistencies. For example, birds of prey may be listed as
Common even though they are present in very small num-
bers, yet they are frequently observed. Similarly, secre-

tive species may be listed as Rare because they are easily
missed, even though they may be comparatively common.
We have placed emphasis on the relative abundance within
each family; thus Violaceous and Trinidad Euphonias are
described as common and uncommon respectively. Simi-
larly, Blue-chinned Sapphire and Long-billed Starthroat
are described as common and uncommon, respectively.
We acknowledge, however, that in absolute terms Trinidad
Euphonia is more abundant than Long-billed Starthroat.
It is clear that creating finer divisions of abundance than
those used herein likely would have suggested a unwar-
ranted degree of confidence.

The abundance categories have been defined as fol-
lows:

A - Abundant; widespread and usually in some
numbers in suitable habitat.

C - Common; usually found in suitable habitat.

U - Uncommon; occasionally seen in suitable
habitat singly or in small numbers.

Sc - Scarce; very few (less than 5) records per year.

R - Rare; not recorded annually.

VR - Very rare; less than 1 record per decade.

L - Locally distributed in restricted habitat, where it

may be not uncommon.

The status and abundance of the 467 species of birds
recorded in Trinidad and Tobago is shown in table 1. On
the basis of this assessment, the avifauna of Trinidad is
comprised of 443 species of which roughly half (227)
are resident (BR + BV) and a further 17 regularly breed.
Regular seasonal migration is exhibited by 168 species,
and 49 species are wanderers or vagrants. Although a
few of the latter species may have bred occasionally, they
contribute little to the avian ecology. The resident popula-
tions of eight species have been extirpated.

The avifauna of Tobago comprises 240 species of
which 92 are resident (BR + BV) and a further 17 species
regularly breed. Regular seasonal migration is exhibited
by 122 species, and 26 species are listed as vagrants or
wanderers. The resident populations of three species have
been extirpated.
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