
An Avifauna Review of Sint Eustatius 

 

The following is a documentation of significant avian sightings on Sint Eustatius between 19th 

November 2014 and 11th February 2015 by Steffan Walton, STENAPA. With no previous records, the 

sightings of Wilson’s Snipe Gallinago delicata and Rose-breasted Grosbeak Pheucticus ludovicianus 

are of particular interest.  

 The Wilson’s Snipe G.delicata was seen on 23rd November 2014 at about 13:00 on the road 

between Whitewall and the bottom of Rosemary Lane. Walking back from Battery De Wind along 

the road the Snipe flew up from the muddy edge of a roadside puddle. It flew left over the scrub and 

quickly disappeared out of sight. It was not possible to age the bird due to the brevity of the sighting. 

This represents the first recorded instance of this wader on Sint Eustatius. Raffaele (2003) regarded 

the species as rare through the Lesser Antilles, likely due to the lack of suitable boggy marshland 

found in the region. Since the species is known to migrate to and from its breeding grounds in North 

America to the north of South America each year, it is likely an increase in suitable habitat would 

dramatically increase sightings.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 Rose-breasted Grosbeak Pheucticus ludovicianus 

  

An adult female Rose-breasted Grosbeak P.ludovicianus was observed in the Quill National 

Park on 30/11/14. It was viewed at 08:45 feeding in the tree canopy, near to the edge of a forest 

clearing, at the top of the Quill volcano. The bird fed for five minutes until chased away by a 



territorial Caribbean Elaenia Elaenia martinica. Though known as a vagrant among larger Lesser 

Antillean islands (Raffaele, 2003), this record is the first of this species on Sint Eustatius. The species 

undertakes a yearly migration from North America to tropical America in the winter (Stiles and 

skutch 1989) and so not an unlikely record for the island. 

Though the following sightings do not relate to new species for the island, some are thought 

to be particularly rare visitors, while others are included here as I believe they convey new 

information of their status on the island. One species of particular note is the White-crowned Pigeon 

Patagioenas leucocephala (formerly Columba leucocephala) observed twice on the island during the 

aforementioned period. It was first observed on 26/01/15 at 06:40 flying west over the Quill 

viewpoint from the Crater and then same or possibly another bird was seen minutes later flying past 

the viewpoint. A second recorded encounter concerned a single bird flushed from dense scrub in the 

Boven/Northern Hills National Park a week later. These are only the second and third known records 

for the island (Madden, STENAPA, pers. Comm., 2015). This presence of this species is of great 

interest and conservation importance due to its classification as Near Threatened by IUCN. Though 

distributed across the Caribbean, it rarely reaches St Maarten, and is threatened throughout its 

range (Bancroft and Bowman 2001). The species was hunted for food in late 19th century and early 

20th century in Florida and is still an important game species in Barbados (Bancroft and Bowman 

2001). Degradation of foraging and nesting habitat is now a major threat to this species (del Hoyo et 

al. 1997). Mangrove forests are under particular threat from hurricanes in the Caribbean whilst in 

Florida removal of poisonwood Metopium toxiferum is detrimental as it feeds on the poisonwood's 

fruit (Bancroft and Bowman 2001, Gibbs et al. 2001). In addition, collision with man-made objects is 

a major source of mortality in Florida, and pesticide use and human impact may also be damaging 

(Bancroft and Bowman 2001). It is not within the realms of possibility that this species is nesting on 

Sint Eustatius, or at least nearby, as they have been known to commute 30 miles between feeding 

and nesting sites (Bancroft and Bowman 2001). 

A sighting of Common Moorhen Gallinule chloropus on 03/02/15 is one of very few records 

for the island. A single adult bird was flushed from a small forested area on the northern edge of 

Oranje Bay beach (the area known locally as Smoke Alley). Though known as a common resident 

throughout the West Indies (Raffaele, 2003), the species remains rare on Sint Eustatius due to the 

lack of fresh water.  

Peregrine Falco peregrinus sightings were reported to be few and far between on the island 

(Madden, STENAPA, pers. comm., 2015) but birds were seen regularly during the above mentioned 

period. Individuals were seen in an assortment of places but typically near Gilboa Hill, Oranjestad, 



and especially around Pilot Hill. Birds were seen flying to and from Pilot Hill regularly, and though 

never observed with food, it seems probable that a breeding attempt is being made in the vicinity. 

The Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis jamaicensis was previously assumed to be a rare 

migrant (Rojer et al, 1997) but it quickly became clear that the species is actually a resident of the 

island. Regular sightings of multiple birds are not uncommon and it seems highly likely that a 

breeding population exists on the island, with one pair probably breeding around Mazinga Peak in 

the Quill National Park. It seems the species has undergone a rapid expansion in the Caribbean since 

the 1990’s. 

The Scaly-breasted Thrasher Margarops fusca was thought extinct on Sint Eustatius until it 

was re-discovered 76 years later on the Quill in 2003 (Collier and Brown, 2008). Since then the 

species has been proven to be resident in the Quill region, though its abundance is unknown. During 

the current observation period the species was found to be particularly regular around the Quill 

viewpoint, regularly found feeding in mixed species flocks with the similar Pearly-eyed Thrasher 

Margarops fuscatus. Numbers are at their highest within this area (up to six) though individuals have 

been seen in different areas around the Quill, such as White Wall, and it does seem to become 

scarcer as elevation decreases. Much is still to be known about M.fusca on Sint Eustatius, such as 

population and whether the species roams away from the Quill region. Hopefully future studies will 

fill these knowledge voids so proper conservation measures can be implemented. 

Building on the aforementioned Wilson’s Snipe, waders are poorly documented on the 

island. A winter plumaged Sanderling Calidris alba on Oranje Bay beach on 01/12/14 is of note, along 

with regular sightings of American Oystercatcher Haematopus palliates, Spotted Sandpiper Actitis 

macularia seen almost daily, whilst nine Kildeer Charadrius vociferus near Zeelandia on 09/01/15 is a 

particularly large count. 

In most countries worldwide it would take more than three months to have such an impact 

on the avian records, particularly finding new species. Sint Eustatius, a Special Municipality of the 

Netherlands, suffers from having no definitive bird list and a lack of observers with bird identification 

experience. It is highly likely that an increase of observers familiar with the birds of the Americas 

would greatly increase the avian knowledge of the island. Furthermore, the sightings mentioned 

above all occurred during an extremely short period of time, having multiple observers present at 

different times of the year (particularly during migration seasons) would no doubt prove the use of 

Sint Eustatius as an important stopover ground for feeding migrants. 

 There are many species that can be expected to occur on Sint Eustatius, either as breeding 

residents or migrants. Species such as the Brown Trembler Cinclocerthia ruficauda occur across the 

Lesser Antilles including the two closest neighbours of Sint Eustatius; St Christopher and Saba. 



Recent surveys on Sint Eustatius have failed to locate a population, though there exists the 

possibility of an undiscovered relict population. In addition, the White-tailed Tropicbird Phaethon 

lepturus is common throughout the Caribbean and used to breed on Sint Eustatius. Despite regular 

searching no birds were sighted either at a colony or out to sea. It is advisable that future research 

should be directed towards monitoring all known Red-billed Tropicbird Phaethon aethereus colonies 

for White-tailed Tropicbirds and understanding the disappearance of the latter from the island. A 

multitude of other species have been recorded on nearby Caribbean islands (e.g. over 200 on St 

Christopher) and it is worth looking to these islands to gauge what should also be occurring on Sint 

Eustatius. Species such as the Antillean Euphonia Euphonia musica, the Near Threatened Piping 

Plover Charadrius melodus, and the Lesser Antillean Flycatcher Myiarchus oberi should be on the 

radar. Time spent looking for pelagic species will no doubt also show regular passage of species not 

typically seen on terra firma e.g. wildfowl. 
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