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Cover Picture By SAM WILLIAMS
Oscar, a beautiful and charismatic Yellow-
shouldered Amazon (Amazona barbadensis).
Originally from mainland Venezuela he is
now one of many pet parrots on Bonaire.
His colouration is certainly different to
other pet barbadensis on Bonaire, could this
support the classification of the island
subspecies (A. b. rothschildi) or is it simply
natural variation? This question has major
conservation implications yet it has still not
been answered to science’s satisfaction.
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Bonaire’s ‘Lora’
By SAM WILLIAMS
The Yellow-shouldered Amazon Parrot (Amazona barbadensis) is
certainly not one of the rarest parrots in the world today. There are small populations
on four Caribbean islands and a few more isolated populations are scattered over the
northern coastal areas of Venezuela. On the island of Bonaire alone there are
estimated to be around 400 of these charismatic birds. Numbers however, do not
paint the full picture. The wild populations of the Yellow-shouldered Amazon have
experienced habitat loss, drought, predation and most significantly intense poaching.
There may be a few thousand individuals of this species in total and the populations
may appear stable but with so few young birds joining the wild adults each year as a
result of poaching, the wild populations are ageing. If nothing is done then in a matter
of years these populations will almost certainly crash.

During the 2003 summer I visited Bonaire
to learn about the island’s Yellow-
shouldered Amazon population and to help
with their conservation. Few people have
heard of this Dutch island and most of
those who have, know of Bonaire because
of the beautiful reefs that surround it.
Indeed these reefs are considered the best
in the Caribbean and diving-associated-
tourism has become a major part of the
island’s economy. The value of the reefs
has brought about an outstanding level of
environmental awareness and protection.
Fortunately the community’s awareness is
not limited to the marine world. The
Yellow-shouldered Amazon, known locally
as Lora, is a highly regarded and protected
species and the island’s government is
actively involved in working towards their
conservation. There have been awareness
campaigns in previous years and last year a
ringing campaign took place whereby all
pet Loras were given a unique ring. If
anyone is now found with a pet Lora that

does not have one of these rings they face a
serious fine and the confiscation of their pet
(See PsittaScene Feb 2003). 
The parrots live in a dry thorny habitat
made up of relatively small trees, bushes
and many cacti. They feed on a variety of
fruit and seeds from both native and

Groups of Lora will forage together and
can land on spiky cactus with remarkable
ease.

Dear Members,

We always look forward to hearing the latest from the field, especially when they’re
from new projects, countries or species new to us at the Trust.  With pleasure we
include such a report from a field project we have supported recently in the Caribbean.

Several years ago we heard from Paul Butler at RARE asking if we might help a
ringing and amnesty initiative to protect the native Yellow-shouldered Amazons on
Bonaire in the Netherlands Antilles.  You’ll recall reading about this effort in
PsittaScene Vol 15 No 1 Feb 2003 in which we connected colleagues in Bonaire with a
supply of discounted bands, and through our Benelux branch, supplied them with
copies of the ‘Happy Healthy Parrot’ leaflet printed in Dutch. Since our understanding
of the wild birds remained largely a mystery, we were lucky to interest Sam Williams
in this species and encourage him to spend several months exploring conservation
opportunities there.   After reading his rich and detailed article you'll surely share our
hope that he’s able to continue this work in future years.

As always, thank you all for your continued support.  We wish you all the best for a
happy and healthy 2004.

Jamie Gilardi, Director



cultivated plants. They are also able to feed
directly from the juicy tips of cacti
although this does not appear to be their
favourite food. Lack of rain is a common
problem and this obviously has a major
impact on the whole ecosystem. The Loras
have learnt that when food availability is
low in their natural habitat, people’s
gardens in the two towns may offer better
foraging.
When I first arrived I was amazed to see
parrots hanging out of trees and feeding all
over Kralendijk, the main town. Last year
Bonaire received only 105mm of rain up to
and including September, less than half the
typical average for that period. In previous
years drought has been a massive problem
for the Loras and on at least two occasions
literally hundreds of parrots are believed to
have died despite the honourable efforts of
islanders to provide fruit. Tolerance toward
roaming parrots stripping delicious fruit
from garden trees is remarkably high and
this is almost certainly a result of the
earlier campaign work. Some rain did
finally arrive in July and this brought about

a considerable change to
the habitat and the
distribution of parrots.
Almost overnight trees and
bushes were growing
leaves and the parrots
disappeared from the
towns. 

While the birds were in
and around Kralendijk
there had been three main
roost sites within a few
kilometers of the town
center and each night 20 to
40 birds could be seen at
each one. Immediately
following the July rains
these roosts were almost
empty. I had been told the
location of a number of
other roosts outside of the
towns but before the rains
most of these had been
inactive. Suddenly these
areas were busy with
parrots again and one in
particular had over 60
birds. This was at the head
of a small valley and the
noise just before nightfall
was truly fantastic. 

A poor
breeding season
Loras are known to nest in
tree and rock cavities.
There are very few trees on
the island large enough to
form a cavity suitable for
an amazon and

unfortunately it seems any tree nest that
was once active had also been poached. In
what can only be described as a thoughtless
and shortsighted approach poachers have
cut access holes into cavities with
chainsaws which of course renders the
cavity useless for future breeding seasons.
This year there was very little sign of the
parrots breeding and this was almost
certainly due to the lack of rainfall. I found
only two nests that were active and both of
these were in rock cavities on cliff faces,
one on a hilltop, the other near to the sea.
This was a limited sample but it no less
provided me with the opportunity to
observe the Lora’s nesting behaviour and to
find out what pressures the breeding birds
faced specifically on Bonaire. 
The first sign of breeding I observed was a
male feeding a female in a treetop at dusk.
The female was very persistent in her
begging and she received a huge amount of
food from the male over ten minutes or so.
Then gradually the pair made their way up
the hillside, stopping in a few trees along
the way. By the time the pair reached the
small cliff outcrop at the top of the hill the
light was fading and they were so far away
they were only tiny green dots in my
binoculars. I strained to see what was
happening but sure enough one green dot
disappeared into a cavity and shortly after,
the other flew back down the valley toward
a roost site. I had found a nest! The female
was roosting in the cavity but the male
probably went to a communal roost.
With the use of climbing equipment it was
later possible to get to the cavity. The first
inspection revealed the pair had two eggs
and a newly hatched chick. Both of the
eggs hatched and I was able to follow the

Sam Williams with a Yellow-shouldered Amazon. Photo: Rebecca Tempest

Pictures of Lora can be found in many prominent places
around the two towns.
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early development of the chicks but
unfortunately pearly-eyed thrashers
(Margarops fuscatus) attempted to take
over the nest and within 10 days of the
eldest chick hatching all of them had been
killed. After the joy of finding a completely
unexpected active nest the loss of these
three chicks was terrible.   
An abseil down to the cavity of the second
nest (near to the sea) revealed that it would
not be possible to conduct inspections. The
entrance tunnel was over 2 meters long. I

still continued to visit and observe the
pair's behaviour but I was unhappy to note
the regular presence of pearly-eyed
thrashers. The pair seemed to feel the same
way about the thrashers and they would
perform aggressive displays. These would
include tail fanning and stretching their
wings upward while screaming loudly.
Unfortunately this nest also failed and
because of the repeated observations of
thrashers in the vicinity of the nest I believe
they were the cause. 

From the nest monitoring last year it would
seem that the pearly-eyed thrasher is a
serious problem. Future work will have to
involve a greater number of nests so that it
is possible to determine whether this is
indeed the case for the Lora population on
Bonaire as a whole. If in actual fact only a
small percentage of nests are lost to
thrashers then perhaps our conservation
efforts would be more effective if directed
at other problems. This highlights the
importance of studying the parrots first to
learn what are the most serious problems
and then making informed conservation
management decisions.  

Improving the care of
captive Loras
During the 2002 registration campaign,
over 600 pet parrots were banded. There
are therefore more captive Lora on Bonaire
than there are in the wild. This is despite it
having been illegal to take parrots from
wild nests. Hopefully the ringing work and
enforcement of the parrots' protected status
will now contribute to a reduction in
poaching. As the ringing work was
completed Lora owners were asked the age
of their pet and the results were alarming;
approximately half of the captive Loras are
(said to be) less than 5 years of age and
less than a quarter are over 10 years old.
These numbers suggest that in the last five
years around 300 chicks have been taken
from the wild, but actually the figure may
well be many more because this does not
account for chicks that died. The lowSam searching for nest holes in rock cavities on cliff faces. Photo: Rebecca Tempest

The endemic island subspecies of Brown-
throated Conure (Aratinga pertinax
xanthogenia) feed on cactus fruit.
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number of older pet birds suggests that
many of these captive birds are dying
young, the obvious cause being poor care. 

If the level of care given to pet parrots was
improved then it may serve to benefit both
the captive and the wild birds. Firstly the
captive birds would have a better quality of
life and secondly if captive parrots lived
longer then the pressure on the wild nests
would, in theory, be reduced. With this in
mind a pet care campaign was launched.
Fortunately, I had been introduced to Anna
Pauletta, a Bonairean lady who had been on
the ringing team last year. It seemed she
knew everybody on the island and as a
parrot keeper herself she was keen to learn
and promote good parrot care. Having
Anna front the campaign made a real
difference because not only could she
speak Papiamentu the local language, but
the local people respected her and were
interested to learn from her. 

For each of the eight weeks the campaign
ran we promoted an aspect of good parrot
care. These included having a large cage,
giving the bird attention, providing fresh
wood and, most importantly, diet. We
visited Lora owners who were doing one of
these components well and they became the
campaign’s “Owner of the week”. Their
pictures appeared in the local papers
(English and Papiamentu) along with an
article discussing why they had been
chosen and why that aspect was important
for good care, often with a comparison to
the wild parrot’s behaviour. These articles
were also aired on the island's radio.
Promoting parrot care whilst not
encouraging others to want to keep parrots
proved challenging but we made sure that
every article reminded the reader that the
Lora is a protected species.  

Further study and
conservation
In the short term a study of the nesting
Lora and the pressures they face is clearly a
priority.  In 2003 the lack of rainfall limited
the possibility of this. Of course this itself
is important information. Rainfall and food
availability will have to be monitored in
future for comparison with breeding

success. I have been invited to return to
Bonaire to continue my work and I am
currently preparing a funding proposal.
The long-term conservation of the Lora
will depend on a much broader
investigation. There remains some doubt
over the possible island sub-species
classification of Amazona barbadensis
rothschildi and this has considerable
implications for their conservation. I am
currently seeking funding for a 3-year
Ph.D. study with Dr Jim Groombridge from
the Durrell Institute of Conservation and
Ecology at the University of Kent at
Canterbury. This study will investigate the
species issue by evaluating morphological
and genetic variation. Furthermore I will
investigate how severe drought affects the
Lora’s reproductive output and their ability
to maintain genetic diversity. These are two
key parameters that foster recovery and of
course the information gained from this
study could be used to benefit the future
conservation of other species. 

Acknowledgements
It would not have been possible to conduct
this work without the support of the World
Parrot Trust and once again I am very
grateful for their support. Additional
support for this work came from the
Amazona Society USA and the Amazona
Society UK and this allowed me to prolong
my stay and learn more. The Parrot Society
UK contributed to the Lora Care

The pet care campaign encouraged putting captive Lora in garden trees for exercise
and stimulation.

Many tree nests have been destroyed by poachers chain-sawing access holes in to them
(left hole). Sam and Rebecca measure the nest to learn about this Amazon’s nest site
preferences.
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Calendar
The Parrots At Play Calendar

Program was initiated last year
to raise funds to help birds.  The
heart of this annual program is a
photo contest which runs from

Feb 1st to June 30th and is open
to all bird owners.  

Net proceeds benefit non-profit
avian organisations.  You can

participate in two ways:
1. Enter your bird in the photo

contest; contest rules and
details are available at

www.parrots-at-play.org
2. Buy a calendar; 2004

calendars are still available and
the 2005 calendar will be ready
for distribution in September,

2004.  
You can purchase a calendar for
$15 plus $1.80pp on-line or by

mail to Parrots At Play
Calendar, P O Box 890235,

Weymouth, MA 02189, USA,
Tel (001) 781 331 5845, and
designate a donation to the

World Parrot Trust. 
Full program details are

available at 
www.parrots-at-play.org

Wild Lora eat nearly 30 different food items.

Campaign, which will hopefully improve
the lives of many parrots. I met many
wonderful people on Bonaire and all their
encouragement and support will not be
forgotten. My girlfriend Rebecca Tempest
visited Bonaire for a holiday at her own
expense for 2 of the 4 months I was there.

Her “holiday” included getting up at
4.30am, cycling over 15 miles before
dawn and sitting watching parrots (on her
own) for hours on end. For a “non parrot
person” her contribution to this project
was massive and I am deeply
indebted.


