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Busy on Bonaire
By SAM WILLIAMS and ROWAN MARTIN

Introduction from Sam Williams’ blog - soon to appear on WPT’s
redesigned website…(Blog is short for weblog, which is a frequently
updated journal, or newsletter intended for public viewing.)

I first visited the Caribbean island of Bonaire in 2003 to work with
the Yellow-shouldered Amazon Parrot (Amazona barbadensis) and
get an idea of their situation. The visit was funded primarily by WPT
with contributions coming from the US and UK Amazona Societies
and the Parrot Society UK. The fieldwork showed that there are a
number of issues that conservation work must tackle to protect the parrots, but the good news is that the people of Bonaire are very
keen to do what they can to help. Look back to PsittaScene Vol 16 No 1 Feb 2004 to see what I was up to.

I worked with my good friend Andrew Beckerman following the 2003 field season to develop ideas of what conservation-orientated
research could be done on Bonaire and together we created a research position at the University of Sheffield, England. I am now a
PhD candidate, and the main focus of my work will be to look at the factors that limit the parrot population here on Bonaire. My aim
is to identify problems the birds face to best direct future conservation efforts. 

This time I am not the only parrot researcher on the island. Rowan Martin, another English lad (with better taste in hats. Ed.), will
also be doing research on the Amazons with WPT support. Our projects are independent but it’s great because we can really help
each other and achieve more through working together. Ro’s studies will look at the parrot’s monogamous mating system and the
roles of males and females. Among birds, sexual monogamy (as opposed to social monogamy) is actually very rare and he is
interested in investigating the driving forces behind it.

Amazon parrots rarely come to the ground. The fact that the Yellow-shouldered Amazon does has been helpful to researchers as it
provides an opportunity to capture them. Once in hand they can be weighed, measured, ringed and examined before being released. 

Rowan (left) and Sam by the Lora project truck which was
purchased with WPT funding. 

The Yellow-shouldered Amazon is found
in several isolated populations, one of
which is the Dutch island of Bonaire in
the Southern Caribbean. Our work
actually began in October 2005 as we
defined our projects and began preparing
for the field season. The 2006 breeding
season will be our first of three seasons in
the field, working with these charismatic
birds to learn more about their ecology
and endangerment. Between field seasons
we'll be in England where we are based
at the University of Sheffield.
The World Parrot Trust has been involved
with the parrots on Bonaire previously. In
2002 WPT assisted the island wide amnesty
of illegal captive parrots, (see PS Vol 15 No

1, Feb 03). In 2003 Sam travelled to
Bonaire with WPT support to look into the
parrot’s situation and develop links with
people on the island (see PS Vol 16 No 1,
Feb 04). Our current research projects have
come about as a result of that initial visit.
We are grateful to have the continued
support of the World Parrot Trust, in
partnership with the UK funding body, the
Natural Environment Research Council.

We have made use of WPT’s support to
purchase a vehicle capable of getting us
and our equipment into the field. We saw
this as a good financial move because of
the prohibitive expense of car hire. With the
WPT Palm Cockatoo logo on the doors, we
think it shows the local community that we
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are serious in our commitment to help
conserve the Lora (as the parrot is known
locally). The Caribbean Research and
Management of Biodiversity (CARMABI)
foundation, based on Curacao, also
contributed to the purchase of the truck.

On many occasions we work together in the
field and this is a great advantage of having
two research projects running
simultaneously. However, our projects are
independent and we each aim to explore
different aspects of the Lora’s ecology. One
of us (Sam) is focused on looking at the
factors that currently limit the Lora
population while the other (Rowan), is
investigating aspects of their breeding
behaviour.
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What’s limiting Loras? 
By Sam Williams
Parrots are part of an ecosystem and like all
animals and plants their population size is
kept in check by other species in that
ecosystem. The parrots on Bonaire appear
to be influenced by numerous factors, some
of which are natural, others result from
human activities. I’minterested in looking
at the extent to which these factors limit the
Yellow-shouldered Amazon population.
When we know what the biggest problems
are, we can make the best use of future
conservation efforts. 

Examples of natural population limits
include competition, disease and predation.
Habitat destruction and species
introductions are limiting factors that result
from human activities. In addition to the
usual limits that most species face, almost
all parrots are troubled by poaching
because they are highly desired as pets. For
the Yellow-shouldered Amazon on Bonaire
these are all serious factors because like
most large parrots they are slow breeders
(compared to something like a small
songbird) but also because their island
population is quite small (due to the
island’s size).

There are an estimated 400 wild amazon
parrots on Bonaire and they have been
protected by law since 1952. Poaching
continued despite the parrot’s status and
there are over 600 captive Lora on the
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island. Hopefully poaching is less of a
factor since the registration campaign (see
PS Vol 15 No 1, Feb 03) but it will clearly
have had a serious impact on the parrot
population. Rats and the aggressive Pearly-
eyed Thrasher (Margarops fuscatus) may
also have a negative impact on the number
of fledglings leaving a nest. I will look at
various stages of the parrot’s lives and
hopefully get an idea of which of these is
having the biggest impact.

I have been following the bird’s nesting
attempts to see the number of eggs laid,
how many of those hatch, if the chicks
survive to fledging, and if not, why not.
Most of the chicks we know of are rung
(banded). By ringing individuals, whether
it’s chicks in the nest or wild adults, it will
be possible to monitor many aspects of the
Lora’s natural history including which
survive to fledging and on to adulthood. 

Most of the breeding parrots we know of
nest in cliffs and this is probably because
virtually all the trees big enough to have a
parrot-sized cavity also have chainsaw
holes in them! Poachers have cut holes
directly into the tree trunks in order to
extract chicks.  Nest inspections typically
involve abseiling (rappelling) the cliffs.
Extracting a chick can be interesting as
many of the cavities are deep and have tight
entrances. I use a ladle to scoop the chicks
up or pull them into reach, but even so I
typically have the entire length of my arm
in the nest. In addition to checking that the
chicks are still with us I monitor their
growth and check them for parasites.
Rowan and I are also interested in looking
at the bird’s DNA. I am interested in
studying the genetic variation within the
population and the level of inbreeding.
Both of these factors can influence the
long-term survival of a species.

Another component of my research this
year involves simply trying to determine
what the parrots want. We know where they
feed, where they nest and even where some
of them sleep but why do they choose those
specific locations and not others? To
attempt to answer this question I am
conducting habitat assessments in many
areas throughout the island. To do this I
have selected a number of important parrot

Nests are often deep and chick extraction is difficult - often involving “the magic ladle”
and supreme concentration!
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With the infra red camera it’s possible to see how mum divides the food.
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Chicks are checked for parasites, weighed and measured to follow their development.
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locations including feeding, nesting and
roosting sites. In addition, I will visit over
20 randomly selected areas to compare the
different habitat characteristics between
sites the parrots use and those they do not.
The kind of habitat characteristics
I’mlooking at includes plant species
composition, food availability and physical
structure (e.g. big or small trees). 

While I am at each location I also spend 15
minutes counting all the birds and animals
in the area. In particular I’minterested in
the parrots, the endemic sub-species of
Brown-throated Conure (Aratinga pertinax
xanthogenius), the Pearly-eyed Thrasher
and the introduced Troupial (Icterus
icterus) which at certain times may be a
food competitor. As I am out and about alot
I get to have some great experiences, such
as watching wild pigs from 1 metre,
caracaras hunting on the ground or
hummingbirds checking out the pink plastic
tape I use to mark the location. 

By the time I return to the UK in
September I hope to have collected alot of
information on the parrot’s requirements
and their breeding success. I’ll also have a
number of blood samples that I will be
analysing over the winter to study the
population’s genetics. I will have to don a
lab coat and learn a whole load of different
techniques that are as important to the
parrot’s conservation work as abseiling
down cliffs to handle baby parrots. I think I
already know which one I will prefer! 

A day in the field. 
By Rowan Martin
Perched on a cliff edge I train the telescope
on a nest entrance in the rock face opposite
and wait. From my vantage point I can look
down on the lives of the Loras as they go
about their business in the canyon below. A
male begins to call and the sound
reverberates between the weathered cliffs.
Eventually the female responds, leaving her
eggs and joining him in a tree to be fed.

She begs and the feeding session begins.
Meanwhile, I am frantically recording all
that is going on: who is doing what, to
whom and when - all information that will
hopefully provide insight into why some
pairs are more successful than others when
it comes to raising chicks.

The purpose of my research on Bonaire is
two-fold. On one level I am collecting
valuable information on the Lora’s breeding
biology. I am following numerous pairs at
different sites around the island and this
will inform local conservation efforts. In
the bigger picture - what we learn here will
enhance our understanding of why these
and other parrots are monogamous and also
how this unusual mating system affects the
rate of reproduction.

Today, like every day in the field, I am in
equal parts enthralled and frustrated. What
I am discovering is that each pair is very
different. Just as I think I know them and
can predict their actions, they change things
- a different call, a different time of day or
even a different pair arrives to upset things.
In this instance the feeding pair is
interrupted. Another pair has landed nearby
and begun to call. The male breaks off
feeding to call back and the screeches echo
up and down the canyon. As the conflict
escalates, calls are accompanied by the
raising of wings and fanning of tails. The
sound changes to a more guttural growl
before the male flies directly at the other
pair forcing them to take off and move
down the valley. The female retreats to the
nest, perhaps a little hungrier than usual -
something I hope the data may reveal. 

It is interactions such as these that are
particularly interesting. The decisions of
males and females and how they respond to
each other could be critical in determining
which partnerships are successful. 

That morning Sam and I had abseiled from

An amazon pair tail fanning in display at the nest. 
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Parrot pair preening as the breeding season begins.  Notice that the lower bird is nibbling the toe of the other.

Trying to locate nests in prime parrot habitat. 
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Chicks are monitored using an infra red camera mounted in a second nest entrance.
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the cliff to check the nest. Instead of the
four eggs that had been on the previous
check there were now only 3, but also one
tiny naked chick. This is great news and we
are following several nests with similarly
large clutches. Good rains earlier in the
year may have prompted the adults to be a
bit more ambitious than usual. Of course
more chicks means a greater workload for
the parents and this will affect how they
interact. It will be interesting to observe
how the decisions of each pair differ and in
turn affect their breeding success. Over the
next few months I look forward to
following each of the pairs as they work
together to turn the eggs they have into the
next generation of Bonairean Loras. 

Meanwhile the sun drops lower and the
cliffs begin to glow red. For the past half-
hour the male has been perched attentively
outside the nest. Seemingly satisfied that
all is well, he releases a gentle call and flies
off up the valley to his roost for the night. I
make my final entry in my notebook, pack
up my spotting scope and head home for
the night. I will be back in the field before
day-break to follow a different pair as they
continue the job of parenthood.

Once we get our heads around the
information we have collected this season
both of us will write again for PsittaScene
and we'll let you know what we have
found and how the babies did.




