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College of The Bahamas Students Discover Rare Birds

Increased Numbers Give Hope for Species

ELEUTHERA, Bahamas. — An unprecedented discovery of 30 Kirtland's Warblers at 12 different localities was made in central and southern Eleuthera this past winter (December 2002-February 2003). Counts of the species in The Bahamas have not been this high since the late 1800s. Moreover, counts of this magnitude have never before been recorded in Eleuthera; only 28 have been seen on the island in the last 162 years.


The Kirtland's Warbler is one of North America's most endangered migratory songbirds, having limited geographic distribution. The birds breed only in Michigan and spend the winters only in The Bahamas archipelago.


Despite intensive studies and conservation efforts on the Michigan breeding grounds, which have raised the Kirtland's Warbler population to approximately 2,000 birds, little is known regarding the species' winter biology. This void of knowledge has hampered conservation efforts in The Bahamas.


Two recent graduates of the College of The Bahamas – Ancilleno "Leno" Davis of Nassau and Zeko McKenzie of Freeport – and other members of the project team - discovered the 30 birds while participating in the Kirtland's Warbler Research and Training (KWRT) Project. Dr. Dave Currie of the United Kingdom is the field director of the project. 


This winter's discoveries also include a sighting of a uniquely color-ringed male Kirtland's Warbler that was identified by biologists on the Michigan breeding grounds. It is believed to be at least seven years old. Given that these birds complete a round trip migration of about 3,000 miles from Michigan to The Bahamas each year, this bird has traveled over 21,000 miles in its life to date.


These findings build on a March 2002 discovery of a concentration of eight to ten warblers at a site in South Eleuthera. The Ornithology Group of The Bahamas National Trust made those sightings.


The KWRT Project is the first of its kind in The Bahamas, one that "builds Bahamian terrestrial biologists." It provides field experience and training to students with the objective of strengthening the capacity of Bahamians to monitor, manage and protect natural areas to conserve threatened and endangered species. In addition to conducting research, the students have given talks at local schools to highlight the project, conservation issues, and the opportunities for Bahamian students. 


Students are encouraged to obtain additional training by completing a four-year university degree in natural resources management in the United States. Leno trained in the Kirtland's Warbler breeding grounds in Michigan last summer, and has recently been accepted into Central Michigan University.  Zeko is set to head to Michigan this summer to take part in a similar training program. The summer internships in Michigan are supported through The Nature Conservancy, the US Forest Service and the Kirtland’s Warbler Recovery Team.


The KWRT Project has generated significant information that will be available to The Bahamas National Trust, Ministry of Tourism and The Nature Conservancy to help with the development of bird-based Ecotourism opportunities for the people of South Eleuthera and The Bahamas as a whole.


The Kirtland's Warbler Research and Training Project is funded by a grant from the International Program of the U.S. Forest Service to The Nature Conservancy in collaboration with the USFS's International Institute of Tropical Forestry (Puerto Rico). Both organizations are working in cooperation with the Bahamian government, The Bahamas National Trust and the College of The Bahamas. For further information contact Eric Carey at The Bahamas National Trust at (242) 393-1317 or ecarey@bahamas.net.bs.
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Photo Caption: Ancilleno Davis (right) and Zeko McKenzie (left) with Kirtland's Warbler in the Bahamas.

