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A B S T R A C T 

The islands of  the West Indies have undergone extensive habitat change due to man's 
agricultural, industrial and housing needs. Substantial deforestation  began in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries and has continued to the present on most islands, although in 
Puerto Rico a shift  from  an agrarian to an industrial economic base has led to a recent 
increase in forested  lands. Population declines have characterized forest-dwelling  raptors: 
of  particular concern are the Cuban and Grenadan populations of  the Hook-billed Kite, 
Gundlach's Hawk (Cuba), the Puerto Rican, Hispaniolan and Cuban races of  the Sharp-
shinned Hawk, Ridgway's Hawk (Hispaniola), the Puerto Rican Broad-winged Hawk, the 
Hispaniolan Stygian Owl and Newton's Screech Owl. Also of  concern are wintering 
populations of  the Peregrine Falcon and Merlin which, through their prey, continue to 
accumulate persistent pesticides. Status, threats and conservation measures are discussed 
for  each of  these species. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Tropical forests  are in worldwide decline due to a number of  human-related 
factors,  primarily (1) conversion to agriculture, (2) fuelwood  gathering, and (3) 
poorly-managed logging. Behind these direct causes are the more fundamental 
problems of  rapidly-increasing human populations, lack of  advancement in 
agricultural technology, and absence of  employment opportunities outside the 
agricultural sector. In the ever-expanding quest for  food  supplies, shifting  agricul-
ture and clearing of  closed forests  for  pastures have been the major contributors 
to forest  loss in the West Indies. Although native peoples cleared forested  lands, 
substantial loss did not occur until after  European man colonized the islands and 
populations underwent rapid growth in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
On some islands, forested  lands have been completely cut over. Puerto Rico is the 
extreme example of  the speed and thoroughness of  this habitat destruction. At the 
time of  Columbus' discovery (1493), Puerto Rico was forest-covered.  By 1828 
more than one-third of  the island had been cleared (Capo 1925) and by 1949 less 
than three percent was still under virgin or partially-felled  forest (Wadsworth 
1949). In contrast to the continuing trend of  forest  clearing throughout the 
Caribbean, on Puerto Rico the area of  forest  has vastly increased since the 1950s 
as a result of  a shift  from  an agrarian to an industrial economic base. 
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Other islands, though not yet as extreme as Puerto Rico in achieving complete 
habitat alteration, are continuing to lose their forests  at a steadily accelerating 
rate. Although some islands (e.g. Dominica) have retained substantial pre-
Columbian forest  lands, primarily due to low human population (but in some 
instances because of  far-sighted  conservation programmes by the governments), 
the value of  these areas for  agriculture and timber production will place increasing 
pressure on them. 

Although some species of  savannah raptors have benefited  by the destruction 
of  forests  (e.g. Short-eared Owl (Asioflammeus)),  most forest  species have been 
adversely affected.  Persecution by man due to superstition or protection of 
livestock has further  reduced these populations. Man has also indirectly in-
fluenced  West Indian raptors through the introduction of  exotic predators and 
competitors, and through recent use of  agricultural chemicals. Roof  Rats (Rattus 
rattus),  which are egg and chick predators, arrived with the first  European 
explorers. Mongooses (Herpestes  auropunctatus),  introduced on most islands in 
the nineteenth century to control feral  rats, are important predators of  ground-
nesting raptors (e.g. Puerto Rican Short-eared Owl (A.  f.  portoricensis)).  Intro-
duced honeybees (Apis mellifera)  compete with cavity-nesting species (e.g. 
Puerto Rican Screech Owl (Otus  nudipes))  for  nest sites. Additionally, some 
species (especially the bird-feeding  migrants) are exposed to increasing levels of 
chemical pollutants used for  agriculture. 

In this survey I will highlight wet forest  species of  raptors of  particular concern 
in the West Indies, mentioning status and reason(s) for  concern and with 
recommended conservation measures needed to preserve populations. 

S P E C I E S A C C O U N T S 

Hook-billed Kite (Chondrohierax  unicinatus) 
Both West Indian races of  this kite are of  concern. Although Greenway (1967) 
suggested that the Cuban Hook-billed Kite (C. u. wilsoni) might be in danger of 
extinction, Garrido & Montana (1975) have more recently reported it as rare but 
localized. C. u. unicinatus formerly  occurred on Trinidad but was apparently 
extirpated from  that island more than 100 years ago (ffrench 1973). Bond (1979) 
considered the nearby Grenada race (C.  u. mirus) on the verge of  extinction. 
Hurricane damage to forests  and, perhaps more importantly, loss of  prey (land 
snails) through habitat destruction, competition with introduced species and 
control programmes have contributed to its decline (Smith & Temple 1982). 
Shooting of  birds is also a likely factor.  Immediate steps should be taken to 
preserve the habitat and food  supplies of  the kite, particularly on Grenada. 

Sharp-shinned Hawk (Accipiter  striatus) 
All three resident races have experienced apparent declines related to loss of  their 
restricted habitat, the mature montane forest.  Although the Cuban Sharp-
shinned Hawk (A.  s. fringilloides)  formerly  inhabited lowland wet forests  (now 
destroyed), the species is today found  only in montane forests  (Garrido & 
Montana 1975). While Garrido (1967) considered it as one of  the two rarest hawks 
in Cuba, the Sharp-shinned Hawk has generally been reported as widespread 
(though uncommon) in suitable habitat throughout Cuba and the Isle of  Pines 
(now Isle of  Youth) (Bond 1956; Garrido & Montana 1975). 

Wetmore & Swales (1931) found  the Hispaniolan race (A.  s. striatus)  to be 
locally common in the forested  areas of  the interior. However, Dod (1978, 1981) 


