FIRST RECORD OF BUFFLEHEAD (BUCEPHALA ALBEOLA) FOR THE LESSER ANTILLES
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Abstract.- During wetland bird surveys of St. Martin on 22 January 2004, a female Bufflehead (Bucephala
albeola) was observed at Grand Etang. This is the first confirmed record for this species in the Lesser
Antilles.
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Resumen.- Durante investigaciones de los aves humedales en St. Martin el 22 de enero 2004, una hembra
de la especie Bucephala albeola fue observada en Grand Etang. Esta observacion es el primer recuerdo
que sabemos por este especie en los Antillas Menores.

Palabras clave: Bucephala albeola, St. Martin, Antillas Menores, estado.

OBSERVATION

While completing a regular monthly wetland survey at Grand Etang on St. Martin, we observed a
small duck among a group of 12 Lesser Scaup (Aythya affinis). This duck, first seen from about 250
meters, was observed to be constantly diving and therefore very hard to see using binoculars or a spotting
scope. The bird, in the company of the Lesser Scaup, slowly approached our observation area while it
foraged, approaching to within approximately 25 meters of us.

The bird was observed to dive often, staying underwater for periods of over a minute, surfacing for
short periods and then diving again. The bird was observed to preen for short periods between diving. It
would roll on its side and reveal its flanks, chest and belly. It was observed in the company of 12 Lesser
Scaup during the entire observation.

The bird was observed in good light, as the sun was behind us, through 10 power binoculars and
through a 50 power spotting scope. Additionally, approximately 30 photos of the bird were taken with our
digital camera through a spotting scope.

DESCRIPTION

Initial overall impressions of this species, were that it was a small duck, with a small bill. The tail
appeared to be small and stiff, and it had a conspicuous white patch on its head. Specifically, the head of
the duck was mostly dark chocolate brown with darker areas near the eyes, adjacent to the bill, and through
the median crown area. The nape, forward auricular area, and collar of the bird appeared a lighter shade of
brown than the aforementioned areas. There was a distinct small oval white patch on the rear auriculars,
covering approximately an eighth of the side of the head. The bill of the bird was gray and was very small,
perhaps a third of the size of the head.

The chest of the bird was light gray brown, which washed onto the flanks. The belly of the bird
appeared to be dirty white.

The wings of the bird were brown, and contrasted with the brown on the crown and nape. The
inner secondaries were white, while the rest of the flight feathers were brown. The bird’s back was spotted
with dark chocolate and brown feathers, apparently going through some active body molt. The wings were
seen open and no flight feather molt was observed.

The rump of the bird, observed while the bird was cleaning, was dark chocolate brown, similar in
shade to the crown and nape of the bird. The short, stiff tail of the bird was also colored dark brown. The
legs of the bird were not seen well, but appeared to be black in color.

DISCUSSION
This record of Bufflehead constitutes the first known record for this species in the Lesser Antilles,
and in fact, east of Puerto Rico.



The Bufflehead’s breeding range is widespread in North America, extending from Alaska east
across Canada into Quebec. The species also breeds in many northern states in the western and mid-west
United States (Gauthier 1993; Laughlin et a/ 1982). Buffleheads from east of Alberta migrate to the eastern
United States and the Gulf of Mexico while the birds from western Canada migrate along the Pacific
Flyway. During migration, the species is regularly recorded in most states within the United States, with the
notable exception of southern Florida, where there are very few records (Gauthier 1993).

The species wintering range is along the majority of the United States Atlantic seaboard, the entire
Pacific seaboard and along much of the Gulf Coast. The wintering range also spreads southward into both
Mainland and Baja Mexico. On the wintering grounds, the species tend to concentrate along the coasts,
with no particular area harboring the majority of the population (Gauthier 1993).

In the West Indies, the species is rarely recorded. In Cuba, the Bufflehead’s status is very rare. The
species is considered a vagrant in the Bahamas, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico. With the exception of a
questionable record for the species in St. Lucia, there are no records for this species east of Puerto Rico,
including in the Virgin Islands and the Lesser Antilles (Bond 1987; Evans 1990; Keith 1997; Raffaele
1998).

Its overwintering habitat generally includes fresh water ponds, lakes and rivers. However, the
species will readily use saltwater lagoons, bays, and often sheltered saltwater bays (Sibley 2000).

Heavy early winter rains filled many of the wetlands on the island to near-capacity, creating
extensive diving duck habitat, while at the same time reducing numbers of non-diving duck species. The
pond that the Bufflehead was found on is, in most years, a shallow pond that attracts mostly wading birds
and dabbling ducks. The observation of 12 Lesser Scaup in the pond is notable as well, as the species is
considered a vagrant through most of the Lesser Antilles, and was only recently first recorded on St. Martin
(Brown and Collier 2003b, in prep). In the past three years, we have observed one or two Lesser Scaup on
St. Martin, but never before on Grand Etang.

The ongoing wetlands research project on the St. Martin has revealed many significant results in
the status and distribution of wetland birds for the region (Brown and Collier 2003a). Regular monthly
wetland surveys of the entire island have shown important results including multiple new island records for
species as well as documentation of breeding range extension of the Ruddy Duck (Oxyura jamaicensis),
into the Lesser Antilles (Brown and Collier 2003a, in prep, Brown and Collier 2003b, in prep.). Most
certainly, continued research into the wetlands of the Lesser Antilles will reveal a more accurate status of
wetland birds within the region.
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