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Erroneous and unconfirm ed bird records 
from  Belize: setting the record straight

b y  H .  L e e  J o n e s

R ece ived  13 J u n e  2001

Ideally, a bird species should not be included on any country list w ithout proper 
docum entation, no m atter how m any tim es the bird has been reported, how likely it 
is to occur, or how easy it m ay be to identify. D ocum entation need only consist o f 
enough inform ation to elim inate all other species conclusively. Som etim es this is 
straightforw ard, som etim es not. I f  the credentials o f  the person reporting the species 
are not know n, then it is helpful (but not m andatory) if  the bird is photographed or 
m ore than one person sees and reports on the bird. For difficult-to-identify species, 
docum entation o f  the record can be m ore challenging, even for a seasoned veteran. 
In these cases, detailed  notes w ith field sketches and, ideally, a photograph or 
specim en m ay be necessary, or a tape-recording o f  calls/song where appropriate.
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Until a country’s expected avifauna has been clarified, it m ay be hard to know 
which species are rare enough to warrant documentation. Consequently, for countries 
w ith a relatively poorly characterized avifauna, few sight records are likely to be 
adequately docum ented. The “accepted” list is prim arily specim en-based. Such was 
the case for Belize (then British Honduras) when Russell (1964) published the first 
reasonably com prehensive avifauna for the country. Since 1964, birding has become 
increasingly popular in Belize. W ith this growing popularity, the num ber o f sight 
records has increased exponentially. Many, if  not m ost, sight records o f  rare and 
unexpected species, including first country records, were inadequately documented, 
if  at all. In some instances, birds were added to the popular checklists o f  the tim e 
based solely on verbal com m unications. For these, no perm anent record exists, and 
details such as date, locality, observer, and description, if  any, have long since been 
lost or forgotten.

A significant part o f  the problem  in understanding which species were and were 
not expected to occur in Belize was the result of: (1) birds that were poorly illustrated 
in the available field guides (e.g. Yellow-bellied Elaenia Elaenia flavogaster , various 
hawks), (2) a lack o f  understanding o f  the range o f  plum age variation (Ferruginous 
Pygmy-Owl Glaucidium brasilianum , Summer Tanager Piranga rubra , Black-cowled 
Oriole Icterus prosthem elas), (3) taxonom ic confusion (nightjars and potoos), (4) 
distribution (W hite-throated Sw ift Aeronautes saxatalis , Rufous-w inged Tanager 
Tangara lavinia , etc.), and (5) potential for vagrancy (Pine W arbler D endroica p inus , 
Lark Bunting Calamospiza m elanocorys , Song Sparrow M elospiza m elodia , etc.)

In the past decade, we have learned a lot about the expected avifauna, and 
conversely, the unexpected avifauna o f  Belize. The landm ark A guide to the birds o f  
M exico and  northern Central Am erica  (Howell & Webb 1995) was the turning point. 
Those authors questioned m any records that had been generally accepted by the 
birding community, and even a few that were considered a regular part o f  B elize’s 
avifauna. O f these species, m any have since been docum ented, but some rem ain 
undocum ented. Now is an appropriate tim e to review  those which rem ain unverified 
for Belize.

This publication is m y attem pt to set the record straight. It is also a call for 
information. For some o f  the species discussed in the following accounts, supporting 
evidence for their occurrence may well exist in som eone’s field journal or, perhaps, 
as photographs, or even a m isplaced specim en in a museum.

The following accounts are by no means the final word on this subject. They 
m erely reflect my opinion based on the inform ation at my disposal. The species 
included in these accounts have all appeared in literature, including peer-review ed 
journals, informal trip reports published in local or regional journals, and popular 
checklists and o ther m ateria l generally  availab le  to  the b ird ing  public. Such 
“publications” include the Belize Audubon Society Newsletter, all Christm as Bird 
C ounts (C B C s), pub lished  or o therw ise  w idely  d issem inated  check lists , and 
manuscripts deposited in government offices or institutions, libraries, and the Belizean 
National Archives in Belmopan. I do not include records gleaned from unpublished 
field notes, personal correspondence, w ord-of-m outh, or unavailable da tabases.
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It is not my intention to em barrass or offend anyone whose records I m ay have 
included in the accounts below  — only to bring to the attention o f  the reader those 
species included in docum ents and checklists in the public dom ain that I believe 
lack adequate  supporting  in form ation , and those species that m ay have been 
m isidentified based on a com bination o f  the observer’s lack o f  experience with birds 
in the region and his or her reliance on the lim ited and often inaccurate reference 
m aterial available at the tim e. There is no question that some o f  the species listed 
below  were, indeed, correctly identified. I m yself have recorded species new to 
Belize that m eet m y personal criteria for acceptance, but for w hich I was unable to 
obtain docum entation necessary for their general acceptance. For exam ple, I have 
heard the distinctive calls o f  A m erican Pipit Anthus rubescens in Belize, a species 
w ith which I am thoroughly fam iliar and which is also long overdue in Belize, but 
m y hearing o f  a vocalization o f  an unseen bird w ithout a tape-recording does not 
constitute adequate docum entation for the species’ inclusion on the Belize list. 
Som eday the occurrence o f  Am erican Pipit w ill be properly docum ented. A t that 
tim e, m y record will serve as supporting evidence for its occurrence in Belize.

W hile the opinions expressed and determ inations m ade in this paper are mine 
alone, it is im portant to note that Belize is in the process o f  establishing a bird- 
records com m ittee, w hose purpose will be to evaluate the validity o f  all claim ed 
first country records (including those discussed in this paper), as w ell as other 
designated rarities. Its determinations m ay well differ from m y own in some instances. 
The com m ittee, expected to be operational by m id-2002, consists o f  seven voting 
m em bers and a non-voting secretary. All records o f  birds thought to be extrem ely 
rare or unrecorded in Belize should be subm itted to: Secretary (currently Carolyn 
M iller), Belize Bird Records Com m ittee, G allon Jug, Belize, Central Am erica. For 
m ore inform ation on the Belize Bird Records Com m ittee, including a list o f  species 
to be evaluated by the com m ittee, visit either w w w .belizebirds.com  or the Belize 
B iodiversity Inform ation System  at http://fw ie.fw .vt.edu/w cs/.

S p e c ie s  A c co u n ts

S o o t y  S h e a r w a t e r  Puffinus griseus
Listed by Wood et al. (1986), G arcia et al. (1994), M iller & M iller (1994, 1998b, 
2000), Sargeant (1995), and Stotz et al. (1996). M iller & M iller (1998b, 2000) 
indicated that there are at least two records o f  this species by including it in their 
“Coastal Savannas” and “Cayes & O ffshore” colum ns. I have been unable to locate 
any inform ation w hatsoever on this (these) record(s). U nless inform ation on at least 
observer, date, locality, and circum stance is forthcoming, this (these) record(s) should 
be disregarded.

R u f e s c e n t  T i g e r - H e r o n  Tigrisoma lineatum
An im m ature was reported by three observers near Chan Chich Lodge, western 
Orange Walk District, on 14 April 1994 (M allory 1994) and described briefly: “ … the 
throat was white and feathered”. Because o f  the unprecedented nature o f  the record

http://www.belizebirds.com
http://fwie.fw.vt.edu/wcs/
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— it has not been reliably recorded w est o f  eastern H onduras (Howell & Webb 1995)
— and the extreme brevity o f  the published description, the identification should be 
considered as tentative until such tim e as a pattern o f  occurrence in northern Central 
Am erica is established. I f  a detailed w ritten description o f  this individual was taken, 
it should be published.

R u d d y  D u c k  Oxyura jamaicensis
Listed by Sargeant (1995). Russell (1964) stated, “ Eisenmann (1955a: 19) specifically 
includes British Honduras w ithin the range o f  the species. I can find no basis for this 
inclusion . Mr. E isenm ann  ( in litt.) does not have the source o f  th is  record ; 
consequently, the species should not be included on the list o f  British Honduran 
birds.” I am not aware o f  any specific reports o f  this species in Belize.

B a l d  E a g l e  Haliaeetus leucocephala
Counsell (1988) published an “ inconclusive sighting” o f  this species: an imm ature 
closely observed in flight at Guacam allo Bridge on 3 M arch 1986. Although it was 
seen by ten observers, one fam iliar with this species, and some field m arks consistent 
with this species were recorded, the identification was considered tentative by the 
author. M iller & M iller (1998a), citing Counsell (unpubl. report), dism issed this 
record as “unlikely” but im plied that it was reported, at least initially, as confirmed.

Wh i t e - b r e a s t e d  Ha w k  Accipiter [striatus]  chionogaster
Sargeant (1995) included W hite-b reasted  H aw k but no t Sharp-sh inned  Hawk 
Accipiter stria tus , which is a regular but uncomm on w inter visitor in Belize. There 
are also unpublished reports o f  A. chionogaster in Belize that m ost likely pertain to 
juvenile Double-toothed Kite Harpagus b identatus, which can appear similar. W hite­
breasted Hawk was recently m erged with Sharp-shinned Hawk by the AOU (1998). 
This well-m arked form is a resident o f  the highlands o f  southern M exico east to 
N icaragua. A lthough some seasonal altitudinal m ovem ent may occur (Howell & 
Webb 1995), it would not be expected to reach Belize.

Sw a i n s o n ’s  Ha w k  Buteo swainsoni
For a species whose occurrence in Belize has never been documented, the Sw ainson’s 
Hawk has been reported surprisingly frequently. W eyer (1984), for instance, stated: 
“Although the m igrating flocks do not fly over Belize, one or two are usually seen in 
a day’s birdw atching during the fall and winter, and these birds apparently maintain 
w inter territories in Belize. It has been suggested that Sw ainson’s Hawks w intering 
in Central Am erica are m ostly im m atures, but the birds sighted in Belize are in full 
adult plum age.” She states further: “The black phase, often considered rare, is not 
uncomm on here.”

Wood et al. (1986) listed it as an uncom m on transient and w inter resident in four 
o f  six regions. Wood & Leberm an (1987) reported three occurrences: 23 February 
1983 (Caves Creek); 23–24 M arch 1984 (Colum bia River Forest Camp, Toledo 
District); and 6 April 1984 (Hum m ingbird Hwy). Counsell (1988) reported one seen
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on 18 M arch 1986 at G uacam allo Bridge, Cayo District, but gave no details. G arcia 
et al. (1994) included it as an occasional transient, and it was listed by M iller & 
M iller (1994), Sargeant (1995), Stotz et al. (1996), and Edwards (1998). It was 
recorded on six o f  the first seven Belize City Christm as Bird Counts (1972–1978) 
and seven o f  the first ten Belm opan counts (1975–1984). Despite the seem ing plethora 
o f  occurrences, Howell & Webb (1995) em phasized that reports from Belize require 
verification. Perhaps follow ing their lead, M iller & M iller (1998a) discussed it under 
the heading “Problem atic Species Requiring Verification in B elize”, yet included it 
on both their original (1998b) and revised (2000) checklists.

Reports o f  this species in w inter are probably erroneous as this species is rare 
and local north o f  South A m erica in winter. The fact that m ost reports are o f  adults, 
and even m ore rem arkably, o f  the rare dark m orph, runs directly counter to what 
w ould be expected, as birds seen outside their normal m igratory pathw ays arc usually 
birds o f  the year, and there is no reason to believe that dark m orph birds w ould be 
disproportionately represented. W hile it is likely that Sw ainson’s Hawk m ay occur 
in Belize as a  very ra re  transien t, even its occurrence on m igration has yet to be 
docum ented. In fact, despite the frequency o f  reports in the literature, I am unaware 
o f  any description w hatsoever accom panying a claim ed Sw ainson’s Hawk in Belize. 
That so m any records o f  sw ainsoni have been claim ed in the past is due, in part, to 
the  co m p le x itie s  o f  haw k id en tif ica tio n  c o u p led  w ith  (u n til rec e n tly )  poor 
representation o f  haw ks in the popular field guides, and in part to the generally poor 
understanding o f  the occurrence and seasonality o f  sw ainsoni in Central Am erica, 
as dem onstrated in W eyer’s comm ents above. It is likely that most claims o f  swainsoni 
in B elize perta in  to ju vena l and l st-basic- p lum age W hite-tailed  H aw ks (B uteo  
albicaudatus), a closely related species w ith a com plex array o f  im m ature plum ages. 
Som e m ay also pertain to the Short-tailed Hawk (Buteo brachyurus), another species 
that, like swainsoni and albicaudatus, may fly with its wings held above the horizontal 
plane and its outer prim aries held closely adpressed.

Pu r p le  S w a m p h e n  Porphyrio p orphyrio
A n Old W orld species listed, apparently in error, by Sargeant (1995) who does not 
list the Purple Gallinule (Porphyrula m artinica), a locally com m on resident o f  Belize.

Do u b l e -St r i p e d  Th i c k -k n e e  Burhinus bistriatus
Russell (1964) included this species based on a sight record by Lancaster and Verner
in Belize C ity on the night o f  11 February 1958. This record has been dism issed by
all subsequent authors. Dr. Verner kindly sent me a copy o f  his field notes for that
date 43 years ago, and they establish by both plum age description and vocalization
that the bird was a juven ile  night-heron, m ost likely Y ellow -crowned Nyctanassa
violacea .

Pip i n g  Pl o v e r  Charadrius melodus
M. H. Peck supposedly collected one at M anatee Lagoon, southern Belize District, 
in M arch 1901, but the specim en has never been located (Russell 1964).

sms
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Ba i r d ’s  Sa n d p ip e r  Calidris bairdii
Listed by Wood et al. (1986), G arcia e t  al. (1994), M iller & M iller (1994), Sargeant 
(1995), and Stotz et al. (1996), but not by M iller & M iller (1998b, 2000) or Edwards 
(1998). Howell & Webb (1995, p. 276) included extreme southw estern Belize w ithin 
its norm al m igration route but did not cite any specific records. W hile this species 
surely occurs in Belize on occasion as a vagrant or rare transient, I can find no 
published records and only one unpublished record, but the unpublished report does 
not m eet the criteria for acceptance as a first country record.

Gr e a t  Bl a c k -Ba c k e d  Gu l l  Larus marinus
Listed as very rare (“ 1 record”) by W ood e t  al. (1986), perhaps based on its inclusion 
on a list o f  birds seen at Caye Bokel, Turneffe A toll, on 24–25 O ctober 1983 (Anon. 
1984). Howell et al. (1992) reported a 1st-w inter bird photographed in Belize City on 
11–12 January 1989, but the photograph has never been critically exam ined and may 
have been lost. Based on this published record, it has been included in m ost reviews 
and checklists since (e.g . M iller & M iller 1994, 1998b, 2000; Howell & Webb 
1995; Sargeant 1995; Stotz et al. 1996; Edwards 1998). Howell (pers. com m .) has 
not seen the photograph and no longer accepts the record. W ith other sim ilar species 
now turning up (or being recognized for the first tim e) with some regularity in the 
G u lf o f  M exico (Kelp Gull Larus dom inicanus; Lesser B lack-backed Gull Larus 
fu sc u s ; Band-tailed Gull Larus belcheri), L. marinus should not be considered the 
“default” large, dark-backed gull in the region (cf. Howell & Webb 1995). Therefore, 
this species rem ains unverified for Belize and Central Am erica. As it continues to 
expand its range southward, it m ay yet reach Belize, but extrem e care is needed in 
attem pting to identify any large, atypical gull in Belize regardless o f  plum age or 
perceived likelihood o f  occurrence.

Ze n a i d a  Do v e  Zenaida aurita
Included by Wood et al. (1986), Garcia et al. (1994), and M iller & M iller (1994) 
based on an 1893 specim en in the Royal Ontario M useum , collected “50 m iles back 
o f  Belize” . The accuracy o f  the locality inform ation accom panying this specimen 
has been questioned by Barlow et al. (1969) and Howell & Webb (1995).

No r t h e r n  Py g m y -Ow l  Glaucidium gnoma
Counsell (1988) m ist-netted and photographed a pygm y-ow l at the Guacam allo 
Bridge, Cayo District, on 8 M arch 1986 and m entioned two field m arks that do not 
distinguish it from Ferruginous Pygm y-Owl Glaucidium brasilianum . Both Steve 
Howell (pers. comm.) and I have exam ined digital images o f  the original photograph, 
and believe the bird to be a “typical” G. brasilianum . According to W alters (1993), 
this species was also m ist-netted and ringed on 24 February 1960 in western Cayo 
District, but he included no citation or details. It was included on the list o f  birds in 
Belize by Stotz et al. (1996), although Howell (1995) had expressed grave doubts 
about these records a year earlier. M ost observers are unaware o f  the wide range o f 
c o l o r  and pattern variation in brasilianum . W ithout regard to geography, some
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individuals are rich rufous-brow n above and others are dull g ray-brown. A lso, the 
tail pattern in brasilianum  is highly variable, from pale rufous to dark brow n with 
up to 8 paler or darker bars or no bars at all. Thus, attem pting to differentiate 
brasilianum  from  gnom a  on plum age characters alone is problem atic. W ithout a 
specim en or diagnostic photographs, it is best told by its vocal differences.

Ta w n y -C o l l a r e d  N i g h t j a r  Caprimulgus salvini
Included by Wood et al. (1986) before it was generally recognized that the form  
occurring in the Yucatán Peninsula, including northern Belize, was a separate species- 
the Yucatan N ightjar Caprim ulgus badius (AOU 1995). Perhaps anticipating the 
pending split o f  Tawny-collared and Yucatan N ightjars, bu t confused as to which 
one occurred in Belize, G arcia e t  al. (1994) included both salvin i and badius in their 
checklist. Sargeant (1995), on the other hand, incorrectly included sa lvin i, but not 
C. badius , in his list.

Bu f f -Co l l a r e d  Ni g h t j a r  Caprimulgus ridgwayi
H allchurch (1982) reported two heard near the Sw asey Bridge on the Southern 
H ighw ay on 8 M arch 1982. Because o f  confusion at that tim e in the literature and on 
com m ercial audiotapes about the proper assignm ent o f  vocalizations to the various 
C entral A m erican nightjars, coupled w ith the frequent taxonom ic lum ping and 
splitting o f  species in the Caprim ulgus com plex by various authors, it is m ost likely 
that w hat they heard was some other species. C. ridgw ayi is alm ost exclusively a 
resident o f  the Pacific slope and highlands o f  M exico and northern Central A m erica 
(Howell & Webb 1995) and therefore m ost unlikely to appear in Belize.

Gr e a t  Po t o o  Nyctibius grandis
Listed by Wood et al. (1986) as very rare in coastal savannas, by Garcia et al. (1994) 
w ithout any status inform ation, and by Sargeant (1995) and Stotz et al. (1996) w ithout 
com m ent; however, reports from  Belize were considered to  be erroneous by Howell 
& W ebb (1995). The inclusion o f  this species on lists o f  birds recorded in Belize is 
based, in part at least, on confusion o f  its vocalizations w ith those o f  the N orthern 
Potoo N yctib ius ja m a icen s is , a fairly com m on resident. O lder com m ercial tape 
recordings were often o f  the southern Com m on Potoo N. griseus , form erly considered 
conspecific with jam a icensis . N. g riseus , which is not known north o f  N icaragua 
(AOU 1998), has a very distinctive call, w hereas jam aicensis  has a vocal repertoire 
that is m uch m ore sim ilar to that o f  grandis , especially  w hen heard at a distance. N. 
grandis  m ay w ell be a rare resident in southern Belize, and at least one experienced 
ornithologist fam iliar w ith grandis is confident he has heard it in Belize. However, 
a recognizable arch ived  tape record ing  o f  th is species in Belize should be the 
m inim um  criterion for acceptance.

Bl a c k  Sw i f t  Cypseloides niger
Included by Sargeant (1995) w ithout explanation.
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Wh i t e -Na p e d  Sw i f t  Streptoprocne semicollaris
Listed by G arcia et al. (1994), Sargeant (1995), and M iller & M iller (1998b, 2000), 
apparently based on a report by M allory (1994). M allory reported 7–12 birds in the 
upper Raspaculo River area (from  Cushta Bani dow nstream  to near the Guacam allo 
Bridge) betw een 2 M ay and 3 June 1993. All o f  the birds had a prom inent white 
nape but lacked the full white collar o f  adult W hite-collared Swifts Streptoprocne 
zonaris . She reasoned that it would be unlikely for an entire flock to be com prised 
o f  juvenile  zonaris , which lack the full white collar. Additionally, according to 
M allory, at least one bird seen clearly  had a rounded tail, a characteristic  o f  
sem icollaris . I have observed flocks o f  zonaris  on several occasions in which m ost 
individuals lacked or appeared to lack the full white collar. Also, a w idely spread 
tail, or one m o lt in g  the outer rectrices, can appear rounded. Because o f  the difficulty 
in observing key field m arks on rapidly flying swifts, and the unprecedented nature 
o f  this record, it is best to consider this species’ occurrence in Belize as, at best, 
tentative or inconclusive. The occurrence o f  zonaris in Honduras was considered 
highly tenuous by M onroe (1968), even though the evidence (multiple sightings over 
a ten-year period by a num ber o f  experienced observers) was much stronger than that 
presented by Mallory. M onroe, in fact, considered it m ore likely that these birds 
represented an undescribed species than the improbable zonaris so far out o f  range.

Wh i t e -Th r o a t e d  Sw i f t  Aeronautes saxatalis
Included in Russell (1964) based on two or more sight records o f  multiple individuals 
and a nest collected on 27 M ay 1906 in the Cockscom b M ountains (Bent 1940; 
M C Z  specim en no. 11748), although he included this species in brackets, as he did 
all records unsupported with specim ens. The nest, which contained 5 eggs, proved 
to be that o f  Chaetura vauxi, not A. saxatalis , based on photographs provided by 
M C Z  secretary Alison Pirie and exam ined by M. M arin (pers. comm.). Hallchurch 
(1982) reported 3 each at Big Falls, Cayo District, and A irport Cam p, Belize District, 
on 5 M arch 1982, but did not provide any details or suggest that they were unusual. 
Perhaps, based on these records, it was included in Wood et al. (1986) as “very rare” 
in three regions. Garcia et al. (1994) and M iller & M iller (1994, 1998b, 2000) also 
included it in their checklists, but its occurrence in Belize was questioned by Howell 
& Webb (1995). A lso, Edwards (1998) did not include it for Belize in his recently 
revised field guide.

Gr e e n  Vi o l e t e a r  Colibri thalassinus 
Included w ithout explanation by Sargeant (1995).

Em e r a l d -Ch in n e d  Hu m m in g b ir d  Abeillia abeillei
Listed by Wood et al. (1986) as rare in coastal savannas, by G arcia et al. (1994) as 
resident (no other status information given), and by M iller & M iller (1994), Sargeant 
(1995), and Stotz e t  al. (1996). However, Howell & Webb (1995) stated that reports 
from Belize “are not credible”. The rationale for including this most unlikely montane 
species on the Belize list is not known.
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Gr e e n -Fr o n t e d  Hu m m in g b ir d  Amazilia viridifrons
H allchurch (1982) included this species on the basis o f  one m ist-netted on 10 M arch 
1982 at B lue C reek , T oledo  D istric t. A lth o u g h  he sta ted : “ D esc rip tio n  and 
m easurem ents verified against skins in the British M useum  …” , he provided no 
description or m easurem ents in his published account; thus, it cannot be independently 
evaluated. M iller & M iller (1998a) rightly  questioned the record, and no other 
published list o f  which I am aware has included it.

Ma g n i f i c e n t  Hu m m in g b ir d  Eugenes fulgens
Listed by M iller & M iller (1994), G arcia et al. (1994), and Edwards (1998), probably 
based on its reported occurrence, w ithout any descriptive inform ation, in the Bladen 
Reserve by Brokaw  & Lloyd-Evans (1987). This species superficially resem bles the 
sm aller V iolet-crow ned W oodnymph Thalurania colom bica , which, coincidentally, 
is found in Belize prim arily in the Bladen Reserve and nearby areas in the M aya 
M ountains and foothills o f  central and w estern Toledo District.

Ru f o u s  Hu m m in g b ir d  Selasphorus rufus
Listed by M iller & M iller (1994) w ithout explanation other than an accom panying 
asterisk, which indicates that it has occurred in the Chan Chich /  Gallon Jug area o f  
w estern O range W alk D istrict. Interestingly, it was also included by Edw ards (1998) 
as accidental in Belize. The basis for this species’ inclusion on the Belize list by 
these two authors is unknow n to me.

Bl a c k -b a n d e d  Wo o d c r e e p e r  Dendrocolaptes picumnus 
Included w ithout explanation by Sargeant (1995).

Pi l e a t e d  Fl y c a t c h e r  Xenotriccus mexicanus
This species first reached the attention o f  Belize birders with a b rie f exchange o f  
letters in the B elize  A udubon Society  N ew sletter  (Vol. 26, No. 1, p. 15) in 1994. 
W hat began as an inquiry into the possib ility  o f  this species occurring in Belize, 
rapidly escalated to its being considered a com m on resident in the Cockscom b Basin 
W ildlife Sanctuary (Em m ons et al. 1996). W hat caused the confusion was a poorly 
illustrated  Y ellow -bellied E laenia E laenia  fla v o g a s te r  in a popu lar field guide 
(Peterson & C halif 1973). In life, the Y ellow -bellied E laenia m ore closely m atches 
Peterson’s illustrated Pileated Flycatcher, a southw est M exican endem ic, than it 
does his Y ellow -bellied Elaenia. This species is still reported regularly to the author 
by local birders using Peterson & C halif as their principal, or only, field guide.

Ea s t e r n  Ph o e b e  Sayornis phoebe
Reported on the 26 D ecem ber 1978 Belm opan Christm as Bird Count, and on the 30 
D ecem ber 1979 Belize C ity C hristm as Bird Count. H allchurch (1982) reported 
w ithout explanation two seen at Big Falls on 2 M arch 1982. A lthough the occasional 
occurrence o f  this species in Belize is possible, the likelihood o f  two occurring 
sim ultaneously in the same area so far from  its normal w inter range is exceedingly
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slim, as virtually all out-of-range records are o f  single birds. Wood et al. (1986) 
stated that it is accidental, with “2 records”. Additionally, Garcia et al. (1994) indicated 
that it is also accidental on the cayes, but the basis for this is unknown to me. M iller 
& M iller (1994), Sargeant (1995), and Stotz et al. (1996) also included it in their 
lis ts . H ow ell & W ebb (1995 ) on the  o th e r hand  s ta ted  th a t “ rep o rts  from  
B elize … require verification”. As it appears that no supporting inform ation exists for 
any o f  these records, its occurrence in Belize should be dismissed. A specim en record 
exists from southern Quintana Roo within a few km  o f  the Belize border (Peters 
1913), so the possibility exists that it m ay yet be verified from Belize.

We s t e r n  Ki n g b i r d  Tyrannus verticalis
Walters (1993) reported w ithout explanation one banded near D angriga on 16 April 
1963, and Stotz (1996) also listed this species. A tourist, on his first trip to Belize, 
reported verticalis on 29 Decem ber 1993 (Anon. 1994). He described the bird as 
having white outer tail feathers and “w hit” “w hit-ker-w hit” vocalizations. His brief 
description does not rule out juvenile  Scissor-tailed Flycatcher Tyrannus tyrannus , 
which m ay som etim es appear yellow  on the low er undersides, has a short black tail 
with white in the outer tail feathers, and sim ilar vocalizations. Only in flight do its 
forked tail and bright pink under wing coverts becom e evident.

Be l l ’s  Vi r e o  Vireo bellii
Included without explanation by Sargeant (1995).

H u t t o n ’s  V i r e o  Vireo huttoni
Listed as accidental by Wood et al. (1986), G arcia et al. (1994), M iller & M iller 
(1994), and Sargeant (1995), presum ably based on an 1888 specim en that has since 
been re-exam ined (Phillips 1991) and determ ined to be a juvenile  Plum beous Vireo 
Vireo plum beus notia  o f  the resident Belize population. W alters (1993) cited two 
huttoni banded by N ickell on 22 M arch 1963 and 19 M arch 1965 but gave no 
supporting details, other than m ention o f  the 1888 specim en as evidence for its 
occurrence in Belize.

Co r a y a  Wr e n  Thryothorus coraya
Included w ithout explanation by Sargeant (1995). This species is a native o f  South 
Am erica and may have been inadvertently included in place o f  the sim ilarly named 
Carolina Wren Thryothorus ludovicianus . The Carolina W ren, som etim es referred 
to as the W hite-brow ed W ren Thryothorus [ ludovicianus]  albinucha , is a local 
resident o f  northern and western Belize.

Ru b y -c r o w n e d  Ki n g l e t  Regulus calendula
An interesting account comes from the Belize A udubon Society N ew sletter  (Anon. 
1984), in which Ray Ashton reported six on 25 O ctober 1983 at Caye Bokel in the 
Turneffe Atoll during what m ust have been the most spectacular autum n m igration
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fa llo u t ever w itnessed  in B elize . U nfo rtunately , he gave no deta ils  o f  these 
observations other than his recognition that it was unrecorded in Belize. M allory & 
Brokaw (1997) also included it in a list o f  birds o f  the Chiquibul Forest Reserve 
w ithout explanation.

Wh i t e -l o r e d  Gn a t c a t c h e r  Polioptila albiloris
Listed w ithout explanation by Sargeant (1995). As he did not list the com m on Blue- 
gray G natcatcher Polioptila  caerulea , it can only be assum ed that he inadvertently 
listed the w rong species.

Br o w n -b a c k e d  So l i t a i r e  Myadestes occidentalis
Listed in Wood et al. (1986) as “very rare” , and by Garcia et al. (1994) as “accidental”. 
It was also listed by M iller & M iller (1994), Sargeant (1995), and Stotz e t  al. (1996). 
Wood & Leberm an (1987) cited a record for 21 June 1985 in the Chiquibul region o f  
southern Cayo D istrict, w hich they  described only as having an “eye-ring and 
contrasting back and nape color”. They also stated that it “has been observed on a 
very  few  occasions near the w estern  bo rder o f  the coun try  (W eyer, personal 
com m unication)” . Howell & Webb (1995) stated that “a report from B elize … requires 
verification”. C lem ent (2000), on the other hand, m is-stated Howell & Webb: “Has 
apparently w andered to Belize, but Howell & Webb (1995) questioned w hether the 
record m ight refer to an escaped bird .” I have been unable to find any additional 
supporting inform ation for the Chiquibul bird or any other reported occurrence in 
Belize.

Or a n g e -b i l l e d  Ni g h t i n g a l e -Th r u s h  Catharus aurantiirostris
A bird believed to be this species was briefly described by K am stra (1995) from  the 
Lam anai A rchaeological Reserve, O range Walk District, on 10 February 1995. His 
description:

“ … observed closely for about 10 m inutes at 7 am  … perched in a tall tree in 
full sunlight, about 8 m eter s  above the ground. It was calling and occasionally 
shifted its position w ithin the tree. The bird had a thrush-like body form  with 
relatively long tail. The back was dull o live-gray w hile the undersides were 
uniform  pale gray. It had a distinctive bright orange bill. I did not notice the 
leg c o lo r .”

This species is subject to some degree o f  vagrancy (one recently in southern 
Texas) and is, therefore, not entirely unlikely; however, the observer’s description is 
at odds with a n ightingale-thrush’s typical haunts. The O range-billed N ightingale- 
Thrush is a bird o f  shaded-forest understory and w ould be m ost unlikely 8 m eter s  
high in a tree in full sunlight. But for the bright orange bill (a yellow  bill could be 
perceived as orange in bright sunlight), the description is consistent with that o f  a 
W hite-throated Robin Turdus assim ilis , a species that is occasionally seen at Lamanai 
(England 2000).
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Go l d e n -c h e e k e d  Wa r b l e r  Dendroica chrysoparia
Wood et al. (1986) included this species without explanation as a very rare transient 
in the M ountain Pine Ridge, and G arcia et al. (1994) listed it as accidental in the 
M ountain Pine Ridge. It was also listed by M iller & M iller (1994), but not in their 
1998 checklist or their revised 2000 checklist. Howell & Webb (1995) stated that “a 
report from B elize … requires verification”. This rare species winters locally at higher 
elevations (typically above 1500  m) in G uatem ala and southern M exico (Braun et 
al. 1986; Howell & Webb 1995), and could perhaps occur as a stray in the M ountain 
Pine Ridge (maxim um  elevation 1020  m).

Pin e  Wa r b l e r  Dendroica pinus
Wood et al. (1986) and G arcia et al. (1994) included this species as very rare in the 
M ountain Pine Ridge. M iller & M iller (1994, 1998b, 2000), Sargeant (1995), and 
Stotz et al. (1996) also listed it. Ashton (Anon. 1984) listed this species, along with 
two others new to Belize (see Great Black-backed Gull and Ruby-crow ned Kinglet 
accounts, above) in an account o f  the incredible fall m igration at Caye Bokel on 24– 
25 O ctober 1983. Howell & Webb (1995), however, rejected all claims from  Belize 
as unsupported. This species is unlikely to occur on geographic grounds, as it is very 
rare even as far south as extrem e northern M exico (Howell & Webb 1995; Rodewald 
et al. 1999). D. pinus  can present an especially difficult identification challenge, as 
it is routinely confused w ith several other m em bers o f  the Parulidae.

Co n n e c t i c u t  Wa r b l e r  Oporornis agilis
Included by Russell (1964), and subsequently on all published checklists for the 
country, based on an observation by J. Verner:

“On 7 M ay 1958, Verner observed a typical male Connecticut W arbler under 
ideal conditions on H a lf  M oon Caye. Verner spent over an hour in an 
unsuccessful attem pt to collect the bird; at tim es the bird was so close to him 
that he was unw illing to shoot it for fear that he m ight destroy the specimen.
On several occasions he was able to see the gray hood and the very distinct, 
complete eye-ring. Verner had collected Oporornis p hiladelphia the day before 
and saw another while trying to collect the Connecticut Warbler. He was 
quite aware o f  the rarity o f  this species.”

I consider this sight record by a single observer tenuous for the following reasons: 
(1) it would represent the only record o f  this species for all o f  M exico and northern 
Central Am erica (Howell & Webb 1995); (2) there is no mention in R ussell’s account 
o f  this species’ characteristic walking gait which easily separates it from the other 
O porornis; (3) the fact that female p hiladelphia  can have a com plete white eye-ring 
and nearly all-gray hood in alternate plum age (thus resem bling agilis) was virtually 
unrecognized before the 1970s; and (4), a specim en collected by Verner on Little 
Water Caye one week later (14 May 1958), which he identified as agilis , was instead 
a female p hiladelphia (L S U  specim en no. 22439).
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Re d -h e a d e d  Ta n a g e r  Piranga erythrocephala
W ood et al. (1986) included this species on the basis o f  one record; however, the 
source and details o f  that record are unknow n to me. M iller & M iller (1994) and 
Sargeant (1995) also included this species in their lists. P. erythrocephala  is a west- 
M exican endem ic that is m ost unlikely to occur anyw here near Belize; therefore, it 
is not surprising that Howell & Webb (1995) rejected it as not credible. This species 
may have been confused in the past w ith m o lt in g  m ale Sum m er Tanager Piranga  
rubra , which often have red confined alm ost entirely to the head. Earlier field guides 
did not illustrate this plum age o f  P. rubra .

Ru f o u s -w i n g e d  Ta n a g e r  Tangara lavinia
W ood et al. (1986) listed this species as rare in southern hardw ood forests, and 
Peterson & C halif (1973) stated: “Reported B. H onduras.” M iller & M iller (1994), 
Sargeant (1995), and Stotz et al. (1996) also listed it for Belize. This species is a 
resident o f  southern Central Am erica occurring north only to eastern Honduras (A O U  
1998), and it is unlikely to occur in Belize on geographical grounds. The Belize 
records were rejected by Howell & Webb (1995, p. 770) as “not credible” , and a 
record from  G uatem ala was a m islabeled G olden-hooded Tanager Tangara larvata  
(Jenkinson & M engel 1979).

La r k  Bu n t i n g  Calamospiza melanocorys
Included as very rare in northern hardw ood forest by Wood et al. (1986). G arcia et 
al. (1994), M iller & M iller (1994), and Stotz et al. (1996) also listed it for Belize. 
Peterson & C h a lif  (1973) stated: “A ccidental B. H onduras”. The basis for the 
inclusion o f  this species in these publications is unknow n to me. It is found in w inter 
south only to north-central M exico. Extrem e caution is needed in identifying all 
out-of-range birds, no m atter how striking they m ay be, and especially birds whose 
identification is based largely on the presence o f  white w ing patches. For example, 
partially  albinistic or leucistic sparrows and finches with white patches in their wings 
are frequently reported as C. melanocorys in the U nited States (personal experience).

Gr a s s l a n d  Sp a r r o w  Ammodramus humeralis
This South A m erican species was included in error by Sargeant (1995), apparently 
in place o f  its congener the G rasshopper Sparrow Am m odram us savannarum , which 
is locally com m on in pine savannas in Belize.

So n g  Sp a r r o w  Melospiza melodia
Included w ithout explanation by M iller & M iller (1994).

La z u l i  Bu n t i n g  Passerina amoena
A ccording to M iller & M iller (1998a), “One record exists from a reliable observer 
along the M acal River, Chiquibul N ational Park, where several individuals were 
seen during a four-day period in 1993 (Tzib pers. com m .).” My attem pts to learn
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more about this im probable record (e.g., tim e o f  year, num ber o f  birds, sex, how 
identified, etc.) have not been successful. Unless m ore inform ation is forthcom ing, 
this record should be disregarded as hearsay.

Au d u b o n ’s  Or i o l e  Icterus graduacauda
Included by G arcia et al. (1994) and M iller & M iller (1994, 1998b, 2000). Edwards 
(1998) included it as accidental with a question mark. M iller & M iller (1998a) stated 
“ … records exist for Gallon Jug and Rio Bravo, as well as Lam anai (Noble et al. 
pers. comm.) and the Bladen (Brokaw & Lloyd-Evans 1987). Robbins (pers. comm.) 
recorded two individuals in the Toledo District in January 1989.” This species is 
w idely reported in Belize despite the fact that it is sedentary and found no closer to 
Belize than central Veracruz on the Atlantic Slope and Oaxaca on the Pacific Slope, 
each 800 km to the west. I suspect that m ost or all o f  these reports are based on 
m isidentified Black-cow led Orioles Icterus prosthem elas . The extent o f  plum age 
variation in fem ale and juvenile  prosthem elas  is greatly under-appreciated. For 
example, m any prosthem elas (im m ature m ales and adult fem ales) have a nearly 
com plete black hood, and some o f  these in turn have no black in the back (personal 
observations). Howell & Webb (1995, Plate 66) illustrated some o f  these plumage 
variations.

C o n clu s io n

Forty-five species for which confirm ation appears to be lacking, are review ed in 
this paper. Some have undoubtedly occurred and only lack proper docum entation; 
others (prim arily m igratory species) have the potential to occur but fall short o f  
having the m inim um  required docum entation, and still others (m ostly sedentary or 
nea r-sed en tary  species) are h igh ly  im probab le  and are, no doubt, based  on 
m isidentifications. M y placem ent o f  these species in the above categories (Table 1) 
is, o f  course, som ew hat arbitrary, and to some degree reflects m y consideration 
about their likelihood o f  occurrence. Until we learn more about patterns o f  dispersal, 
especially in the nocturnal, hard to identify, and easily overlooked species (e.g . 
owls, nightjars, and swifts), the assignm ent o f  birds to these various lists is tenuous. 
For example, I would never have predicted Flame-colored Tanager Piranga bidentata 
to have a resident population in Belize (Jones et al. 2000) before receiving a report 
from a highly com petent observer and subsequently seeing it myself. O ther m id­
elevation species from the m ountains o f  nearby G uatem ala m ay yet prove to have 
small populations on one or more o f  the higher, unexplored peaks in Belize, but 
their presence rem ains undocumented.
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TABLE 1 

Allocation of species as yet unconfirmed for Belize to categories of likelihood of occurrence. Those that 

may occur rarely would be close to the limits of their known distribution; those that are possible as 

vagrants would be well outside their known limits of distribution or from currently known migration 

routes; those regarded as improbable are most likely to be misidentifications or to have been formerly 

listed in error. 

 

Probable Buteo swainsoni 

+yctibius grandis 

Calidris bairdii 

Tyrannus verticalis 

Possible (more likely) Oxyura jamaicensis 

Larus marinus 

Colubri thalassinus 

Vireo bellii 

Dendroica chrysoparia 

Charadrius melodus 

Cypseloides niger 

Sayornis phoebe 

Regulus calendula 

Oporornis agilis 

Possible (less likely) Puffinus griseus 

Haliaeetus leucocephalus 

Zenaida aurita 

Streptoprocne semicollaris 

Selasphorus rufus 

Catharus aurantiirostris 

Calamospiza melanocorys 

Tigrisoma lineatum 

Burhinus bistriatus 

Caprimulgus salvini 

Aeronautes saxatalis 

Myadestes occidentalis 

Dendroica pinus 

Passerina amoena 

Improbable Accipiter [striatus] chionogaster 

Glaucidium gnoma 

Abeillia abeillei 

Eugenes fulgens 

Xenotriccus mexicanus 

Thryothorus coraya 

Piranga erythrocephala 

Ammodramus humeralis 

Icterus graduacauda 

Porphyrio porphyrio (wild origin) 

Caprimulgus ridgwayi 

Amazilia viridifrons 

Dendrocolaptes picumnus 

Vireo huttoni 

Polioptila albiloris 

Tangara lavinia 

Melospiza melodia 
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