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Cayo Guillermo (22° 35’ 39” N, 78° 40’ 11” W) is a 13 km?islet of the Sabana-Camagiiey
Archipelago offthe north coast of Ciego de Avila Province, north-central Cuba. Its terrestrial
landscapes are typified by four distinctive vegetation types: sandy and rocky vegetation
complexes, mangrove forest and coastal scrub. In addition, many brackish and coastal
lagoons, mudflats and scattered patches of Australian pine (Casuarina equisetifolia ) are
also present. Exotic vegetation is especially abundant in those areas where the tourist
resorts and roads connecting them have been heavily developed since 1993.

Many authors have contributed to the knowledge of this island’s avifauna until
the late 1980s, as summarized by ACC/ICGC (1990), with 64 bird species documented.
Subsequent field expeditions (Kirkconnell et al. 1993, Blanco et al. 1998, Wallace et al.
1999, Shaffer et al. 2000) increased the total number of bird species recorded to 108
(Parada et al. 2006). At present, 111 species are known from Cayo Guillermo according to
Rodriguez-Batista et al. (in prep.). Cayo Guillermo’s avifauna is recognized nationwide
and highlighted by some noteworthy vagrants (e.g., Chipping Sparrow Spizella passerina,
Wallace et al. 1999; House Crow Corvus splendens, Orange-crowned Warbler Oreothlypis
celata, Kirwan et al. 2008; and Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis, Mitchell 2009). Here,
we present observations of the first Common Merganser (Mergus merganser) reported
for Cuba and the Greater Antilles.

The Common Merganser is a diving, fish-eating duck widely distributed across Europe,
northern Asia and northern and central areas of North America. Throughout its range,
it nests near large lakes and rivers in northern forested habitats. In winter, it may also
occur in brackish waters (National Geographic Society 2006). Wintering grounds in North
America include both salt and freshwater habitats and extend south along the coast from
the Aleutian Islands through California and east throughout the western and central
United States to the mid-Atlantic and northeastern states and southern Ontario and
Quebec and the Maritime Provinces of Canada. Southernmost records, although rare and
locally distributed, include southern Florida (Robertson and Woolfenden 1992), the Gulf
Coast, Tamaulipas, Sonora, and Baja California Sur in Mexico (Howell and Webb 1995), as
well as in Bermuda where is considered casual (Birdlife International 2014).

In the early morning of 27 December 2013, LJD observed a female Common
Merganser in the flooded tidal area between the Melia Hotel and the main road on
Cayo Guillermo with the aid of Nikon EDG binoculars. After consulting the Garrido and
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Kirkconnell (2000) field guide and verifying that this was a new species for Cuba, LJD
secured a reliable species identification by using a 30X Kowa Prominar telescope. The
Common Merganser was at a close range (< 20 m) with 10-15 Red-breasted Merganser
(Mergus serrator) in close proximity for several minutes. The sky was generally clear and
winds light during all the observations. The average cloudiness and temperature was
approximately 25% and 26.2° C, respectively, with an easterly wind of 30.4 km/h (Centro
de Investigaciones de Ecosistemas Costeros [CIEC], Meteorological Database).

Key identifying features were noted, including that the Common Merganser had a
shorter crest and a smoother, rounded head shape than the Red-breasted Mergansers, a
well-defined white chin, and the reddish-brown head and neck pattern meeting the whitish-
grayish breast in a sharp line of division. Red-breasted Merganser and Hooded Merganser
(Lophodytes cucullatus) tend to show paler heads, shaggier and pulffier crests and without
any sharp contrast between the breast and neck coloration. In addition, the Common
Merganser’s body was larger overall and the serrated bill was slightly redder, thicker, and
deeper at the base with a slight hook at the tip than the other merganser species.

A single female Common Merganser, presumably the same individual, was seen
usually swimming but, on other occasions, loafing at the water’s edge in same area every
subsequent day at varying daylight hours. At noon on 30 December, the individual was
also closely observed by OM along with LJD within a few meters away from where the
merganser was initially spotted. The bird apparently remained in this coastal pond until
at least 31 December. This extralimital record coincided with the peak of the species”
southward migration along the Atlantic coast, from Long Island to Florida (Bellrose
1976). The Sabana-Camagiiey Archipelago, especially in the central and east cays, lies
along the Atlantic migratory flyway and provides critical stopover and wintering habitat
for numerous transient and wintering Neotropical species. The occurrence of a Common
Merganser here could be attributable to expanding populations noted across many parts
of the Northern Hemisphere (Wetlands International 2006, Butcher and Niven 2007)
and could be in part the of result of favorable habitat changes in areas where trees
have become mature and can support nesting cavities (M. L. Mallory, pers. comm.). On
the afternoon of 18 December, the fifth cold front of the 2013-14 winter season and the
second recorded in the Ciego de Avila province, struck with light winds inland (10 km/h)
and gusts at approximately 32 km/h in the northern coast (Centro de Investigaciones de
Ecosistemas Costeros [CIEC], Meteorological Database). This may have contributed to
the appearance of this vagrant along the Cuba’s north-central shores. Although we did
not obtain any verifiable documentation of this sighting in the form of a photograph or a
specimen, we feel that our observations merit further consideration since the merganser
was observed on multiple occasions by two knowledgeable observers. In fact, LJD is
familiar with Common Mergansers as well as to many other fairly common year-round
residents in the United Kingdom.

To our knowledge, this is not only the first report of this species for Cuba and the
Greater Antilles, but also the second locality within the West Indies. The AOU Check-list
(1998) describes Common Merganser as accidental in the Cayman Islands, and considers
a report from Puerto Rico as erroneous. These observations constitute an addition to
the avifauna of Cuba, raising the species number of Anatidae to 15 for the northern
archipelago of Ciego de Avila province and to 29 for Cuba as a whole (Acosta et al. 2006).
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