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Notes on the status and behavior of the Swainson’s Warbler in Cuba.-The Swain- 
son’s Warbler (Limnothlypis swainsonii) is one of the less common North American warblers 
(Morse 1989). Although data from the Breeding Bird Survey suggest that the species has 
undergone a significant range-wide population increase during the period 1966-1988 (Sauer 
and Droege 1992), regional Neotropical migrant prioritization schemes for the midwestem 
(Thompson et al. 1993) and southeastern (Hunter et al. 1993) United States consider the 
Swainson’s Warbler among the more vulnerable Neotropical migrants based on its low 
population, threats on the breeding and wintering grounds, and its restricted range. Consid- 
ering its vulnerability, the status of the Swainson’s Warbler is poorly known in its breeding 
range (Hunter et al. 1993), and even more so in winter. Here, we summarize recent and 
historical records for the Swainson’s Warbler in Cuba, re-assess its status there, and describe 
aspects of its foraging and flocking behavior based on casual observations, previously pub- 
lished information, and anecdotal reports. 

The Swainson’s Warbler winters in the northern Bahama Islands, Cuba, the Cayman 
Islands, Jamaica, the Yucatan Peninsula, and Belize (AOU 1983). There are also sight and 
banding records from Puerto Rico (AOU 1983; J. Faaborg, pers. comm.) and sight records 
from St. John (Raffaele 1989). It is reported as casual on the Swan Islands (AOU 1957). In 
Cuba, the Swainson’s Warbler has been considered a rare winter resident (Garrido and Garcia 
Montana 1975). The first report for Cuba was provided by Gundlach (1876) who knew of 
a single sight record from La Habana (Fig. 1). In the 150 years prior to 1991, it is unknown 
exactly how many Swainson’s records exist for Cuba, but we are aware of only 21 (Fig. 1). 

Banding activities carried out during the winters of 1991-1994 by Cuban researchers of 
the Institute of Ecology and Systematics (IES) of the Ministry of Science, Technology, and 
Environment, the Cuban National Museum of Natural History; and by a cooperative forest 
bird survey project of the IES, the Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS), and the Long Point 
Bird Observatory (LPBO) have provided many new records of Swainson’s Warbler. Recent 
bird-watching tours have contributed additional sight records of the species. In total, 58 
individuals were observed, netted, or collected at 17 sites during the winters of 1991-1994 
(Fig 1). Highest numbers were at El Cenote, Cienaga de Zapata, Matanzas Province, where 
13 (1.80/100 net-h) were captured 11-14 February 1991, and at Camino al Sitio Viejo, Cayo 
Coca, Ciego de Avila Province, where 12 (1.67/100 net-h) were captured 27-30 January 
1994. Seasonally, Swainson’s Warblers have been observed in Cuba from 15 September to 
14 April (Garrido and Garcia Montana 1975; Garrido and Kirkconnell, unpubl. data). 

Historical and recent Cuban records indicate that Swainson’s Warblers occur in the low- 
lands, montane regions, and in swampy areas. They apparently prefer semideciduous forest 
with high shrub and tree stem density, complete, or nearly complete, canopy cover, abundant 
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FIG. 1. Distribution of historical and recent records of the Swainson’s Warbler in Cuba. 
The first numeral, followed by a colon, indicates number of sites at that location from which 
records are derived and is followed by the number of individuals in each of the following 
categories: C = Collected, N = Netted and usually banded, R = Recapture of bird banded 
previous year, S = Sight record, ? = exact number of individuals unknown. 

dry leaf litter, and humid, shady areas, sometimes near streams, or near waterholes in lime- 
stone bedrock near the coast. While they seem to inhabit mostly larger forest tracts, they 
also occasionally reside in smaller forest fragments in the vicinity of larger forests, or, in 
the keys, in patches of low coastal scrub. 

Inter-winter site fidelity has been documented for the Swainson’s Warbler in Jamaica (Di- 
amond and Smith 1973). In the recent Cuban banding surveys, a Swainson’s Warbler was 
recaptured one year after banding and 120 m from the original capture site (McNicholl 1992). 

Swainson’s Warblers spend most of their time on the ground or less than 1-2 m above it. 
Lack and Lack (1972) reported that Swainson’s Warblers in Jamaica always feed on the 
forest floor where they rummage and probe in leaf litter, sometimes tossing leaves aside. 
Our observations in Cuba support this, but include sightings of the species insect gleaning 
from surfaces of leaf litter or bare ground, and gleaning prey in slow moving water. Whereas 
insects seem to be the principal food items, Eaton (1953) discovered the bones of small 
lizards, perhaps anoles (Anolis sp.) or geckos (Sphaeroductylus sp.), in stomach samples of 
Swainson’s Warblers wintering in Cuba. 

Although Eaton (1953) classified Swainson’s Warblers as solitary foragers, we frequently 
observed them foraging in close association with other warblers, particularly Ovenbirds 
(Seiurus aurocapillus) and Worm-eating Warblers (Helmitheros vermivorus). When the three 
species were together, Swainson’s Warblers foraged in the wettest areas with Worm-eating 
Warblers, while Ovenbirds foraged in drier areas. At La Gtiira, Pinar de1 Rio Province in 
Feb-Mar 1986, Garrido twice observed Kentucky Warblers (Opororisformosus) and Hooded 
Warblers (Wilsonia citrina), joining such mixed-species flocks, typically feeding within a 
few inches of the ground, and sallying or hovering in a manner similar to the American 
Redstart (Setophaga ruticilla) (Bennett 1980). 

In many of our sightings, we observed an apparent association between Swainson’s War- 
blers and Ovenbirds. Like Swainson’s Warblers, Ovenbirds pick insects off leaf litter or the 
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ground, but, in general, they use their bills to rummage in dry leaves more frequently than 
Swainson’s Warblers. During four of our sightings, we observed a Swainson’s Warbler feed- 
ing in the “wake” of an Ovenbird, sometimes following the Ovenbird within a few centi- 
meters. During many other observations Ovenbirds and Swainson’s Warblers foraged in 
close proximity without any apparent aggression. Ovenbirds and Swainson’s Warblers were 
frequently captured side-by-side in mist nets suggesting that they were moving together 
through the forest. We suggest that the body movements of walking Ovenbirds, which often 
include repeated cocking of the tail, and the disruption of the leaf litter with the bill and 
feet, make otherwise cryptic insects move or fly, facilitating their capture by Swainson’s 
Warblers (the “beater effect” of Powell 1985). Other potential explanations of this trailing 
behavior include the possibility that active foraging by Ovenbirds signals the presence of 
food resources to Swainson’s Warblers, as proposed for a variety of mixed-species assem- 
blages (e.g., Gannon 1934, Rand 1954, Sealy 1973, Turner 1965); or that the association 
provides enhanced predator detection for both species, as proposed for other mixed-species 
flocks (e.g., Cody 1971). 

In summary, the recent evidence provided by bird banding and regular, intensive searching 
during bird-watching tours suggests that the Swainson’s Warbler is a more common winter 
resident in Cuba than previously believed. The total of 58 individuals recorded during the 
winters of 1991-1994 is nearly three times the total recorded in the previous 150 years. We 
believe that the paucity of early records is attributable to the cryptic plumage of the species, 
its elusive behavior in dense vegetation, and, particularly, the lack of intensive surveys 
utilizing mist nets. 
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Comments on a probable gynandromorpbic Black-tbroated Blue Warbler.-Sexual 
plumage differences in passerine birds are believed to be controlled genetically and only 
minimally influenced by hormones (Murton and Westwood 1977). Bilateral gynandromorphs 
are among the most striking manifestations of chromosomal regulation of plumage (Crew 
and Munro 1938, Cock 1960, Witschi 1961). In these rare individuals, plumages of the left 
and right sides of the body are demarcated along the midline and presumably reflect gonadal 
placement. In most cases, an ovary and female plumage are found on the left side, a testis 
and male plumage on the right. Several hypotheses have been advanced to explain the 


