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Abstract.

More than 15 500 fish-eating, wading, and raptorial
birds were counted from an aircraft along the coast of the
Gulf of Panama from Chitré to Garachine in October
1991. The Brown Pelican Pelecanus occidentalis (37.0%
of all birds counted) and Olivaceous Cormorant
Phalacrocorax olivaceus (24.7%) were the most frequently
seen species. Over 92% of all birds encountered were fish-
eating species, followed by wading birds (6.2%) and
raptors (1.5%). A proposal to protect shorebird beaches
between Panama City and Chiman as a *‘Ramsar”’ site will
also protect almost 50% of the fish-eating, wading, and
raptorial birds.

Introduction

The beaches and mudflats along the coast of the Gulf
of Panama support over 300 000 shorebirds in October
(unpubl. data). These beaches are also frequented by many
plunge-diving, surface-feeding, and long-legged wading
birds (Ridgely 1981), and the area contains a number of
wetlands of international significance (Delgado 1986).
However, there are no censuses of the numbers or distri-
bution of these birds.

The purpose of this paper is to describe the distribution
and numbers of fish-eating, wading, and raptorial birds
along the coast of the Gulf of Panama in October 1991.

Study area and methods

We counted all fish-eating, wading, and raptorial birds
seen in coastal habitats or perched in mangroves from a
Cessna 172 flown at an altitude of about 40 m from
Panama City eastwards to Garachine on 21 October 1991,
and west of Panama City to the town of Chitré on
24 October 1991. The shoreline was divided into 16 sectors
demarcated by prominent geographical and habitat fea-
tures (Fig. 1). Three observers counted birds on both the
outbound and inbound journeys. The maximum number
seen by any observer in each sector was used as an esti-
mate of the numbers present. Most birds were counted
individually, although large flocks were estimated. All birds
were identified to the lowest taxonomic group possible or
into categories such as ‘‘large white herons.”

‘CWS, Box 340, Delta, B.C. V4K 3Y3.
”CWS 100 Gamelin Blvd., Hull, Que. K1A 0H3
ICBP, C. Meliton Martin, N32-94 Chitré, Herrera, Rep. de Panama.

The Gulf of Panama contains extensive mudflats from
Panama City east to the town of Chiman and a mixture
of mangroves, rocky shores, and small mudflats to
Garachine. Few people live east of Chiman. West of
Panama City, the coastline to Punta Chamé is quite rocky,
although mudflats occur along Bahia Vacamonte and in
Bahia de Chamé. Long stretches of sandy beach run from
Punta Chameé to Bahia de Parita, which contains exten-
sive mudflats backed by mangroves and saltpans as far as
the town of Chitré.

Results and discussion

We recorded 15 533 birds, of which 972 (6.3%) were
long-legged wading birds, 247 (1.6%) were raptors, 3385
(21.8%) were charadriiformes, 1346 (8.7%) were frigate-
birds, and 9583 (61.7%) were pelecaniformes (Table 1).
There was an average of 29.6 birds per kilometre of shore-
line, with highest sector densities occurring east of Panama
City in sectors 9 and 10 (55.4 and 89.0 birds/km, respec-
tively), at Bahia de Parita (sector 3, 67.4 birds/km), and
on adjacent coastline (sector 4, 65.5 birds/km; Table 1).

Egrets were the most frequently recorded (64.0%) long-
legged wading bird. The most abundant coastal species
in Panama are the Great Egret Casmerodius albus and
Snowy Egret Egretta thula, according to Ridgely (1981).
‘“‘Large white herons’’ in Table 1 were probably mostly
Great Egrets. Little Blue Herons Egretta caerulea made
up nearly 20% of all long-legged wading birds in our survey
(Table 1), and most were seen in remote Golfo de San
Miguel (sector 14, Fig. 1). ‘‘Large grey herons’’ included
the White-necked Heron Ardea cocoi, most often seen
to the east of Panama City, and the Great Blue Heron
A. herodias, which is widespread (Ridgely 1981). We saw
a flock of 37 Wood Storks Mycteria americana near Chitré.
The majority of Roseate Spoonbills 4jaia ajaja were seen
in Bahia de Parita north of Chitré, with smaller numbers
near Panama City. Most long-legged wading birds were
found in sectors with extensive low growths of mangrove
near Chitré (sector 2) and in the eastern parts of the Gulf
of Panama (sectors 10 and 14; Table 1).

The most numerous raptor (94.7% of all raptors seen)

 was the Black Vulture Coragyps atratus (Table 1), which

was seen mostly along beaches in dry shrubby grasslands.
Ospreys Pandion haliaetus were found along the entire
census route. Four caracaras seen near the western end of
the survey (Table 1) were most likely the Crested Caracara
Polyborus plancus.

Gulls and terns were most frequently seen in the sectors
east of Panama City and in Bahia de Parita (Table 1). We
identified the Laughing Gull Larus atricilla and Royal
Terns Sterna maxima during the surveys. Other species also
likely to have been present include the Gull-billed Tern

_ 8. nilotica, Common Tern S. htrundo and Sandwich Tern

S. sandvicensis.
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Figure 1 .

Location of survey sectors flown by aircraft in the Gulf of

Panama
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Thirty Black Skimmers Rynchops niger were seen near
Garachine in Darien Province. Ridgely (1981) considered
this species to be a “‘rare and apparently irregular visitant
to both coasts, always in small numbers.”’

Magnificent Frigatebirds Fregata magnificens were wide-
spread (Table 1). They perched on mangroves and other
shrubs and soared over beaches nearly everywhere we went.

Olivaceous Cormorants Phalacrocorax olivaceus and
Brown Pelicans Pelecanus occidentalis were the two most
abundant birds we saw (24.7% and 37.0% of all birds,
respectively). Both species were widespread, with highest
concentrations in Bahia de Parita and east of-Panama City
(Table 1).

Significance of Panama Bay for birds

The coastline between Panama City and Chiman (sec-
tors 9-11) supported 46% of the birds surveyed in this
paper as well as internationally significant concentrations
of shorebirds (unpubl. data). These results indicate that
this part of the coast should be considered for conserva-
tion protection. The area qualifies for ‘‘Ramsar’’ site desig-
nation and as a Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve
(Myers et al. 1987). Bahia de Parita (sectors 2 and 3) also
held many birds (this study and unpubl. data). Beaches
near Chitré (sector 2) are protected as ecologically impor-
tant sites by local bylaws.

m

Table 1

Number of long-legged wading birds, raptorial birds, and fish-eating birds counted from an aircraft in 16 sectors of beabh on

the Pacific coast of Panama, chober 1991

ra

" . West of Panama City

East of Panama City

1 2 ‘ 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 Total - %

Long-legged . ' 7

wading birds '
Small white egrets 0 135 22 17 4 26 48 70 11 115 0 1 NC* 117 53 3 622 4.0
Large white herons 0 18 4 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 NC 4 0 0 29 0.2
Large grey herons 0 2 6 1 0 2 1 6 1 0 0 0 NC 1 0 0 20 0.1
Little Blue Heron 0 2 2 1 0 1 5 16 0 7 1 70 NC 143 12 2 193 1.2
Wood Stork 0 37 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 NC 0 0 0 37 0.2
Roseate Spoonbill 0 55 0 0 0 0 7 8 1 0 0 0 NC 0 0 0 71 0.5
Total 0 249 34 19 4 30 62 101 13 i22 1 1 NC 265 65 s 972
Raptorial birds
Black Vulture 0 23 0 80 8§ 0 58 52 4 9 0 0 NC 0 0 0 234 15
Osprey 0 1 1 0 0 0 3 0 1 0 0 0 NC 1 1 0 8 <0.1
Falco spp. 0 0 0 0 1 0o .0 0 0 0 0 0 NC 0 0 0 1 <0.1
Caracara 0 0 3 10 o0 0 0 0 0_ 0 0 NC 0 0 0 4 <0.1
Total 0 24 4 81 9 0 61 52 5 9 0 0 NC 1 1 0 247
Fish-eating birds
Larid spp. 0 150 1 0 0 15 8 10 170 610 403 0 NC 0 0 30 1397 9.0
Tern spp. 0 404 222 0 0 1 I 0 351 504 100 0 NC 0 0 375 1958 12.6
Black Skimmer 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 NC 0 0 30 30 0.2
Frigatebird S0 79 20 961 15 27 22 92 2 20 58 0 NC 0 0 50 1346 8.7
Olivaceous Cormorant 0 30 165 24 5 0 5 15112521676 75 0 NC 154 S50 249 3836 24.7
Brown Pelican 0 2701 840 440 9 825 122 88 650 601 558 S NC 10 142 187 5747 37.0
Total 0 93322481425 29 868 158 341242534111 19 5 NC 164 192 921 14314
Total 0120622861525 42 898 281 4942443 3 542 l- 195 6 NC 430 258 926 15533
% 0 7.8 147 98 03 58 1.8 32 157 228 7.7<01 NC 28 17 6.0 100.0
Length of survey

sector (km) 9.4 29.6 33.9 24.5 23.9 22.7 32.9 18.6 44.1 39.8 455 21.6 NC 45.1 47.6 44.6 483.8
Mean density

(birds/km) 0 40.7 67.4 65.5 26.6 554 89.0 26.3 03 NC 9.0 5.9 223 321

17.6 39.6 8.5

“NC = no census made in this sector.

Acknowledgements
The Latin American Program of the Canadian Wildlife
Service funded our research in Panama.

References
Delgado, F. 1986. Panama. Pages 401-418 in Scott, D.A;

Carbonell, M. (compilers). A directory of neotropical wet-

lands. IUCN, Cambridge, and IWRB, Slimbridge.

Myers, J.P.; McLain, P.D.; Morrison, R.1.G.; Antaz,
P.Z.; Canevari, P.; Harrington, B.A.; Lovejoy, T.E.;
Palido, V.; Sallaberry, M.; Senner, S.E. 1987. The West-
ern Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. Wader Study
Group Bull. 49 (Suppl.):122-124. :

Ridgely, R.S. 1981. A guide to the birds of Panama.
Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton, N.J.

Think recycling!

Published by Authority of the Minister
of the Environment
© Minister of Supply and Services Canada, 1992
Catalogue No. CW69-9/198E
ISBN 0-662-19603-1
ISSN 0069-0023

Printed on
recycled paper









