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First record of Sungrebe 
Heliornis fulica on Bonaire, 
Netherlands Antilles
On 15 November 2010, I was 
visiting the Washington-Slagbaai 
National Park on Bonaire, 
together with my wife, when at 
a small pool just north-west of 
Rincon my attention was drawn 
to a ‘waterbird’ swimming below 
some trees. Using binoculars, 
identification was straightforward. 
The bird was smaller than 
the nearby Blue-winged Teals 
Anas discors, with olive-brown 
upperparts, greyish-brown 
underparts, a white chin and 

Figure 1. Adult male or non-breeding 
female Sungrebe Heliornis fulica, 
Washington Slagbaai Natural Park, 
Bonaire, 15 November 2010 (Peter J. 
Rozemeijer)
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breast, and bold black and white 
stripes over the head and neck. 
The bill was rather small, pointed 
and pale-coloured, whilst the 
wings were short and pointed. 
It was clearly an adult male or 
non-breeding female Sungrebe 
Heliornis fulica.

I immediately realised that 
this was perhaps the first record 
for Bonaire and the former 
Netherlands Antilles, so I tried to 
take some photographs of the bird. 
Because it stayed some distance, 
usually close to the pool’s edge 
under cover, I managed just one 
photograph that clearly identifies 
the bird (Fig. 1). The Sungrebe 
swam to and fro at the pool’s edge, 
bobbing its head like a Moorhen 
Gallinula chloropus; behaviour 
typical of the species. Once it 
climbed onto the bank (which 
was quite steep), then returned 
to the water. Eventually, the bird 
disappeared into some floating 
vegetation and was not seen again.

Sungrebe is a not uncommon 
breeding resident in Middle and 
South America, from Tamaulipas, 
in north-east Mexico, to south-east 
Paraguay and north-east 
Argentina1. Its range includes 
Venezuela, the closest point of 
its range to Bonaire, as well as 
the Guianas1. No migrations 
are known, but Williams et al.3 
suggested that the species is 
expanding its range in north-east 
Mexico. There are several records 
from Trinidad but none since 
19912 and one from the USA, in 
New Mexico4: a female at Bosque 
del Apache National Wildlife 
Refuge, on 13–18 November 2008, 
a remarkably similar date to the 
bird on Bonaire.

During our stay on Bonaire 
southerly winds prevailed, which 
could have brought birds from 
the South American continent to 
the Caribbean. Based on Prins et 
al.3, our record is the first for the 
former Netherlands Antilles.
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