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Migratory shorebirds in Barbados: hunting, management and conservation 
David C Wege (BirdLife International)1, Wayne Burke (Shorebird Conservation Trust), 

Eric T. Reed (Canadian Wildlife Service) 

 

Background 

Barbados is situated in the Atlantic Ocean, towards the southern end and east of the Lesser 
Antilles (165 km east of St Vincent and 220 km north-north-east of Tobago). The island is 
teardrop shaped, 31 km long from north to south, and 22 km east to west at its widest (in the 
south). In contrast to the older, mountainous volcanic islands of the Lesser Antilles, Barbados is 
a geologically-recent, low-lying, coral island. It is densely populated with about 280,000 
people. Barbados’ climate is tropical marine with a dry season characterized by north-east 
trade winds between November and May, and rains falling mainly during June to October. 

Barbados was settled from Britain starting in 1627. By about 1665, the deciduous and semi-
deciduous forest that once cloaked the island was almost entirely removed to make way for 
sugar cane plantations (which at their height covered almost 60% of the island’s land area: 
Gooding 1974). Continuous cultivation of sugar cane remained the normal pattern of 
agriculture for more than three centuries. However, much of the former sugar cane land has 
now been, or is being converted for other land uses. 

Surface water on the limestone island is scarce, and just two significant natural wetlands 
persist, namely the 33-ha Graeme Hall Swamp Important Bird Area on the south coast, and the 
smaller, seasonal Chancery Lane Swamp Important Bird Area (see Appendix 1).  

Both were previously part of an island-wide network of (mostly artificial) wetlands managed 
exclusively for hunting migratory shorebirds, but are now managed as protected areas. 
However, it should be noted that Graeme Hall Swamp was far more productive for shorebirds 

                                                 
1 Corresponding author: David Wege, BirdLife International david.wege@birdlife.org  

Chancery Lane, previously a “shooting swamp”, now a protected area (Ryan Chenery) 

http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/sitefactsheet.php?id=20513
http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/sitefactsheet.php?id=20512
mailto:david.wege@birdlife.org
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when it was managed by hunters (who cleared areas of red mangrove to present bare 
mudflats, and managed sluice gates to the sea to regulate water levels optimally for 
shorebirds) whereas today it sustains little or no suitable shorebird habitat.  

As the most easterly island of the Lesser Antilles, Barbados is one of the nearest potential 
landfalls for shorebirds undertaking a fall transoceanic flight over the western Atlantic, from 
the east coast of the USA and Canada to their non-breeding (“wintering”) grounds in South 
America. Most species that follow this fall migration route usually fly well out at sea but will 
seek shelter and make landfall when facing adverse weather conditions. Thus, because of its 
location, large flocks (or “flights”) of shorebirds (Matthiessen’s “wind birds”: Matthiessen 1973) 
can stop-over on Barbados when these conditions occur. Other shorebird species that 
migrate south along the Lesser Antillean island chain also stopover on Barbados in large 
numbers. It is as a staging post for these hundreds of thousands of Nearctic-nesting 
Neotropical migratory shorebirds that Barbados stands out as of global conservation 
importance. 

Shorebird hunting 

Representing such an abundant (sometimes exceptionally so) potential food resource, it is not 
surprising that migratory shorebirds have been hunted on Barbados since its settlement in the 
mid-seventeenth century. Hunting began in this early colonial period as an opportunistic 
harvest of large shorebirds (such as Eskimo Curlew and Upland Sandpiper) stopping over in 
wet depressions in harvested or fallow cane fields. 

The scale of the shorebird migration and the resultant harvest are vividly described in two 
accounts of notable “flights” during the mid-nineteenth century. Schomburgk (1848) reported 
that during a storm on 12 September 1837, shorebirds were so numerous that they were struck 
down with stones, and thousands were shot. Local newspapers at the time remarked that 
there had not been so great a flight since the storm of 1780 (which was so bad that 4,000 
people were killed on the island). Many of the birds killed on the island during that storm were 
American Golden Plover and Eskimo Curlew. Similarly, Jackman (1901: see Appendix 2) noted 
that on 12 September 1846, such a vast flight of plover took place that men with whips killed 
the birds in the public streets, and one man is said to have shot 1,000 plover for that season 
with an old flint-lock blunderbuss. The shorebirds were then, as they are today, all used for 
food. They are now mostly eaten fresh (e.g. the very dark breast meat being deep fried), with 
some frozen or turned into pâté for subsequent consumption. 

 

Short-billed Dowitchers at Woodbourne Shorebird Refuge (Edward Massiah) 
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Table 1: Shorebirds in Barbados – current status 

Species  Local Bajan 
name 

Hunted % of the 
Bajan hunt. 
Reed (2012) 

North American 
Population. 
Andres et al. 

(2012) 

IUCN 
Red List 

USSCP 
(2004) 

BCC 
(2008) 

1907 Wild 
Birds Act 

Black-bellied Plover Pluvialis 
squatarola 
cynosurae 

Squealing 
Plover  

0.6% 100,000     

American Golden 
Plover 

Pluvialis dominica Black Breast 
Plover  

1-6% 500,000  High Priority   

Semipalmated 
Plover  

Charadrius 
semipalmatus 

Ring Neck 
Plover 

       

Killdeer Charadrius 
vociferus 

Killdeer        

Black-necked Stilt   Himantopus 
mexicanus     

Stilt        

Greater Yellowlegs Tringa 
melanoleuca  

Pica 

 

3-7% 137,000     

Lesser Yellowlegs Tringa flavipes Long Leg 

 

54-67% 660,000   Yes  

Solitary Sandpiper Tringa solitaria Black Back   189,000   Yes  
Willet Catoptrophorus 

semipalmatus 
semipalmatus  

White Tail 

 

0.2% 90,000     

Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularia Ass Wagg        
Upland Sandpiper  Bartramia 

longicauda 
Cotton Tree 
Plover 

 <0.1% 750,000   Yes Protected 

Eskimo Curlew  Numenius 
borealis 

   <50 CR-PE    

Whimbrel Numenius 
phaeopus 
hudsonicus 

Crook Bill 

 

0.6% 40,000  High Priority Yes  

Hudsonian Godwit Limosa 
haemastica 

Godwit  <0.1% 77,000  High 
Concern 

Yes Protected 

Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres 
morinella 

Sandy Plover 

 

1.25% 180,000  High Priority   
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Species  Local Bajan 
name 

Hunted % of the 
Bajan hunt. 
Reed (2012) 

North American 
Population. 
Andres et al. 

(2012) 

IUCN 
Red List 

USSCP 
(2004) 

BCC 
(2008) 

1907 Wild 
Birds Act 

Red Knot Calidris canutus 
rufa 

Silver Wing  Inadvertent 
kill 

42,000  Highly 
Imperilled 

Yes  

Sanderling Calidris alba Sand Snipe  <0.1%      
Semipalmated 
Sandpiper 

Calidris pusilla Knit   2,260,000 NT  Yes  

Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri Knitty        
Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla Cockroach Nit        
White-rumped 
Sandpiper   

Calidris fuscicollis Grey Nit        

Pectoral Sandpiper Calidris 
melanotos 

Chirp 

 

11-23% 1,600,000     

Stilt Sandpiper Calidris 
himantopus 

Cue 

 

6-8% 1,243,700     

Dunlin Calidris alpina 
hudsonia 

   450,000   Yes  

Buff-breasted 
Sandpiper  

Tryngites 
subruficollis 

Buff Breast  Inadvertent 
kill 

56,000 NT Highly 
Imperilled 

Yes Protected 

Ruff Philomachus 
pugnax 

Ruff  Inadvertent 
kill 

    Protected 

Wilson’s Phalarope Phalaropus 
tricolor 

  <0.1%      

Short-billed 
Dowitcher   

Limnodromus 
griseus griseus/ 
hendersoni  

Duck Leg 

 

4-11% 78,000  High Priority Yes  

Long-billed 
Dowitcher   

Limnodromus 
scolopaceus 

-        

Wilson’s Snipe Gallinago delicata   Snipe 

 

0.2% 2,000,000     

Percentage “Hunted” figures are taken from Reed (2012) and thus relate to post-1988 harvest data. The percentages presented in Hutt (1991: 
see Appendix 3) relate to the period 1921-1979 and thus differ slightly. 

 



6 
 

• From opportunistic harvest to swamp shooting 

Recognizing the needs of the migrating shorebirds stopping over on the island, the emerging 
plantocracy (with "free" slave labor) would manage their fields to make them more attractive to 
shorebirds, leading to competition between the most wealthy planters as to which swamp 
could shoot the most birds. By early eighteenth century (when sugar was "king") many of these 
planters were extremely wealthy with the time on their hands to indulge in activities otherwise 
reserved for the privileged class back in England.  

The period 1850–1900 saw the structured development of shorebird hunting in Barbados 
through the establishment of shooting swamps where diked impoundments are mechanically 
prepared and flooded to attract migrating shorebirds. Management at this time (Jackman 
1901) involved cutting or digging out the vegetation (and removing it) that had choked the 
swamps from the previous season to expose the water. Banks and artificial shallow spots 
would then be created for shorebirds to land on.  

The basics of this management regime remain the same today. For example, at Woodbourne 
Shorebird Refuge (see photos below), preparation of the shorebird feeding trays involves 
swiping vegetation regrowth (when it is dry enough to do this by tractor) from the previous 
season. The regrowth is sprayed, and manure is applied (all of which needs to be done so the 
tray is ready before 15 July). Swiping first, then spraying uses less herbicide and reduces the 
fire hazard from dry, dead vegetation. Banks between the various ponds are mowed every 
month – it is these short-grass banks that are favored by the American Golden Plover. It 
should be noted that management of Woodbourne differs from the other swamps in mulching 
and applying manure to the feeding tray whereby the soil is fed resulting in a higher density of 
macro-invertebrates, and thus a higher density of shorebirds (see Colwell 2010). 

Swamp Management for Shorebirds at Woodbourne Shorebird Refuge 

  

Grasses and sedges grow rapidly as water 
evaporates (Patrick Watson) 

Overgrown vegetation in the feeding tray in January 
2014 (Patrick Watson) 
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Feeding the fish to be used for restocking other ponds 
in the 2014 rainy season (Patrick Watson) 

 

  

Tractor re-grading the feeding tray for 2013 
shorebird season (Patrick Watson 

New bank after the first rains fall, with manure added 
to promote invertebrate density and diversity (Patrick 
Watson) 

  

 

 
  

The ponds are all stocked with fish. One 
pond is kept with deep water to maintain 
a fish population from which the other 
ponds are restocked each year as soon 
as water levels are high enough to 
sustain them. The fish eat the larvae of 
Aedes aegypti mosquitos – the vector for 
dengue fever – which the Ministry of 
Health checks for the presence of on a 
regular basis (at least at Woodbourne 
Shorebird Refuge). The fish are used to 
feed caged shorebirds (see below).   

A diversity of shorebirds using the new bank 
during 2013 season (Patrick Watson) 

Grass banks between the ponds being mowed – a 
monthly task (Richard Roach) 
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Table 2: The shooting swamp network in Barbados – status and importance  

Swamp Parish Currently 
active/ shot 

Conservation 
value 

Notes 

Alaska St. Lucy 

 
 

One pond kept wet 
(pumped water) all 
year 

Cave St. Lucy X X Recently closed for 
hunting 

Fosters St. Lucy 

 
 

Contributing samples 
for migratory 
connectivity study 

Friendship St. Lucy X X  
Hannay’s St. Lucy 

 
 

 

Hope St. Lucy X X Recently closed for 
hunting 

Best Christ Church X X  
Chancery Lane Christ Church X 

 

Protected area 

Graeme Hall Christ Church X 

 

Protected area 

Inch Marlowe Christ Church X X  
Woodbourne/ Packers Christ Church X 

 

Private protected area. 
Woodbourne 
Shorebird Refuge 

Searle’s/ Polly’s Pond Christ Church 

 
 

 

Rockley Christ Church X X  
Long Pond St. Andrew X 

 

Natural wetland at the 
mouth of the Bruce 
Vale river, retained by 
a sand berm 

Cole’s St. Philip X X  
Congo Road St. Philip 

 
 

Ponds kept wet all year 
(pumped water). Gldn 
Plover not hunted. 

Golden Grove St. Philip 

 
 

Ponds wet all year 
(diverted spring water). 
Not shot much in 
2013. 

Golden Pond St. Philip 

 
 

Ponds wet all year 
(diverted spring water). 

Mangrove St. Philip X X  
Muddy Waters St. Philip X 

 

Rainfall and runoff fed. 
Conservation value 
when wet. 

Phinney’s Hill St. Philip X X  
Hampton/ Tom’s Pond St. Philip 

 
 

Ponds kept wet all year 
(pumped water). 
Contributing samples 
for migratory 
connectivity study. 
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 Swamp currently active, with hunters shooting shorebirds 

    Swamp has a conservation value in terms of supporting populations of resident and 
migratory waterbirds 

• Attracting shorebirds to the shooting swamps 

In the quest to attract (and shoot) more shorebirds, swamp owners deployed a number of 
luring techniques, all of which are still in use – in some form or other – at some swamps. In 
the mid- to late nineteenth century, carved and painted wooden decoys of the various target 
species would be placed in numbers in and around the swamp. Then “swamp boys” or 
“whistlers” (plantation slaves) would imitate the calls of birds to attract them down to the 
decoys. The decoys are still used, but the whistlers were replaced either by the hunters 
themselves using whistles to imitate the birds’ calls or by broadcasting tape recordings of the 
birds (i.e. tape lures). The art of whistling birds in, making reed whistles, and carving decoys is 
however retained by former hunters (such as Harold Skeete). All the active shooting swamps 
keep injured birds (e.g. birds “winged” from the previous season’s hunting and in some cases 
trapped healthy birds) as caged lures. 

 

Decoys at Woodbourne Shorebird Refuge (Edward Massiah) 

Decoys at Golden Grove (Eric Reed) 
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• Hunting legislation 

The 1907 Barbados Wild Birds Protection Act provides a measure of protection to most 
resident birds and some migrants. Four shorebird species are among this list of protected wild 
birds, for which hunting is illegal, and these are: Upland Sandpiper Bartramia longicauda, Buff-
breasted Sandpiper Tryngites subruficollis, Hudsonian Godwit Limosa haemastica and Ruff 
Philomachus pugnax. Other species can be legally hunted, with no bag limits or hunting 
season written into the legislation. Proposals have been made to include the (IUCN Vulnerable) 
West Indian Whistling-duck Dendrocygna arborea (two were recorded at Woodbourne in 
2011: see threatened-whistling-ducks-arrive-woodbourne-barbados), the island endemic 
Barbados Bullfinch Loxigilla noctis, and Red Knot Calidris canutus (the latter being proposed by 
CWS given its Species at Risk status in Canada and its presence on Annex 1 of the Convention 
of Migratory Species) to the list of protected birds when the Act is next reviewed. Wetland 
habitat protection has been afforded under various designations such as the Graeme Hall 
Swamp Nature Preserve and Bird Sanctuary (which was given legal protection after it was 
designated a Ramsar site) and the Chancery Lane Swamp “special study area”. 

The shorebird harvest 

Open season for hunting shorebirds in Barbados is July 15 to October 15. These dates 
essentially define the southward migration period and they are not written into legislation, but 
they are adhered to by the community of hunters. At its peak, Barbados supported 20 active 
shooting swamps, each with 5-10 active hunters. About 24 (or possibly more) swamps have 
been managed at one time or another as shooting swamps. The number of active swamps in 
2014 is eight, down from 10 in 2010 with the recent closure of Cave and Hope swamps. Table 
2 below lists these swamps and which are still actively hunted, and also highlights whether 
they still retain conservation value as a wetland (which is discussed in more detail below). 

Certainly by the 1920s, each shooting swamp was maintaining a log book (“scorebook”), 
recording numbers of birds shot each day, week, month or season (depending on the swamp). 
Data from these scorebooks (from some but not all swamps) was released to Maurice Hutt for 
the period 1921–1979. He published a synthesis of these data (Hutt 1991: see Appendix 3) that 
showed the scale of the hunt and how the average annual total (of all the swamps that 
contributed data) increased steadily from c.6,700 shorebirds shot per year in the 1920s and 
1930s, to 17,500 during the late 1960s and 1970s. There was significant annual variation, with 
some peaks including 38,500 birds shot in 1963 (which Hutt 1991 extrapolated to suggest that 
the total for all active swamps that year was in excess of 46,000 birds shot, i.e. 20% more). It is 
interesting to note that 1963 was also the year in which the last certain record of the Critically 
Endangered Eskimo Curlew Numenius borealis (a regular autumn passage migrant into the late 
nineteenth century) anywhere was of a bird shot in September at Fosters swamp (Bond 1965, 
Burke 2008).  

The steady increase in the number of birds shot each year is attributable to a number of 
factors including: the extension and improvement of swamps; better water pumps; pump-
action shotguns; and more intensive inter-swamp competition. The use of tape lures also 
probably led to an increase in the numbers of birds shot. The harvest during the 1960s and 
1970s increased substantially, resulting in annual harvests averaging 15,000–20,000 birds 
across the island and peaking as high as 38,514 in 1963.  

http://www.birdlife.org/americas/news/threatened-whistling-ducks-arrive-woodbourne-barbados
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Recent analysis of data from 1988-1992 and 2001-2010 (Reed 2012) shows an annual harvest 
(for all 10 shooting swamps active at this time) ranging from 12,200 to 34,570 birds shot. One 
hunter has suggested that the number of birds shot represents “just” 10% of the total number 
of birds passing, indicating that 120,000-350,000 shorebirds could be using the island’s 
wetlands each autumn, although this estimate comes with obvious biases (i.e. is highly 
speculative) (Burke 2008) and would benefit from a statistically robust analysis of shorebird use 
of Barbados during the southward migration.  

Six species have consistently comprised the majority of the Barbados harvest. Between 1988 
and 2010 they represented 97.5% of the overall shorebird harvest, and are (in order of 
importance): Lesser Yellowlegs (54-67% of the harvest with annual bags varying from 5,700 to 
19,900 individuals per year), Pectoral Sandpiper (11.2-22.9% of the harvest, 1,500–5,000 
individuals per year), Stilt Sandpiper (5.9-8.1% of the harvest, 1,300 – 2,800 individuals), 
American Golden Plover (1-6% of the harvest, 600–1,800 birds), Short-billed Dowitcher (3.8-
10.8% of the harvest, 700–2,400 birds), and Greater Yellowlegs (3.3-7.3% of the harvest, 500–
1,600 birds). An additional 12 species were recorded in the harvest with Ruddy Turnstone 
(190–350 individuals per year), Whimbrel (100–160 individuals), Black-bellied Plover (70–200) 
and Willet (30–60) the most commonly harvested species in that group. Harvest levels for all 
other reported species were low (Table 1). Some species that are usually avoided by the 
hunters were sometimes inadvertently harvested from mixed species flocks (e.g. Ruff, Buff-
breasted Sandpiper, and Red Knot). 

Species composition in the harvest changes over the course of the season. Lesser Yellowlegs 
are the most important species in the harvest throughout the season, particularly so early on. 
Pectoral Sandpiper and American Golden Plover appear later in the harvest and Pectoral 
Sandpipers are a particularly important species later on in the hunting season. Harvest of the 
other three main shorebird species is more evenly spread out across the season. The first 
flights (i.e. the first birds to show up in the swamps) of most species comprise adult birds, with 
hatch-year birds arriving later. 
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Figure 1: Indicative shorebird harvest on Barbados 1921 – 1979. The data presented in this graph have been extracted from Hutt (1991) (see 
Appendix 3). Unfortunately, Hutt’s paper does not present the raw data, so these have been reconstructed as best they can be. The red bars 
represent averages across a range of years, with the blue bars representing specific high counts (which have been taken out of the average 
calculations for the period). Data from 1921-1938 are from four swamps. 1951-1965 data from a varying number of swamps (4 – 10). The 
38,514 shorebirds shot in 1963 probably represents an island total of >46,000 birds (the highest known total for the island). 
 

 

Shorebird harvest 1921–1979 
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Figure 2: Estimated annual Barbados shorebird harvest for 1988-1992 and 2001-2010. This graph represents harvest data released from up to 
half of the active shooting swamps that has then been extrapolated to give an estimated annual harvest for all 10 shooting swamps active 
during the period. 95% confidence limits have been calculated and are presented due to the uncertainty of extrapolation to swamps for which 
there are no data. These data are presented in a range of forms in Reed (2012). 

Shorebird harvest 1988–2010 

.
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Shorebird hunting and conservation 

The hunting of migratory shorebirds on Barbados is a well-entrenched tradition dating back to 
the early colonial period. However, since Hutt (1991) published his paper about the hunt there 
has been international concern about shorebird hunting in Barbados, particularly related to the 
sustainability of the harvest. In the last five years, this concern has sometimes escalated to 
outrage in the international media against the “annual slaughter” of tens of thousands of 
shorebirds, leading to calls for strong measures to stop the practice. However, lack of 
contemporary information on the harvest, including species harvested and level of harvest has 
precluded scientific assessments of the impact of the harvest on continental and local 
populations and has generally resulted in a polarized debate about the future of the hunt 
based on perceptions instead of facts. 

In October 1981 the Barbados Wildfowlers Association (BWFA) was established by a founding 
group of c.40 hunters (Harrold Skeete, BWFA Treasurer, pers. comm to W. Burke). In 2014, the 
membership of BWFA stands at c.80 individuals, representing all hunters (although it should be 
noted that not all members are active hunters). 

In 2008, BirdLife International – in collaboration with the BWFA, Canadian Wildlife Service, the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service – started work to ensure that the Barbados harvest is managed 
sustainably, without population-level effects on the shorebird species involved. The focus has 
been on change and evolution of the tradition of hunting rather than elimination – to regulate 
(where necessary) based on an objective analysis of accurate data about the harvest of each 
species being shot. The pace of evolution over the past five years in terms of changed 
attitudes, regulation, information availability and conservation has been impressive. The major 
advances are detailed in the following sections.  

• Shooting swamps as wetlands of conservation importance 

In a landscape now mainly devoid of natural wetlands, the artificially-maintained and managed 
network of shooting swamps provides habitat for many non-target waterbirds for at least part 
of the year, with some swamps that are maintained throughout the year providing year-round 
habitat. The shooting swamps represent important components of the island’s wetland 
network, but they exist solely as a result of shooting-specific management actions. 
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For example, the ponds are stocked with fish (for management purposes: see above), which 
has the indirect consequence of attracting fish-eating birds to the swamps. 

This network of natural and artificially maintained wetlands provides critical habitat for an 
increasing number of waterbird species. In recent decades, a range of waterbirds have been 
added as breeding species to the Barbados avifauna – a testament to the importance of the 
wetland network. For example, Little Egret Egretta garzetta first nested in 1994 (representing 
the first breeding record of this species in the New World); Snowy Egret E. thula also nested for 
the first time in 1994; Pied-billed Grebe Podilymbus podiceps in 2004; Black-bellied Whistling-
duck Dendrocygna autumnalis in 2002; and Masked Duck Nomonyx dominicus in 1990. 
These, and many other waterbirds, rely on a functioning network of wetlands to provide their 
various feeding and breeding requirements throughout the year, and this network functions 
only due to the continued management of the private shooting swamps. A tangible 
conservation ethic has been adopted by a range of hunters – as a result of BirdLife’s work over 
the last five years – resulting in a number of swamps owners pumping water to maintain their 
artificial wetlands all year (instead of only during the hunting season), thus providing critical 
year-round wetland habitat for all waterbirds. 

Table 2 lists the various past and present shooting swamps and shows clearly that the 
conservation value (in terms of important waterbird/ shorebird habitat) of a shooting swamp 
disappears once shooting (and the management for it) has stopped. Those that remain 
important are the swamps that are now protected areas (i.e. Graeme Hall and Chancery Lane 
IBAs, and Woodbourne Shorebird Refuge) and/ or natural wetlands (i.e. Long Pond).  

Large numbers of fish-eating birds (especially herons and egrets, such as these at Woodbourne Shorebird 
Refuge) congregate in large numbers as the ponds dry out (Richard Roach) 
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• Harvest evaluation 

The lack of contemporary information and detailed analysis on the Barbados shorebird harvest 
was identified as the major barrier to making a robust assessment of its impact on shorebird 
populations, and to making informed, objective management decisions.   

To address this barrier, BirdLife and the Canadian Wildlife Service worked closely with the 
Barbados Wildfowlers Association and individual shooting swamp owners to facilitate the 
voluntary release of harvest data from the scorebooks that each swamp maintains. The original 
scorebook data are believed to be highly accurate. Harvest data for the 1988-1992 period 
were provided by seven shooting swamps (via Julia Horrocks at the University of the West 
Indies), and five out of 10 swamps active during the 2001-2010 period collaborated by either 
providing access to daily harvest data from their scorebooks or summarized estimates of 
species-specific annual harvest.  This voluntary release of harvest data is unprecedented and 

Golden Grove Shooting Swamp (Jim Kushlan) 

Shooting hut and impoundments at Tom’s Pond (aka Hampton) shooting swamp. Water in front of the 
hut is maintained low to attract incoming shorebirds to pass within shooting range (Eric Reed). 
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demonstrates the willingness of Barbados shorebird hunters to collaborate towards the 
development of long-term sustainable hunting practices in the country.  

The released data were analysed by Dr Eric Reed (Migratory Bird Population Analyst at 
Canadian Wildlife Service) to provide a quantitative description of recent harvest of shorebirds 
in Barbados, and the basis for assessing impacts of the harvest and determining the effects of 
potential changes in hunting practices. The estimated overall shorebird harvest for the 1988–
2010 period, which varied between 12,000 and 35,000 birds per year (Reed 2012), is 
comparable to estimates from the 1970s which were derived from a small sample of swamps 
(Hutt 1991). However, robust estimates from the 1970s of species-specific harvest were not 
available for comparison with these most recent data.  

Harvest levels for individual species were compared with estimates of Potential Biological 
Removal (PBR) – an approach developed to determine appropriate and sustainable take levels 
of species with incomplete demographic information – to determine whether current harvest 
levels were consistent with long-term sustainability of the hunt, and to make 
recommendations to ensure that the harvest is sustainable in the long-term. 

 Lesser Yellowlegs The most frequently harvested species in Barbados, with levels 
estimated (for most years) in excess of 10,000 individuals. A crude index of harvest rate 
indicates that in most years, 3-5% of the continental population is harvested in Barbados, 
representing a relatively large percentage of PBR in most years, and up to 29% of PBR 
taken in the highest harvest year during the 2001-2010 period. Given the potential for 
high levels of harvest at the continental scale and the observed population decline of the 
species, it has been recommended that the hunting pressure on Lesser Yellowlegs be 
reduced in Barbados, especially avoiding the high harvest levels observed in some years. 
Protection of adults and reductions in annual bags would likely have the greatest positive 
impacts on the species’ long-term conservation. 

 Pectoral Sandpiper Lack of demographic data prevents an analysis of PBR for this 
species. However, indications are that current Barbados harvest levels for this species are 
relatively low in comparison with the overall population size (Barbados harvest rate is less 
than or equal than 0.3% of the continental population) and thus requires no restrictions at 
this point. However, given the high level of uncertainty surrounding the sustainability of 
the hunt, it is recommended that harvest levels are not increased at this time.  

 Stilt Sandpiper With an apparently stable continental population estimated, 
conservatively, at 1,243,700, it does not appear that current harvest levels are an issue for 
this species. 

 American Golden Plover This species was historically harvested in large numbers in 
North America, and to a lesser extent on its staging and wintering grounds, leading to an 
important population decline (Clay et al. 2010). The population responded positively to 
the end of the hunt in North America in the early twentieth century, but the population 
has been undergoing important declines in recent years. Some of the Barbados shooting 
swamps have restricted their take of American Golden Plover in recent years, in response 
to the elevated conservation concern of the species. Given the information available, 
harvest levels of American Golden plover in Barbados appear to be sustainable, 
representing no more than 5% of the estimated PBR.  

 Short-billed Dowitcher Lack of demographic data prevents an analysis of PBR for 
this species. However, the Barbados harvest has reached as high as 3% of the population 
– a population that appears to be decreasing (Andres et al. 2012). It is recommended that 
harvest levels are not increased at this time.  
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 Greater Yellowlegs Due to the small size of the continental population, Barbados 
harvest levels amounted to 3–12% of PBR in the highest harvest years. Care should be 
taken to maintain the Barbados harvest at or below these levels. 

 Other shorebirds Harvest levels of other shorebird species recorded in the Barbados 
harvest were low. However, Red Knot (Endangered in Canada and proposed as 
Threatened in the US under species at risk legislation) and Buff-breasted Sandpiper 
(Special Concern in Canada) were recorded in the harvest, even though they are generally 
avoided by Barbados hunters and their harvest is mainly incidental when in mixed flocks. 
Harvest of these species should be avoided as much as possible given the current status 
of their respective populations. 

• Limiting the harvest 

The Barbados Wildfowlers Association (BWFA) has been instrumental in acting upon 
information provided to them by BirdLife and Canadian Wildlife Service over the last 6-7 years. 
An initial intervention was made to the hunters related to American Golden Plover which, in 
2007 was considered by USFWS as a High Priority “Bird of Conservation Concern”. Attempts, 
supported by the President of the BWFA (Damian Edghill), to put a moratorium on shooting 
this species were unsuccessful when it was announced that the species had been dropped 
from the 2008 Birds of Conservation Concern list (although Robin Hunte and members of 
Congo Road Swamp maintain a moratorium on this species). Hunters were also alerted (and 
responded positively) to the possibility of satellite-tagged Whimbrel passing through – two of 
which had been shot in Guadeloupe (shooting-whimbrels-sparks-calls-regulation-shorebird-
hunting-caribbean) – with a view to further restricting the legal hunt of this species in case a 
satellite-tagged bird was shot.  

These events demonstrated willingness of the hunters to consider justifiable changes to their 
shooting practices, but also that we – the conservationists and wildlife managers – need to 
make sure our reasoning is based on robust, objective and quantifiable data. This catalyzed 
immediate efforts to secure and analyze the hunting data, the initial results from which led (in 
2011) to the BWFA passing a series of resolutions at their AGM to limit the harvest of certain 
species and control the use of certain hunting methods. These resolutions committed 
members of the association to the following actions: 

1. Limiting the gross annual harvest on the island to 22,500 shorebirds; 
2. Allowing no more than 2,500 shorebirds to be shot per swamp each year; 
3. Shooting no more than 300 birds in a given day per swamp; 
4. Limiting the Lesser Yellowlegs harvest per swamp to 1,250 birds annually; and 
5. Restricting the shooting of American Golden Plovers to 100 birds in any swamp on any 

given day. 
6. No use of speakers to lure shorebirds; 
7. No use of shotgun extension magazines; and  
8. Restricting the number of hunters such that no more than thee hunters present arms in 

each swamp at one time. 

Items 1–5 (inclusive) were to take effect from the 2012 season, but it was asked that in good 
faith the principle of this be adhered to as much possible in 2011. A suggestion to reduce the 
harvest of adult Lesser Yellowlegs by reducing pressure in the first weeks of the season (which 
would benefit the species by allowing a greater proportion of breeders to survive the hunting 
season) was also debated but no decision was forthcoming. The impacts of these items (1–5) 
were predicted from the analysis of 1988–2010 harvest data (Reed 2012): 

http://www.birdlife.org/europe-and-central-asia/news/shooting-whimbrels-sparks-calls-regulation-shorebird-hunting-caribbean
http://www.birdlife.org/europe-and-central-asia/news/shooting-whimbrels-sparks-calls-regulation-shorebird-hunting-caribbean
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1. Limiting gross annual harvest to 22,500 shorebirds. Total estimated shorebird harvest 
exceeded 22,500 in nine out of 15 years, so this measure would be expected to reduce the 
harvest about 60% of the time. The maximum annual harvest reduction would have been 
c.12,000 birds during the analysis period. 

2. No more than 2,500 shorebirds shot per swamp. With just eight swamps now active, this 
measure would reduce the gross annual harvest to 20,000 shorebirds, reducing the 
harvest yet further.  

3. No more than 300 birds shot in a given day per swamp. The daily shorebird harvest rarely 
exceeded 300 per day for the three swamps for which data was available. This restriction 
would have resulted in a relatively small reduction, but will guard against excessive harvest 
during important migratory passages. 

4. Lesser Yellowlegs harvest per swamp limited to 1,250 annually. With eight active swamps, 
this would limit the overall harvest to 10,000 Lesser Yellowlegs per year, which would have 
reduced the harvest in six years during the 2001-2010 period, and will (if adhered to) 
reduce the overall harvest to 20-35% of PBR, which appears to be a reasonable target 
based on our current knowledge of Lesser Yellowlegs harvest and population status. 

5. No more than 100 American Golden Plover shot in a given day per swamp. There were no 
occasions American Golden Plover harvest exceeded 100 individuals per swamp. This 
restriction would thus be expected to have a limited impact, if any, on predicted plover 
harvest levels but would guard against excessive harvest during important migratory 
passages. 

Several swamps have complied with the 2011 resolutions but some hunters are still reluctant 
to accept the conservation ethics advocated by BWFA. Thus, the resolutions have only been 
partially implemented to date. This situation highlights the need to reinforce the partnership 
with all of BWFA’s membership and continue to build a relationship based on trust and 
collaboration with the hunters. The new BWFA Constitution will (when completed) provide for 
ways to address non-compliance in this regard. It will not be possible to predict the impact of 
items 6–8 on realized shorebird harvest until they have been applied for a few years. 

• Establishing “no-shooting” swamps 

Even with regulated hunting, it was quickly realized that the maintenance of (ideally two - one 
in the north and one in the east) abandoned shooting swamps as “no-shooting” wetlands 
would be ideal to offer sanctuary for migratory shorebirds. With this in mind, BirdLife 
International secured the lease on a 10-acre abandoned shooting swamp at Woodbourne - on 
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the flank of the St. Philip Shooting Swamps Important Bird Area – as a shorebird refuge. 
Hunting and maintenance ceased at Woodbourne (previously Woodbourne Club, and 
sometimes referred to as Packers Swamp) in October 2004, and the swamp fell into disrepair 
with minimal wetland conservation value. However, two former hunters were instrumental in 
securing the swamp lease for BirdLife and in financing the initial restoration which started in 

May 2009, making sure the swamp was ready for the southbound shorebird migration that fall. 
Many hunters and ex-hunters have been most generous in offering advice, equipment, and 
other resources for restoration and improvements at what is now Woodbourne Shorebird 
Refuge (the lease for which is now held by the Shorebird Conservation Trust). The restoration 
work was also made possible through support from West Pasco Audubon Society and Bird 
Studies Canada, with ongoing maintenance funded primarily through US Fish and Wildlife 
Service, but also with support from the Barbados Wildfowlers Association. With small additions 
of neighboring fields over the last few years, Woodbourne Shorebird Refuge is now 14 acres 
(5.7 ha) in extent, and has attracted an astonishing 24 species of shorebirds (see list below). 
Not only shorebirds, but many other species of waterbird (39 species so far, including a 
number of trans-Atlantic vagrants) have found refuge at Woodbourne (Table 3). 

Woodbourne is managed exactly as if 
it were a shooting swamp still – just 
without the shooting. A broad 
description (and photos) of this 
management regime is given above. 
The constant nature of the relatively 
intensive (and thus expensive) 
management at Woodbourne has 
proven difficult to secure sustainable 
financing for, and this has delayed 
securing the leases and/ or 
management of additional no-
shooting swamps, although the 

conservation benefits of such areas are clear for all to see in the photos from Woodbourne. 

http://shorebirdconservationtrust.wordpress.com/
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Table 3: Wetland birds observed at Woodbourne Shorebird Refuge (2009–2014) 

SHOREBIRDS 
Southern Lapwing Vanellus chilensis 
Black-bellied Plover Pluvialis squatarola 
American Golden Plover Pluvialis dominica 
Semipalmated Plover Charadrius semipalmatus 
Killdeer Charadrius vociferus 
Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularia 
Solitary Sandpiper Tringa solitaria 
Greater Yellowlegs Tringa melanoleuca  
Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia 
Lesser Yellowlegs Tringa flavipes 
Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus 
Hudsonian Godwit Limosa haemastica 
Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres 
Red Knot Calidris canutus 
Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla 
Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri 
Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla 
White-rumped Sandpiper Calidris fuscicollis 
Pectoral Sandpiper Calidris melanotos 
Stilt Sandpiper Calidris himantopus 
Ruff Philomachus pugnax 
Short-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus griseus  
Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus 

scolopaceus 
Wilson’s Snipe Gallinago delicata 

 

WATERBIRDS 
West Indian Whistling-duck Dendrocygna 

arborea 
Black-bellied Whistling-duck Dendrocygna 

autumnalis  
American Wigeon Anas americana  
Blue-winged Teal Anas discors 
Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata 
Northern Pintail Anas acuta 
Green-winged Teal Anas carolinensis 
Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris 
Greater Scaup Aythya marila 
Lesser Scaup Aytha affinis 
Masked Duck Nomonyx dominicus 
Pied-billed Grebe Podilymbus podiceps 
Magnificent Frigatebird Fregata magnificens 
Brown Booby Sula leucogaster 
Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias 
Grey Heron Ardea cinerea 
Great Egret Ardea alba 
Little Egret Egretta garzetta 
Snowy Egret Egretta thula 
Little Blue Heron Egretta caerulea 
Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis 
Green Heron Butorides virescens 
Yellow-crowned Night-heron Nyctanassa 

violacea 
Black-crowned Night-heron Nycticorax 

nycticorax 
Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus 
Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia 
Osprey Pandion haliaetus 
Sora Porzana carolina  
Purple Gallinule Porphyrio martinica 
Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus 
Caribbean Coot Fulica caribaea 
Laughing Gull Larus atricilla 
Herring Gull Larus argentatus 
Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus 
Gull-billed Tern Sterna nilotica  
Common Tern Sterna hirundo 
Least Tern Sterna antillarum 
White-winged Tern Chilidonias leucoptera 
Belted Kingfisher Ceryle alcyon  
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Conclusion 

Although the overall magnitude of the Barbados shorebird harvest remains important, it appears that it 
could have negative impacts on just a limited number of species. Hunters’ self-restrictions on 
American Golden Plover, Whimbrel, and Red Knot appear to be successful in that their respective 
harvests are well below estimated sustainable levels. However, there are limited data in pre-restriction 
periods to compare the realized harvest with or to fully determine the performance of the regulatory 
changes. Although it appears that the impact on some of the most commonly harvested species may 
be low, it would be premature to interpret this to mean that increases in harvest would be 
inconsequential.  

The maintenance of the shorebird harvest in Barbados has had some positive repercussions on the 
country’s biodiversity. The creation of wetlands for hunting and the recent (encouraged) trend of 
shooting swamps to maintain these wetlands year-round provides wetland habitat to migratory and 
resident birds that is available throughout their annual cycles. Benefits are likely to be highest outside 
of the hunting season given the daily presence of hunters during the season, but they could also 
provide habitat and resting sites at night during the season. Recently, Woodbourne swamp has been 
restored and is now managed as a “no-shooting” shorebird refuge, but other swamps might be 
available for similar shorebird conservation purposes and the ideal would be to maintain at least two 
such reserves – one in the north of the island and one in the south.  

The collaborative, non-confrontational approach between conservationists and Bajan hunters has 
started to demonstrate its potential for significant returns in the survival prospects of shorebirds.  
Additional refuges for shorebirds and the establishment and adherence to bag limits on species of 
concern will ensure that Barbados earns a reputation as a haven for passage shorebirds rather than be 
discredited with notoriety as one of the places where shorebirds are shot.  Towards this end, some of 
the hunters must be commended for starting to release data to BirdLife International for analysis by 
the Canadian Wildlife Service. This signals a most welcome locally-driven change from unexamined 
resource consumption to data-informed resource conservation. In the long term, this transparent 
alliance will benefit all. Not least, the magnificent flights of shorebirds.  

In spite of recent shorebird conservation advances on a number of fronts in Barbados, there remain 
important sources of uncertainty concerning shorebird hunting and harvest on the island, the most 
critical being: the actual composition/ origins of shorebird populations that migrate through Barbados 
during the fall migration; their population levels and trends; and the overall magnitude of the 
unmeasured harvest occurring throughout the Americas.  

Building on the Barbados Wildfowlers Association’s (BWFA) expression of interest to help with further 
studies, a collaborative study between BWFA, University of the West Indies, Shorebird Conservation 
Trust and Canadian Wildlife Service was initiated in 2013, with the objective to understand the 
migratory connectivity between breeding areas in North America and Barbados for Lesser Yellowlegs 
and American Golden Plover. The first year of the study saw two swamps – Hampton’s in the south 
and Foster’s in the north – provide 1,400 wings from yellowlegs and plovers harvested during the 
season. The wings have been checked to determine species and age of the bird based on plumage 
characteristics which will provide critical information on the occurrence of immature and adult birds 
during the hunting season on Barbados. Feather and claw samples from 495 individuals will be 
analyzed for isotopic signatures to determine the likely breeding or natal origin of these birds, allowing 
a better understanding of populations that are exposed to harvest, but also shedding light on 
migration patterns of these two species. In the future, we hope to be able to expand this study to the 
whole Caribbean basin and important shorebird areas of northern South America to gain a better 
understanding of migratory connectivity between these various sites and the assess the global impact 
of the harvest in the Americas. 
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APPENDIX 1: Shorebird/ wetland Important Bird Areas on Barbados from Burke (2008). 
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APPENDIX 2: Jackman, C. (1901) Swamp shooting in Barbados. Wide World Magazine 6: 
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APPENDIX 3: Hutt, M.B. (1991) Shooting of migrating shorebirds in Barbados. Pp77-91 in T. 
Salathe, ed. Conserving Migratory Birds. Cambridge, U.K.: International 
Council for Bird Preservation (Techn. Publ.12). 
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