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Abstract: 

 Amazona imperialis and Amazona arausiaca are two species of parrots endemic to the 

island of Dominica in the Lesser Antilles. The purpose of this study was to observe the 

biparental care patterns of these parrots, recording the amount of time parrot parents spend 

with their chicks separately and together, and the amount of time they spend away from their 

chick before fledging. I hypothesized that the female would spend more time in the nest than the 

male, and that the parents would rarely leave their chick completely alone. Due to scheduling 

complications with the Dominican Wildlife and Forestry Division, I was unable to observe 

parrots, but valuable information and observations of the guides from Wildlife and Forestry were 

recorded. The conclusion was determined that females spend more time with their chicks than 

males and that parents are required to leave their chick alone in order to forage for food. Further 

communication and data collection with the Wildlife and Forestry Department is required to fully 

understand parrot parental care. 

 

Introduction:  

 The most expansive of the Windward Islands, the island of Dominica contains 

mountainous regions with dense vegetation that support remarkably high species diversity, 

including multiple endemic species. One such unique species and the national bird of Dominica, 

Amazona imperialis, faced serious threat of extinction after considerable habitat destruction in 

1979 caused by Hurricane David (Reillo & Durand 2008). At 45 cm, A. imperialis, or the 

Sisserou Parrot, is the largest species of Amazona, and is easily recognizable by it intense 

purple and green coloring. Though mountains make up 75% of the island, A. imperialis 

exclusively occupies heights of 600 to 1300 m, only venturing to lower regions in times of food 

scarcity (BirdLife International 2015). A similar endemic species on Dominica, Amazona 

arausiaca, also experienced population declines, but has rebounded far more quickly than the 
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Imperial Parrot due to A. arausiaca’s aggressive behavior and its ability to adapt to 

anthropogenic changes to habitat. Smaller in size than the Imperial Parrot, A. arausiaca, also 

called the Jaco Parrot, is typically 40 cm in size with blue, red, and mainly green coloring. With 

the combined conservation efforts of the Rare Species Conservation Foundation and the 

Dominican government’s Forestry, Wildlife, and Parks Division, the population of A. imperialis 

increased from around 50 birds in 1979, immediately following the hurricane to an estimated 

500 recorded in 2013 (Reillo & Durand 2008, Kreuter 2013). As the Morne Diablotin National 

Park’s northern-most slope is the last refuge of this species, the Sisserou Parrot is the main 

focus of the conservation efforts (Kreuter 2013). 

 Impediments to conservation efforts include the slow rate of reproduction, as A. 

imperialis parrots produce only one chick every other year. With so few offspring, the Sisserou 

Parrot practices biparental care; both parents are responsible for the feeding and raising of their 

chick during the first year of its life (Minarcik 2010, Reillo & Durand 2008). Because they are not 

sexually dimorphic, male and female Imperial Parrots can only be distinguished by the greater 

weight and flatter heads of males along with the rumpled or disheveled chest feathers of 

females from warming a chick (Minarcik 2010). The original purpose of this study was to 

observe biparental care, particularly the amount of time both parents spend with the chick 

together compared to the time each parent spends alone with the chick. Additionally, this study 

aimed to observe the amount of time both parents are away from nest, leaving the chick alone. 

The feasibility of this investigation was supported by the project conducted by Ali Minarcik. She 

observed the parental behavior of the Amazona imperialis by noting the time the parents spent 

together and apart, though her focus was the behavior of the fledglings (Minarcik 2010). 

 

Methods: 
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 I entered the field with guides from the Forestry and Wildlife Division in Morne Diablotin 

National Park near the Syndicate Falls trail. Due to scheduling complications with the parrot 

guides we were only able to spend one day in the field. We visited known nesting sites, 

particularly those thought by the guides to be active, and observed the activity. A total of 3.5 

hours were spent observing the parrot’s nests. I was accompanied by Stephen Durand, Ronnie 

Winston, and Arlington James on the excursion, all world-class experts on A. imperialis.  

 

Results: 

 No parrot activity was seen during the day spent in the field, but information was 

collected from Stephen Durand and the other guides from the Dominican Forestry and Wildlife 

Division. We arrived at the first nest site at 10:00 AM. Between April 9, 2015 and April 11, 2015, 

a female Jaco was seen sitting on her eggs in this cavity, at the Jaco’s customary elevation of 

below 90 feet. Because the minimum time between hatching and fledging is 90 days, it was 

likely that the chick had already fledged. An old growth tree with cavities oriented to ensure a 

dry nest, this particular tree used to be an Imperial nest site, but is occupied by Jacos this 

season. This site is an example of the Sisserou and Jaco’s willingness to alternate nesting sites 

with each other. They also often nest in trees in close proximity to other nesting trees. If not 

enough cavities are available, however, parrots will not give up their nesting site without a fight. 

Preferring Gommier, Karipit, Bwua diable, and Chatanier trees, both parrot species have similar 

nesting behaviors. However, Sisserou parrots, unlike the Jaco parrots, will not nest near 

humans or in a cavity without adequate camouflage on the entrance. The Sisserou are also 

known for alternating nesting years, while the Jaco nest every year.  

 During incubation, females of both species keep the temperature of the nest constant 

while the male forages about five times per day. When the male returns, the female exits the 

nest to feed. After incubation, food is transferred from the male to the female and finally to the 
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chick. Because the chick requires so much food, the parents will leave it alone at around four to 

five weeks old in order to forage. Though both parents leave to forage at this stage, the female 

still spends more time feeding and caring for the chick than the male. Because foraging is such 

exhausting work, the female sympathizes with the male during and after incubation by 

reassuring him, engaging in preening, and sometimes even copulating with him.  

 As the chick approaches fledging, the parents will reduce the number of feedings as low 

as once a day to encourage the chick to leave the nest. The chick will then become somewhat 

aggressive, but will not leave the nest until they are ready. They spend about two to three 

weeks at the lip of the cavity doing stretches and preparing for their first flight. Because the 

parenting process is profoundly intensive, the parrots treat their chicks like an investment and 

protect them from any threat, no matter the size. Jacos and Sisserou have similar protection 

style and both species will join in if a fight is unfolding. Because the parents are such aggressive 

defenders, chick fatality before fledging usually occurs from starvation. If there are three chicks 

in the same season, one might starve. Chicks are also prey to Pearly Eyed Thrashers, a bird 

that pecks eggs and chicks to death. However, the Dominican Forestry and Wildlife guides have 

observed a Thrasher and a Jaco nesting in the same tree simultaneously without any trouble. If 

parents lose their chick, they can re-nest in the same season, but it is more likely that they will 

wait until the next nesting season. 

 After the chick fledges, they follow their parents from tree to tree as they learn what to 

do. They stay with their parents for about a year after they leave the nest and are still fed by 

their parents until they become accustomed to breaking open fruits and accessing seeds. Some 

tree species are even in sync with the parrot’s nesting seasons. Adult parrots often participate in 

communal roosting and foraging. The guides have witnessed over 20 birds in the same tree, 

especially after a heavy rain when dry trees are a rarity. The rain was continuous during most of 
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our time in the field, and did not stop until around noon. Because neither parrot species is 

comfortable in the rain, the rain may have deterred their activity. 

 Conservation efforts as reported by the guides have resulted in around 500 Sisserous, 

including a small population in Morne Prosper in the southern half of the island. Jacos have 

reached around 2,000 individuals and are increasingly seen in coastal areas. On this particular 

day we did not see any parrots, but we heard an Imperial vocalizing while we watched the first 

nest site. At the second nest site, we saw a Pearly Eyed Thrasher but still no parrots. Finally, 

the third site we observed appeared too clean to still be active. We left the rainforest and 

returned to the park entrance at around 1:30 PM. 

 

Discussion: 

 My hypothesis was supported by the observations of Stephen Durand and the other 

guides, but not by any empirical data. The females do spend more time in the nest with their 

chicks even after incubation, but they have to leave their chick completely alone to forage for 

food.  

 In future investigations, planning ahead with the Wildlife and Forestry Division is 

essential. Exact dates for field exploration were not determined until we arrived on the island, so 

we were only able to arrange for one day in the field. I would also recommend talking with them 

about how much work they are doing in parrot conservation during that particular year. This year 

they were busy with workshops and needed to prepare photos for a workshop while we were in 

the field. In future projects, ensuring that the project has their attention and that they have the 

time for the field work is a necessity.  

 

Conclusion: 

 This project aimed to describe the biparental care patterns in the A. imperialis 
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and the A. arausiaca parrots. As a result of scheduling issues with the Dominican Wildlife and 

Forestry Division, only one day of field research was accomplished, and no parrot activity was 

observed. Thus this project consists of observations and information from the guides and no 

data from personal experience. Because the results were not conclusive, further investigation of 

the biparental care patterns of these endemic parrots is needed. 
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