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ABSTRACT 

The island of Dominica flourishes in its abundance of various fruit trees and in the 

numerous birds that rely on these trees for food.  The purpose of this project was to 

observe the feeding habits of local birds on the papaya trees located on the Springfield 

Plantation property.  Several papaya trees were observed over six days for four two-hour 

periods a day.  The observations show a pattern of peak activity in the morning for 

Loxigilla noctis, with Coereba flaveola, Margarops fuscus, and Cinclocerthia ruficauda 

showing peak feeding activity in the early to late afternoon.  All species showed a 

decrease in feeding in the evening.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Dominica is located in the Lesser Antilles between the islands of Guadeloupe and 

Martinique with a total area of 800 square kilometers (Evans & James 1997: 3).  

Springfield Center for Environmental Protection, Teaching, Research, and Education 

(SCEPTRE) is located in south central Dominica, and although the area around the 

plantation is secondary deciduous forest, the immediate surroundings have been 

cultivated and contain a wide variety of planted fruit trees, including the Papaya tree 

(Carica papaya).  The Papaya tree is native to tropical America, and reports of its 

cultivation date back to Columbus documenting the Caribbean islands’ natives living on 

the ‘fruit of angels’ (Bourne et al. 1988: 36).  The tree reaches approximately five to six 

meters in height, the stem is hollow and the leaves are large and palmate.  The Papaya 

tree is dioecious with only the female trees bearing the fruit, which when ripe is 

yellowish-orange and thin-skinned.     

There have been 175 species of birds recorded in Dominica,  many of which have 

a wide array of diets, often feeding on insects as well as fruits and nectar (Evans & James 

1997: 24).   The relationship between these birds and the fruit trees can be best described 

as follows: 

 

“By feeding upon them, many birds also serve an important role for the 

plants by aiding their pollination or dispersal of their seeds.  Different 

plants may flower or fruit at different times of the year so that some food 
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is available to the birds in every month.  In this way, birds and plants have 

evolved together to their mutual benefit” (Evans 1990: 8). 

 

My first hypothesis was based on the statement “peak activity is generally in the 

first three hours after dawn and the last two to three hours before dusk so these are the 

best times to bird-watch” (Evans 1990: 10).  I assumed that if peak activity occurs at this 

time then so would peak feeding time.  However, after my first full day of bird watching, 

I discovered that papaya feeding did not follow this pattern.  My new hypothesis now 

followed my first observations in that Bullfinch (Loxigilla noctis) activity is highest in 

the morning followed by a decrease in the afternoon.  The early afternoon would be peak-

feeding time for the various other birds in the area followed by a distinct slow down of 

feeding for all birds in the evening.     

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

A general search around the property was done for available Papaya trees.  All 

trees were located between the main house and stream house of SCEPTRE making a total 

of seven.  However, not all fruit was ripe enough for the birds to eat and most ripe fruit 

was picked by the staff to serve to the guests.  When a tree was seen to have fruit ripe 

enough and was already punctured, probably from a fruit bat or larger bird, it was 

observed during four, two-hour periods throughout the day.  These included from 5:15 to 

7:15AM, 9:15 to 11:15AM, 1:30 to 3:30PM and finally from 5:00 to 7:00PM.  The 

species of bird was recorded along with the exact time of the feeding, and how long it 

fed, if it indeed fed on the Papaya fruit.   

While there were several papaya trees in the area, only one produced fruit at the 

right time in order to be observed.  Also, to insure opportunities for continuous 

observations of foraging behavior, 3 papaya fruits were bought from the market and hung 

in the tree with fishing wire.  The tree that was observed was located about 2.5 meters 

from the stream house and was about 4.5 meters tall.  On average, there were about three 

available papaya fruits to feed on.  The days that observations were taken were May 27, 

May 28, June 1, June 2, June 3, and June 4.  Note that only morning observations were 



   

Franzen 4/8 

taken on May 28.  I have included this data in the project but it wasn’t used for 

comparison or statistical purposes.    

 

RESULTS 

While there were a diverse number of species of birds seen throughout the area, 

only four species were seen feeding on the papaya fruit (Table 1).  These included the 

Scaly-breasted Thrasher (Margarops fuscus), the Trembler (Cinclocerthia ruficauda), the 

Bananaquit (Coereba flaveola), and the Lesser Antillean Bullfinch (Loxigilla noctis).  

Margarops fuscus is dark brown above and has a white belly marked with grey-brown 

markings.  It has a short black bill that is slightly hooked, the tail feathers are tipped in 

white, and the eye is yellow.  This species feeds mainly upon fruits from a wide variety 

of trees and shrubs, and is described as a shy species that will prefer tall canopies (Evans 

1990: 109).  Cinclocerthia ruficauda is actually a type of Thrasher, with a long, slender 

curved bill.  It has brown to olive-grey upperparts and pale grey underparts.  It is marked 

by the behavior of trembling its wings.  The eyes are bright orange-yellow and it has a 

broad diet of insects, berries, frogs and lizards (Evans 1990: 112).  Coereba flaveola is 

one of the most common and widely distributed birds in the Caribbean, and can be found 

in any habitat (Evans 1990: 122).  It has a short, slender curved bill, black upperparts, a 

yellow breast, and a distinct white stripe above its eyes.  It feeds on nectar and juices of 

various fruits, seeds, and small insects(Evans 1990: 122).  Loxigilla noctis, is also very 

common in all habitats.  The male is black with a red patch on its throat with a black bill.  

The female is brown with lighter grey underparts.  Its undertail coverts are orange-yellow 

and it has a yellow bill.  Loxigilla noctis mostly feeds on fruits and seeds but also upon 

insects and it readily visit scraps of food lefts by humans (Evans 1990: 134).  The other 

three species don’t have such a strong sexual dimorphism as L. noctis.  The two sexes of 

L. noctis were seen to display very different patterns of activity (Table 1, Figs. 4, 5).   

 The feeding observations were totaled and compared over the five-day period 

along with the averages of the species specific feeding and the average duration of feed 

per species (Figures 1-3).  Data for each species of bird seen feeding over the five-day 

period was also graphed (Figures 4-8). 
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DISCUSSION 

The sum of the feeding observations (Fig. 3) show peak feeding time to be in the 

hours of 5:15-7:15AM and 1:30 to 3:30PM.  The female L. noctis did in fact show peak 

feeding in the early morning followed by a decrease in afternoon and dropping drastically 

in the evening.  Even though there were very few male L. noctis seen, its activity slightly 

mirrors that of the female L. noctis.  Distinct behavior for this species was also noted 

throughout the study.  The female L. noctis seemed very aggressive and territorial when it 

came to feeding in that it was very often seen chasing other females away from the fruit.  

The male L. noctis fed less and was not approached by the female when feeding.  This 

aggressive behavior may explain why the four other species stayed away from the papaya 

in the early morning when L. noctis was abundant and instead foraged on the fruit in the 

afternoon.  Perhaps these species of birds simply prefer early morning and afternoon for 

feeding but for the most part, I am perplexed by the lack of feeding in the evening.  

 As far as measuring length of a single feeding, no distinct pattern was seen and 

its calculations seem ambiguous because it was uncertain whether a bird was merely the 

same bird repeatedly returning.      

The birds that were seen landing on the papaya tree but not feeding on the fruit 

included the Flycatcher (Myiarchus oberi), the Black-whiskered Vireo (Vireo altiloquus), 

and the Yellow Warbler (Dendroica petechia).  These birds appeared to be foraging for 

insects on the tree.  Also, it was noted that C. flaveola was seen more often skipping from 

leaf to leaf in the search of insects rather than eating the fruit itself.   

One unfortunate aspect of this project is the unpredictability of the fruits’ fate as it 

ripens.  Timing of the observations is very crucial in that feeding depends on the ripeness 

of the fruit and on the weather.  There was a remarkable drop of feeding from May 27 to 

June 1.  If I would have started my observations a couple days earlier or continuously 

observed the days following May 27, the fruit would have just been punctured and 

attracted more birds.  The month of June marks the rainy season and June 1st was the first 

day here at Springfield for it to rain consistently throughout the day.  From this day and 

on, papaya feeding dropped, possibly due to this increase in rain.  Again, if I were to start 
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the project a few days earlier, I would have equal days in the dry and rainy season and 

could have correlated activity with the season.  

Other possible adjustments to this project would include comparing the feeding 

patterns of different fruit trees in the area or observing activity of papaya trees found 

further away from humans and buildings in hopes that other shyer species might be seen 

feeding. 

 After looking over my observations, I concluded that L. noctis is the primary 

consumer of papaya fruit.  This bird’s aggressive behavior dominates the early morning 

feeding hours, but slows thereafter, allowing M. fuscus, C. ruficauda, and C. flaveola to 

forage the fruit in the late afternoon.   
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FIGURES 
 
           
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
Figure 4.  Female Loxigilla noctis feedings on Carica papaya throughout five days during four two-hour periods.   
          
 
           
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
Figure 5.  Male Loxigilla noctis feedings on Carica papaya throughout five days during four two-hour periods.    
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Figure 6.  Cinclocerthia ruficauda feedings on Carica papaya throughout five days during four two-hour periods.  
          
          
 
           
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
Figure 7.  Margarops fuscus feedings on Carica papaya throughout five days during four two-hour periods.  
          
 
           
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
Figure 8.  Coereba flaveola feedings on Carica papaya throughout five days during four two-hour periods.   
          
          
          
          
 


