Probable Breeding of Red-billed Tropicbird in Costa Rica
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Abstract.—Observations of 1en Red-billed Tropichirds (Phaethon aetherens) engaging in courtship Hights and
landing on Isla Santa Cataling, Costa Rica, suggest the fivst known breeding location for Costa Rica, Recefved 17 Aprif

1995, accepted 2 fune 1993,
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The Red-billed Tropichird  {Phacthon
aethereus), although breeding on Pacilic is-
lands off Mexico and Colombia and on the
Atantic coast of Panama (Stiles and Skutch
1989), has not been reported to breed in
Costa Rica (Siud 1964, Stiles 1984). We re-
port on the possible nesting of this species
on Isla Santa Cawalina, off Plava Flamingo,
on the Pacific coast of Costa Rica.

On 21 November 1993 a1 1437 h, we an-
chored ourvessel The Caroline jusi west of the
largest island of the Santa Catalina isiand
complex (10°29'N, 85°55W: Defense Map-
ping Ageney 1993: 94). The two main islands
are steep, cliffbound and uninhabited. Stiles
and Smith (1977) describe them: “Above the
fringing cliffs, the islands are densely coy-
ered by bunchgrass (Uniole pittien), with scat-
tered tall carddn cacti (Coveus aragonii.

AU 1429 h, we observed a Red-hilled Trop-
ichird land on the west side of the island,
above the cliff in an area of mixed grass and
rocks. The senior author is familiar with ¢his
species from Galapagos, Ecuador, Shortly af-
ter the first observation, we observed Gwvo
tropichirds in zig-zagging courtship flight,
with a third joining them (cf, Bratstrom and
Howell 1956). At 1456 h, we counted ten
tropichbirds in view at once. During this peri-
od, we walched wropichirds fand at four sep-
arate locations on the main island. In the
next hour, the numbers around the island

decreased. At 1613 h, we watched the last
three tropichirds depart westwards, out to
34,

On 19 November 1993, during a watch
off the island from 1657 w0 1730, we ob-
served no tropichirds, This suggests that
rropichirds were visiting the island by day but
spending the nightatsea. Tropicbirds in Gal-
apagos have been reported o display at their
nest sites at least two months before egg-lav-
ing (Harris 1969). Eastern Pacific egg dates
in the literatare are mostly from spring
onths (Palmer 1962), so the birds at Santa
Catalira may have heen prebreeders, al-
though aerial displays are also apparenty
performed by nonbreeders (Harris, unpubl.
data in Diamond 1975).

D W, Waller (in Slud 1964) reported
three sightings in April and May 1963 “made
in the viciniw ol Cabo Velas,” Costa Rica, a
poiat just south of the Santa Catalina com-
plex. Jehl (1974) spent three days “5 1o 20
miles oft the Nicova Peninsula” and saw birds
only on one morning; however, he observed
one bird in two hours of ebservation on the
alternoon of a fourth day, slightly farther
south at the moutl of the Gull of Nicova. In
transects made at sea in the Santa Catalina
area, Stjes and Smith {1977) did not obserye
this species, nor did thev report it [rom a
census of seabirds on Santa Catalina on 18
November 1974, 1t is uniikely this species
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would have been overlooked by them, so the
present record may well represent a range
expansion,
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