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Executive Summary
Honduras holds seven percent of the world's biodiversity and is home to approximately 720 bird
species. However, 59 of them live in threatened habitats and five are in danger of extinction
(Anderson, 2008). The country loses 80,000 hectares of vital forest habitat each year. The very
dry tropical forest (Holdridge, 1967) is in danger of being lost entirely due to deforestation over
its limited range.
Figure 1: Valle de Aguán and Valle de Agalta, the only two regions where the

The Honduran Emerald,
Honduran Emerald exists
Amazilia luciae, (“the
Valle de
Emerald”) is a hummingbird
Aguán
whose range is restricted to
the Republic of Honduras,
Central America. Prior to the
1980s very little was known
about the species’
distribution or ecology, and it
was thought to be widespread
in moist lowland forests in
eastern Honduras (Monroe,
Valle de
1968). Recently, due to
Agalta
increased interest from both
the conservation and
ornithological communities
in Honduras, it was
discovered that the species
resides in isolated fragments
of very dry tropical forest, and that these fragments are small and rapidly being destroyed for use
as cattle pastures and as agricultural land (Howell and Webb, 1989).

The Emerald is endemic solely to Honduras and is known from only two valleys; Valle de Agalta
in Olancho and Valle de Aguán in Yoro (See Figure 1). The Emerald is considered the most
endangered bird in Central America and one of the most endangered hummingbirds in the world
(IUCN Red List of Threatened Animals, 1996). Due to its restricted distribution, critically
endangered status, and unique habitat, the Emerald has become a rallying point for conservation
in Honduras.
In the past few years the Emerald has been faced with multiple threats, including government
plans to build a highway through a section of its unique habitat, and unregulated habitat
destruction on private lands. That the Honduran government passed an initiative in 2004
declaring the northwest portion of the Aguán Valley -- home to this minute bird -- a protected
area bodes well for the Emerald, but much more needs to be done.
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Petitioned Species
COMMON NAME
Honduran Emerald

SCIENTIFIC NAME
Amazilia luciae

Honduran Emerald Photo by Robert E. Hyman©
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Notice of Petition
Dirk Kempthorne, Secretary
U.S. Department of the Interior
18th and C Streets NW
Washington, D.C. 20240
H. Dale Hall, Director
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
1849 C Street, NW
Washington, D.C. 20240
PETITIONERS
David L. Anderson, MS, BS
Museum of Natural Science
119 Foster Hall
Louisiana State University
Baton Rouge, LA 70803

The Hummingbird Conservancy
117 South Parkmont
Butte, MT 59701

The Hummingbird Society
6560 Highway 179, Suite 204
Sedona, AZ 86351
Tel: (928) 284-2251

Fundación Parque Nacional Pico Bonito
La Ceiba
Honduras

Ecologic Development Fund
25 Mount Auburn St., Suite 203
Cambridge, MA 02138
Tel: (616) 441-6300
Clos LaChance
1 Hummingbird Lane
San Martin, CA 95046

Honduran Environmental Network for
Sustainable Development
La Ceiba
Honduras
Crowell & Moring, LLP
1001 Pennsylvania Ave., NW
Washington, DC 20004

Pursuant to Section 4(b) of the Endangered Species Act (“ESA”), 16 U.S.C. § 1533(b),
Section 553(3) of the Administrative Procedures Act, 5 U.S.C. § 553(e), and 50 C.F.R. §
424.14(a), David L. Anderson, MS, BS, The Hummingbird Society, Clos LaChance, Ecologic
Development Fund, The Hummingbird Conservancy, Fundación Parque Nacional Pico Bonito,
Honduran Environmental Network for Sustainable Development, and Crowell & Moring, LLP
hereby petition the Secretary of the Interior, through the United States Fish and Wildlife Service
(“FWS”), to list the Honduran Emerald (Amazilia luciae) as an endangered species under the
federal Endangered Species Act (“ESA”), 16 U.S.C. § 1531-1544.

Page 5

David L. Anderson, MS, BS is an ornithologist at Louisiana State University and an
authority on the birds of Honduras. The Hummingbird Society is a nonprofit charitable
organization with the goals of teaching about hummingbirds and working to prevent their
extinction, the latter in response to approximately ten per cent (10%) of the known species being
at risk. The Ecologic Development Fund is a 501(c)(3) organization that advances conservation
of critical natural resources in rural areas of Latin America by promoting sustainable livelihoods
that affirm local cultures and by strengthening community participation in natural resource
management. The Hummingbird Conservancy is non-profit organization whose mission is to
conserve hummingbirds and their habitat in the Neotropics through the integration of research
and environmental education. Fundación Parque Nacional Pico Bonito
is a non-profit organization dedicated to protecting the Pico Bonito National Park and promoting
conservation therein. The Honduran Environmental Network for Sustainable Development is a
non-profit groups of NGOs involved in the co-management of protected areas on the North Coast
and Bay Islands of Honduras. Clos LaChance is a family owned and operated vineyard located
on the central coast of California with a history of supporting hummingbird conservation efforts.
Crowell & Moring, LLP is the company with which they are affiliated and is a trusted and
respected law firm, with broad expertise in the Endangered Species Act.
The Honduran Emerald is recognized as critically endangered by the World Conservation
Union (“IUCN”) and BirdLife International. The primary threat to the bird’s continued existence
stems from its extremely small and severely fragmented range, which is declining due to habitat
loss caused by agriculture, grazing of livestock and infrastructure development (USAID
Assessment, 2002).
In analyzing whether a species warrants listing under the ESA, FWS must examine
whether the species is endangered throughout all or a significant portion of its range. In the
event FWS determines that the Petition fails to demonstrate that listing of the petitioned species
may be warranted in all of its range, we request that, in the alternative, FWS consider whether
the species is imperiled in “a significant portion of its range.”
FWS has jurisdiction over this Petition. This Petition sets in motion a specific process,
placing definite response requirements on FWS. Specifically, FWS must issue an initial finding
as to whether the Petition “presents substantial scientific or commercial information indicating
that the petitioned action may be warranted” 16 U.S.C. § 1533(b)(3)(A). FWS must make this
initial finding “[t]o the maximum extent practicable, within 90 days after receiving the petition.”
Petitioners need not demonstrate that listing of the species is warranted, rather, Petitioners must
only present information demonstrating that such listing may be warranted. While Petitioners
believe that the best available science demonstrates that listing the Honduran Emerald as
threatened or endangered is in fact warranted, there can be no reasonable dispute that the
available information indicates that listing the species as either threatened or endangered may be
warranted. As such, FWS must promptly make a positive initial finding on the petition and
commence a status review as required by 16 U.S.C. § 1533(b)(3)(A).
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Introduction
Hummingbirds are the world's second largest family of birds with an estimated 328 species.
Despite the fact that they are found only in the New World, hummingbirds are a familiar subject
around the globe. Yet few in the world are aware that twenty-nine (29) species, or nearly 10%,
are threatened with extinction, according to an analysis by BirdLife International (Birdlife
International, 2007).
Hummingbirds are tiny birds, weighing between 2 to 20 grams. They feed primarily on nectar,
but supplement their diet with insects and spiders. They have long and slender beaks and
extensible tongues. They have 10 primary feathers, 6 or 7 secondary feathers, nearly always 10
rectrices (tail feathers), and an extremely large sternum. Their feet are tiny and not well suited
for walking but are well designed for perching (Hummingbird Society, accessed 2008).
Hummingbirds are sexually dimorphic; adult males usually possess
iridescent plumage, while females may or may not. Their wings are relatively long and pointed,
usually having short arms and forearms but long hands. They fly with a unique method of
rotating the entire wing, with little or no flexing of the wrist or hand joints.
As a result of hummingbirds’ unique means of flight, they must consume enormous amounts of
food each day. Consumption of nectar often amounts to twice their body weight while insects
provide protein for their diet .
Species Account
The Emerald is considered the most endangered bird in Central America and one of the most
endangered hummingbirds in the world (IUCN Red List of Threatened Animals, 1996). It is
Honduras' only endemic bird species and qualifies as critically endangered owing to its
extremely small and severely fragmented range, which is declining in direct response to habitat
loss. The history of the bird’s decline has been documented by several researchers and
organizations. Due to the lack of robust data on the Emerald, these descriptions are anecdotal in
nature:
· the Emerald was designated as “threatened” by Collar and Andrew in 1988 (Collar and
Andrew, 1988);
· the Emerald was designated as “critically endangered” in 1994 (Collar, Crosby and
Stattersfield 1994); and
· in 2000, BirdLife International described the Emerald as “critically endangered”
(Birdlife International, 2000)
Scientific name: Amazilia luciae (Lawrence, 1867). Common names(s): Honduran Emerald
(Eng), Ariane De Lucy(Fre), Esmeralda Hondureña (Spa). There is only one species of the
Honduran Emerald and no recognized subspecies.
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Description
The Emerald is a medium-sized, green hummingbird of approximately 9.5 cm in length. The
male has a glittering blue-green throat and upper chest, which sometimes appears grey. The rest
of its under body is pale grey with mottled green sides. The male Emerald has a bright green
upper body with a bronzy tinge on its upper tail-coverts and a bronze-green tail. It has a black
bill with a reddish mandible and dark tip. The female is similar, but with a less intense and more
restricted gorget. The immature Emerald has a grayish throat spotted turquoise (See Figure 2)
(Birdlife International, 2007).
Taxonomy
Kindgom:
Phylum:
Class:
Order:
Family:
Common Names:
Species Authority:

Animalia
Chordata
Aves
Apodiformes
Trochilidae
Honduran Emerald (Eng), Ariane De Lucy (Fre), Esmeralda Hondureña
(Spa)
Lawrence, 1867

Figure 2: Immature Emerald in Nest

Figure 3: Aguán and Agalta Valleys, The Emerald's
Range

Photo by Ricardo Steiner
– (BirdLife International)

Distribution and Habitat
The Emerald occurs in the arid interior valleys of Honduras, where it is currently known from
two valleys (see Figure 3) and historically from 11 specimens at six additional sites. It was not
recorded between 1950 and 1988. In 1988 the Emerald was found at two sites, 16 km apart, near
Olanchito and Coyoles in the upper Aguán valley in Yoro. In 1991, 22-28 birds were found in
2.5 hectares of habitat near Olanchito in the Aguán Valley (Thorne et al., 2000). In 1996, a
population was found northeast of Gualaco in the Agalta Valley, where there was less than 1
Page 8

square km of suitable habitat. There is no known suitable habitat remaining in Cortés or Santa
Barbara departments or in the Guayape valley, Olancho department, where the species was
formerly recorded.
The Emerald inhabits arid thorn-forest and scrub, apparently at elevations up to 1,220 m. The
thorn forest near Coyoles (See Figure 4) is 6-10 m high and dominated by Mimosaceae,
Cactaceae and Euphorbiaceae, and the Emerald is still found despite heavy grazing of the
understory by domestic livestock. At Olanchito, birds occur in similar but more cut-over and
heavily grazed thorn-forest and scrub (Steiner, 2008). For further pictures of Emerald habitat
please see Appendix A.
Figure 4: Emerald Habitat of Thorn Forest, Aguán Valley

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©

Life History
The Emerald has been observed feeding at a variety of flowering plants, including several
varieties of cactus, several varieties of bromeliaceae, and various other flowering plant families.
The food plants of the Emerald are detailed below (Thorn et al., 2000).
· Family Cactaceae (cacti) - Nopalea hondurensis (“paddle cactus” or “cow ear”, see Figure
5), Stenocereus yunckeri, Pilosocereus leucocephalus, Melocactus curvispinus
· Family Bromeliaceae - Bromelia plumieri, Tillandsia fasiculata, Tillandsia bracycaulus,
Achmea bracteata
· Family Euphorbiaceae - Pedilanthus camporum
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· Family Combretaceae - Combretum fruticosum (“monkey comb”, See Figure 6)
· Family Loranthaceae - Psittacanthus rhyncanthus
· Family Acanthaceae - Aphelandra deppeana
In addition to feeding on nectar from flowering plants, Emeralds have also been observed
catching insects (Anderson, 2008).
Figure 5: Paddle Cactus, Opuntia
hondurensis

Figure 6: Monkey Comb, Combretum fruticosum

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©

Population
The current population size of the Honduran Emerald is very difficult to determine because there
have been no quantitative studies undertaken on the species' population. The best scientific
assessment to-date of the species combines the knowledge of the biology of related species in the
genus Amazilia (Robinson, 2000) with natural history studies of the Emerald (Monroe, 1968;
Howell et al., 1989; Thorn et al., 2000; BirdLife International, 2007; Anderson, 2008). Based on
this information, the current global population may be between 500 and 2,000 breeding pairs
(Anderson, 2008).
This small population size heightens the species’ risk of extinction for several reasons. First,
small populations can be lost easily to stochastic events. An uncontrolled fire or severe storm
could completely destroy a substantial portion of remaining habitat. Second, when populations
are excessively small, the overall reproductive fitness of the population can be reduced through
genetic bottlenecks causing the overall rate of reproduction to decline. Third, the remaining
habitat patches may not contain the full compliment of resources needed to sustain the
population. Hummingbirds as a group are adapted to making large seasonal movements in
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search of food resources that are temporally variable and unpredictable. As habitat becomes
fragmented and limited, it becomes more likely that some key resources necessary for population
survival will be lost completely, or that the ability of individual birds to locate these resources in
a landscape mosaic that includes hostile habitats will be severely restricted. Eventually a
threshold may be crossed in which a population can go extinct even when seemingly suitable
habitat still exists.
Therefore it is important to discuss the Emerald’s plight from a habitat perspective. The Emerald
is a habitat specialist that cannot survive without suitable habitat. In 2000, it was estimated from
aerial photography that 8,495 hectares (~84 km2) of habitat remained in the Valle de Aguán, the
stronghold of the species, of which about half is thought to be sufficiently biologically intact to
serve as Emerald habitat (Thorn et al., 2000). The remaining habitat patches were small, on
private land, and easily converted to pastures at a rate of approximately 380 hectares per year
(Thorn et al., 2000). It is estimated that the original habitat of the Emerald has been reduced by
over 90%. According to conservation biology theory, once 90% of an ecosystem has been lost
that ecosystem begins to lose species, biological functioning is compromised, and the entire
ecosystem is at risk of gradual extinction. Any further reduction of the coverage of the thorn
forest will likely have dire consequences for the biodiversity of that ecosystem, including the
survival of endemic species, of which the Emerald is but one (Anderson, 2008).
Threats
From historical data we know that the Emerald once occurred in Santa Bárbara and Cortés
departments. All of the original thorn forest has been cleared for grazing, agriculture, and
development of towns or human residences, but some has been allowed to re-grow in isolated
tracts. These remaining patches appear extremely dry and lack those bird species characteristic
of thorn forest elsewhere in Honduras. Most remaining habitat in the Aguán and Agalta valleys
is on large haciendas, managed (non-intensively) for cattle grazing, but clearing still occurs for
plantation agriculture and cattle pastures (See Figure 7). One of our petitioners, David L.
Anderson, MB, BS, a Louisiana State University ornithologist studying the Emerald, describes
the habitat situation thusly:
Of the habitat that remains almost all of it is in the private hands of landowners who are
suspicious of the government, who are independent and who don’t want to be ‘told
what to do’ with their land. Combine that with the difficult politics of a small, poor
country where development is important and seen as an answer to stimulating economic
growth and alleviating poverty, and it is difficult to justify to many people the setting
aside of thorn forests to protect a small bird.
In the Agalta valley, remnant thorn forest patches are being cleared for rice cultivation and to
create cattle pastures. In the Aguán Valley, bulldozers are used to clear thorn forests and convert
them to plantations of bananas, plantains, and for cattle pasture.

Page 11

Figure 7: Former Emerald Habitat, converted to cattle pasture,
Agalta Valley

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©

Although livestock grazing is prohibited in some areas to protect Emerald habitat, illegal grazing
continues unabated. It is also quite possible that isolated forest remnants do not encompass a
diversified range of habitats for the Emerald, protecting some – but not necessarily all –
resources necessary for the Emerald’s survival.
Of the more than 50,000 hectares of the Aguán Valley, 30,000 were tropical dry forest in 1938.
By 1977 the coverage of this unique forest had fallen to 16,000 hectares, and in 2000, there were
just 8,495 hectares, according to the latest available data. But of that area, only 3,900 hectares
can be considered well preserved enough to sustain significant populations of the Honduran
Emerald (House, 2007).
The very dry tropical forest is the most endangered ecosystem in Honduras. “The dry forest is a
unique forest that represents the entire habitat area for a unique, endemic species, the Emerald
hummingbird… and it is being burned at such a rapid rate that [the dry forest ecosystem
identified in the 2002 Map of Vegetation Ecosystem of Honduras] no longer exists” (USAID
Assessment, 2002).
These threats are exacerbated by the dearth of knowledge about the Emerald. Given the political
and economic climate of Honduras, conservation education has traditionally not registered as a
priority. As such, what scientific information does exist about the Emerald has been gathered by
a group of dedicated conservationists and supported by under-funded conservation organizations
(see below). Through placement on the Endangered Species list, this critically endangered bird
would receive an upsurge of attention and study; a consequence that should greatly help in
addressing the current threats.
For further evidence of threats to Emerald habitat, please see Appendix B.
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Conservation measures underway
Under the leadership of Ricardo Steiner (See Figure
Figure 8: Ricardo Steiner, dedicated to the
8) the Fundación Pico Bonito (FUPNAPIB) is
preservation of the Honduran Emerald
undertaking the Emerald conservation issue and
making headway on conservation actions on the
ground, leading hopefully to further creation of
protected areas for the Emerald. One initial victory
was gaining access to World Bank funds to begin
habitat conservation at the Honduran Air Force land
known as El Polígono, one of the most important sites
for the Emerald and one that should serve as the core
for a protected area for the species. This was no
Photo by Robert E. Hyman©
small feat, but over a period of months FUPNAPIB
was able to secure an agreement with SOPTRAVI (Honduras’s Housing and Transportation
Administration) to fence the Polígono and begin monitoring/guarding of the site. The World
Bank intends to further invest in habitat protection to mitigate the impact of planned road
construction through the Aguán and Agalta valleys (Steiner, 2008).

Other steps critical to the Emerald’s survival are to identify tracts for acquisition in order to
increase the extent of protected habitat in its range. To this end two of our petitioners, The
Hummingbird Society and Clos LaChance Winery, have partnered to create the Honduran
Emerald Meritage, a Bordeaux-like wine featuring the Emerald on the label, which is expected to
raise over $20,000 to be used to assist in the purchase of lands critical to the Emerald’s survival.
Conservation measures proposed
Proposed conservation measures include:
· Working with World Bank funds to develop a system of core protected areas and working
with neighboring ranches to ensure that adjacent land is appropriately managed;
· Expanding the Sierra de Agalta National Park to encompass suitable habitat within the Agalta
Valley;
· Promoting the species as a symbol for local and national conservation;
· Expanding research to gather more accurate population numbers and range information;
· Conducting a more extensive investigation of the Santa Barbara area with the goal of
discovering additional populations of the Emerald and additional habitat;
· Working with ABC to acquire or otherwise protect up to 3,500 hectares of additional lands
with very dry tropical forests and Emerald populations;
· Improving the quality of lands already owned and newly acquired through appropriate
management and restoration practices;
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· Continuing study to further understand the biology of the Emerald to maximize conservation
efforts; and
· Providing education and outreach programs to local communities, to inform them of the
unique value of the Emerald and conservation in general.
An expedition is planned for late 2008 to further explore the potential location of suitable habitat
and survey additional populations of the Emerald.
Importance of Listing
A determination of endangered species status and listing under the Endangered Species Act list
will bolster the Emerald’s chances to avoid extinction by:
·
·
·
·

Formally recognizing the dire straits that face the species;
Facilitating efforts to raise funds for further habitat acquisition;
Enhancing the interest of public and private entities in pursuing Emerald conservation
efforts;
Securing greater interest in and funding for research on the Emerald necessary for
maximizing conservation efforts.

Questions
For further information related to the Emerald, please contact David L. Anderson, MS, BS at:
David L. Anderson, MS, BS
Museum of Natural Science
119 Foster Hall
Louisiana State University
Baton Rouge, LA 70803
225-578-5393
danders@lsu.edu
Thank you for your consideration of this important matter.

David L. Anderson, MS, BS
Louisiana State University

The Hummingbird Society
Sedona, AZ 86351

The Hummingbird Conservancy
Butte, MT 59701

EcoLogic Development Fund
Cambridge, MA 02138

Clos LaChance
San Martin, CA 95046

Honduran Environmental Network
for Sustainable Development
La Ceiba, Honduras

Crowell & Moring, LLP
Washington, DC 20004

Fundación Parque Nacional Pico
Bonito
La Ceiba, Honduras
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Appendix A – Honduran Emerald Habitat
Combretum fruticosum, or monkey comb, is one of the Emerald's
primary food sources – Agalta Valley

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©

Dr. Paul House examines Opuntia hondurensis, or paddle cactus, an
important food source often frequented by the Emerald

.

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©
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H. Ross Hawkins, Ph.D., Executive Director of The Hummingbird
Society, photographing the Emerald – Agalta Valley

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©

The red border encloses the approximate areas where patches of very dry tropical forest occur (left – Aguán
valley, right – Agalta valley). Populations of the Emerald are known to occur at some patches within these
areas.
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Appendix B – Habitat Destruction
The widening of the highway between Olanchito and Yoro is destroying
the very dry tropical forest habitat

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©

Very dry tropical forest (left) and cattle pastures created where the forest has been cleared
(right)– Aguán Valley

Photo by Robert E. Hyman©
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Much Emerald habitat is being converted into
banana plantations
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