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The number of vagrant species that have been 
reported on Hispaniola has increased dramatically 
in recent years (e.g., Landestoy et al. 2007, Dhondt 
and Dhondt 2008) as more and more Dominicans 
and Haitians take up birding, better field guides are 
published in local languages (Sergile 2005, Latta et 
al. 2006a-c), and more international birdwatchers 
visit the island. Here we report on the presence of a 
previously unrecorded species of grackle from the 
Dominican Republic, and compare field characteris-
tics of this new Great-tailed Grackle (Quiscalus 
mexicanus) with those of the Carib Grackle (Q. lu-
gubris), Common Grackle (Q. quiscula), Greater 
Antillean Grackle (Q. niger), and Boat-tailed 
Grackle (Q. major). 
 

OBSERVATION AND IDENTIFICATION 
A new vagrant was recorded on the Christmas 

Bird Count at Las Calderas de Baní (Christmas 

count circle RDSB) at approximately 0900 on 21 
December 2007. The bird was first seen by D. Mejía 
who was drawn to its presence by an unusual, un-
known call. The bird was found perched on top of a 
high light pole where it was photographed (Fig. 1). 
It was calling with a single loud, drawn out, rising, 
kriiik, and occasionally sallying out to perhaps cap-
ture an insect. After several min the bird dropped 
down to the ground where it continued to feed by 
picking items from the ground and the water’s edge 
while walking along the shallow salt pans. The bird 
appeared all black with a light yellow eye and a 
very long tail, and was immediately considered to 
be some type of grackle. On closer inspection by 
Mejía, Paulino, and Wallace, the bird was thought 
to be a first-year male, as it appeared to be all black 
but did not show any gloss of purple or other color 
on the head or upperparts. 
Five species of grackles were considered as possi-
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ble on Hispaniola. Three species were excluded 
based on their small size and other characteristics. 
The Carib Grackle, resident of the Lesser Antilles 
and northeastern South America, was eliminated 
based on overall size and bill size. Likewise, the 
Common Grackle of North America was eliminated 
based on size and the lack of any color division be-
tween the head and back (Peer and Bollinger 1997; 
A. Jaramillo pers. comm.). Finally, the bird in ques-
tion was considered not to be a resident Greater 
Antillean Grackle because it was much larger, had a 
noticeably longer tail, and because the eye was light 
yellow in color and not the bright yellow typical of 
Q. niger. It was also foraging in shallow water, 
unlike the typical behavior of a Greater Antillean 
Grackle. But perhaps the best distinguishing charac-
teristic was the repeated call which was what first 
drew the attention of the group. This bird repeatedly 
called with a single loud, drawn out, rising, kriiik, 
unlike the Greater Antillean Grackle, which has a 
multi-syllabic “chin-chi-lín” call, from which it 
takes its common name. 
We identified this individual as a Great-tailed 

Grackle, and not the similarly large Boat-tailed 
Grackle, based on a combination of characters. The 
black plumage indicated that this bird was a male, 
but as mentioned, the lack of a purplish-blue sheen 
on the head, back, and underparts suggested a 
hatch-year bird. As also mentioned, the tail was 
long and prominent, and in flight appeared as long 
as that of the locally common Smooth-billed Ani 

(Crotophaga ani). Although the tail does not look 
extremely long in the photograph (Fig. 1), this fea-
ture is difficult to adequately assess because of the 
angle of the photo. In addition, the tail may take 
several years to reach full size; variation in tail 
length is striking in mixed flocks of adult males, 
younger males, and females when viewed in the 
field, as well as when viewing specimen collections 
(A. Jaramillo pers. comm.). Young males are inter-
mediate in body size and tail length between fe-
males and adult males, and are not nearly as large or 
long-tailed as adult males. In the Dominican bird, 
the bill was large and heavy, and more massive than 
would be seen in the Boat-tailed Grackle. This bird 
also had a relatively flat crown to the head, typical 
of the Great-tailed Grackle, whereas the Boat-tailed 
Grackle has a more rounded crown. The eye, while 
expected to be bright yellow in adult Great-tailed 
Grackles, was in fact dusky yellow. But according 
to Pyle (1997), hatch-year Great-tailed Grackles can 
be expected to have a brownish to yellowish brown 
iris at least through October but as late as February, 
and sometimes well into their first year (A. 
Jaramillo pers. comm.). Finally, the call described 
above fits well a unique call of the Great-tailed 
Grackle. This is the same call as that described by 
Howell and Webb (1995) as “a bright, piercing as-
cending whistle, wheeeeu or s-weeeeerk!”, and is 
similar to one that is recorded by Dan Mennill from 
the Yucatán (available at eb2.uwindsor.ca/courses/
biolog/dmennill/Mexico/GTGRwarm.mp3). 
Behaviorally, the observed flycatching, as well as 

the gleaning from the ground and shallow water, are 
foraging behaviors that have been reported for the 
Great-tailed Grackle (Selander and Giller 1961, 
Johnson and Peer 2001). In addition, the species is 
frequently found in a wide variety of habits, but 
especially coastal marshes, mangroves, and wet-
lands (Johnson and Peer 2001). The grackle may 
have been in the area for some time, as a biologist 
working in the area reported that she had noticed the 
bird nearby at least several days earlier, but did not 
recognize its significance (Nilda Montas pers. 
comm.). Nevertheless, the bird was not in the imme-
diate area later that same day (1430) when we 
passed by again. 
 

SIGNIFICANCE 
The Great-tailed Grackle is a resident in the 

United States from eastern Oregon south through 
California and east through Arizona and Texas. It is 
widespread and common throughout much of Mex-
ico and Central America, and along the coasts of 

Fig. 1. Great-tailed Grackle (Quiscalus mexicanus) 
near Las Calderas de Baní, Peravia Province, Do-
minican Republic, on 21 December 2007. Photo by 
Danilo A. Mejía.  
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South America from northwest Peru to northwest 
Venezuela. The species is not reported to have pre-
viously occurred on Hispaniola (Keith et al. 2003, 
Latta et al. 2006c), and has only been reported else-
where in the West Indies on two occasions in Ja-
maica (Davis 2005, Vaughan et al. 2007), although 
the Jamaican reports do not make clear how the 
species was separated from the very similar Boat-
tailed Grackle. While many vagrants make it to the 
Greater Antilles on the strength of hurricanes and 
tropical storms, a review of online weather data 
indicates there were no storm systems arriving from 
the west in the weeks prior to the discovery of this 
grackle. 
Although a presumably ship-assisted record of a 

Great-tailed Grackle exists from O’ahu Island 
(Johnson and Peer 2001), we assume that this occur-
rence on Hispaniola is a result of post-breeding 
wandering. This is not entirely unexpected, as the 
Great-tailed Grackle has expanded its range dra-
matically in the United States over the past 30 years 
(Wehtje 2003), with vagrant individuals sighted as 
far north as Canada (AOU 1998). This species has 
benefited from human alteration of the environment, 
responding especially to the irrigation of arid areas, 
expansion of croplands, and increased urbanization. 
We suspect that in the future we may expect to see 
more examples of this species in the Caribbean is-
lands. 
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