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IMPERILED SPECIES MANAGEMENT

To Whom It May Concern:
Attached is a Petition to Nominate the Smooth-billed Ani (Crotophaga ani) as a Florida State
Listed Endangered Species in Rule 68A-27-003.

In addition to providing documentation regarding this bird’s dramatic decline in Florida and the United
States, I also took the liberty of discussing various explanations for this decline, since I (along with many
bird enthusiasts) am concerned that rapid human population growth and development of potential ani
habitat in South Florida may be a significant factor in this bird’s decline. Therefore, I (we) believe that a
review of this bird’s status should occur as soon as possible.

Please contact me if you require any clarification or additional information.

Robert Showler

956 South Bluebird Lane
Homestead, FLL 33035
305-230-1144 Ext. 3078
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The Smooth-billed Ani (Crotophaga ani) is a bird whose historic U.S. range has largely been restricted to
southern Florida, even though individuals have been found casually and accidentally further north (Bent,
1940 and Terres, 1980). It is considered common in many parts of its range throughout the Caribbean
eco-region, including in the Bahamas. Numerous records during the last 150 years of Smooth-billed Anis
in the Dry Tortugas, about 100 miles from Cuba and 70 miles from the rest of Florida (Key West),
indicate that this bird is capable of traveling from Cuba to Florida (Birds of America Online). This bird
generally prefers “open” habitats, such as weedy and shrubby fields, pastures, farmland, and sometimes
residential areas. It isn’t commonly found in heavily forested or extensive marshy areas (various
sources).

This year-round species appears to have undergone significant population fluctuations during the last 150
years. There are a few records from Louisiana and North Carolina dating back to the late 1800’s (Bent,
1940). The bird was reported in low numbers in Florida during the 1800’s and early 1900’s, with records
coming from the Dry Tortugas (1857), Lake Worth (1897), near Melbourne (1901), and Flamingo
(1916), followed by other South Florida observations through the mid-1930’s (Sprunt, 1932 and Bent,
1940). The first report of breeding comes from Miami in 1938 (Sprunt, 1932 and Terres, 1980).

This species seems to have experienced an increase in population from the late 1950’s through the early
1970s, then began to decline rapidly from the 1970’s to the present time. National Audubon Society
Christmas Bird Count records show a high U.S. tally of 1146 birds during the 1971-2 count. Today,
Smooth-billed Anis are extremely rare anywhere in the United States, including in Florida. None of these
birds were recorded for the 2003-4 Christmas Bird Count in the country (National Audubon Society
Christmas Bird Count data; see attached); birders have reported extremely low numbers in South Florida
during the past two years (Tropical Audubon Society “Birdboard” website reports). Since Christmas
Bird Count records show a decline in sightings from 45 to zero birds during the past ten years (a 100%
reduction) its seems that this bird should be considered as a state listed endangered species.

Note: due to a relatively low human population in South Florida (and, presumably fewer bird observers
and Christmas Bird Counts) during the first half of the 20" Century, observations on Smooth-billed Ani
numbers and population trends during this period may not be especially reliable. Perhaps more anis were
around than the data suggest. The statement that Smooth-billed Anis have declined significantly during
the last three decades, however, should be considered reliable, since the number of observers (such as
during Christmas Bird Counts) has actually increased (American Birds and Field Notes).

Even though it appears that little, if any, research has been conducted to determine the cause of this
recent decline, numerous explanations have been proposed.

One of the more popular explanations is that the Smooth-billed Ani’s population reduction coincided with
cold spells in South Florida. The following statement, referring to anis near Lake Okeechobee, seems to
contradict this explanation: “The anis, since coming to this area, have several times survived sub-freezing



weather...records contain the following entries: December 14, 1944--28° F; February 5, 1947--26° F”
(Dilley, 1948). The apparent beginning of the increase in this bird’s numbers during the late 1950’s and
early 1960°s (National Audubon Society Christmas Bird Count data) coincides with two cold spells
(winter of 1957-8 and December, 1962), whereas the beginning of the species’ decline in the early 1970’s
doesn’t correlate with a notable period of cold weather (McGovern, 2004). While it is true that some of
the severest cold weather to hit South Florida in this century was during the 1980’s, when ani populations
continued to drop, the bird’s decline began well before then.

Another natural explanation for the ani’s decline--hurricanes--doesn’t seem to be reinforced by data
either. As ani populations increased from 1957 to 1974 South Florida was hit by no less than five
hurricanes. As ani populations began to decrease in the 1970’s and 1980’s South Florida was struck by
only two hurricanes (Barnes, 1998).

Another explanation is possible ingestion of pesticides resulting from this bird’s mainly insect diet (Birds
of North America Online).

Rapid human population growth and accompanying development throughout peninsular Florida, much of
it occurring within the ani’s preferred habitat and historic range, may also be suspected as a potential
contributor to the bird’s decline. From Birds of Florida: “ Apparently [the ani is] declining as southern
Flonida continues to develop, and the brushland shrub/scrub habitat is lost” (Alsop, 2002).

Finally, it may be that Smooth-billed anis in Florida and the United States have undergone inexplicable
natural population fluctuations for centuries, but it appears that no research has been conducted to
investigate this explanation.

Given the Smooth-billed Ani’s rapid reduction--to near extirpation--throughout its Florida/U.S range
within the past three decades, this bird should be viewed as a strong candidate for extensive research and
should be seriously considered as a candidate for the Endangered Species List.

et

Robert Showler

956 South Bluebird Lane
Homestead, FL 33035
305-230-1144 Ext. 3078
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birds reported per party hour, the number of counts reporting this species in the region (s) you selected, and the numt
participated in counts that reported the species.

x W B @

Download Convert Create Historical
Data to Graph New Table Results

Observation data for Smooth-billed Ani, in US,
Count Years: 1 -104

Smooth-billed Ani (Crotophaga ani)

Count Number Number Number / Party Hr. G ﬂfSCDuEItS s o SR Dl: s
pecies Reporting (
1 (9os-01) 0 0 0 0
2 0 0 0 0
3 0 0 0 0
4 0 0 0 0
S 0 0 0 0
6 0 0 0 0
7 0 0 0 0
8 0 0 0 0
9 0 0 0 0
10 0 0 0 0
11 0 0 0 0
12 0 0 0 0
13 0 0 0 0
14 0 0 0 0
15 0 0 0 0
16 0 0 0 0
17 0 0 0 0
18 0 0 0 0
19 0 0 0 0
20 0 0 0 0
21 0 0 0 0
22 0 0 0 0
23 0 0 0 0
24 0 0 0 0
23 0 0 0 0
26 0 0 0 0
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