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about birds
Have you ever wondered what makes a bird a bird, where birds came from, or why they
are important? This issue of Earth Facts will answer some basic questions about birds.
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WHERE DID BIRDS COME FROM?
In 1860 the skeleton of a reptile was found in Germany. This
reptile lived 150 million years ago and was different from any
other reptile seen previously. While it had a long lizard-like
tail and sharp claws it also had feathers! This indicates that
birds evolved from reptiles millions of years ago and have a
common ancestor.
parts of a bird

WHAT IS A BIRD?
Birds are defined as warm blooded, feathered vertebrates
(that is, with a backbone) that have wings and lay eggs. They
are not the only animals to lay eggs, however. Reptiles also
lay eggs, but reptiles are cold blooded and don’t have wings.
DO ALL BIRDS FLY?
No, some birds don’t fly, like ostriches and penguins, but all
birds have feathers. It is believed that the reason some birds
don’t fly is because they never had to. They may not have
had to fly to catch their food or get away from predators.
The penguin, for example, swims to catch its food so its
bones are solid and not hollow like other birds, making it
unable to fly.
HOW DO BIRDS CARE FOR THEIR YOUNG?
Not all birds care for their young in the same way. Some
birds such as doves, are born helpless and naked and need
to be fed by their parents. These are called altricial birds.
Others, such as ducks and chicks, are born with feathers and
are able to walk and feed themselves shortly after hatching.
These are called precocial.
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WHY ARE BIRDS IMPORTANT?
Birds are a particularly important part of healthy ecosystems.
Some birds eat insects and therefore keep populations down,
while some birds feed on nectar and help to pollinate plants.
Also, while feeding on fruit, birds are able to take seeds to
new areas where they may grow.

BIRD ADAPTATIONS
Birds have developed several adaptations that allow them
to live in different habitats. Habitats can vary from forests,
wetlands, grass, farmland and oceans. Depending on the
food and habitat type, birds have adapted so that they can
live successfully within their niches.

Birds are also good indicators of unhealthy ecosystems. The
introduction of pesticides and other pollutants into habitats
may affect the reproductive success of birds. Certain
pollutants affect eggshell density often leaving them thin and
weak. Unhealthy ecosystems may result in declining bird
populations as fewer chicks survive.

WHAT IS AN ADAPTATION?
Adaptations are the changes that plants and animals
go through to help them become better suited to their
environment.
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Feathers
Feathers have evolved from
the same type of scales
that reptiles have. They are
made from keratin, just like
fingernails and serve several
different functions including
insulation, aerodynamics for
flight, and the use of colour
for both communication
and camouflage. They also
help birds to repel water and
swim.

Bones
The bones in birds can be compared to the bones in humans
with very specific modifications. Their bones are hollow and
filled with extensions of the body’s air sacs which allow for
increased respiratory efficiency. The bones are thin but
are resistant to bending, making them able to withstand the
pressures of flying.

Beaks
A bird’s beak, also like a fingernail, is made of keratin and
they have evolved into different shapes and sizes to feed in
different habitats and for different food types. For example,
birds that feed exclusively on nectar have slender tube-like
beaks. However, birds that feed on aquatic insects have
a flat or paddle shaped beak allowing them to sift through
mud. Heavy beaks are used to crack seeds while sharp,
hooked beaks are used for tearing flesh.
Food Categories
Seeds: big,
hard

• Jamaican Petrel (Pterodroma caribbaea)*

•

Jamaican woodpecker (Melanerpes radiolatus)

• Jamaican Poorwill or Paraque (Siphonorhis americanus)*

•

Jamaican elaenia (Myiopagis cotta)

• Ring-tailed Pigeon (Patagioenas caribaea)

•

Jamaican Pewee (Contopus pallidus)

• Black-billed parrot (Amazona agilis)†

•

Sad flycatcher (Myiarchus barbirostris)

• Yellow-billed parrot (Amazona collaria)

•

Rufous-tailed flycatcher (Myiarchus validus)

• Crested Quail-Dove (Geotrygon versicolor)‡

•

Jamaican becard (Pacyramphus niger)

• Blue-Mountain vireo (Vireo osburni)

•

Jamaican crow (Corvus jamaicensis)

• Jamaican blackbird (Nesopsar nigerrimus)§

•

White-eyed thrush (Turdus jamaicensis)

†

†

Feathers have a central shaft with a broad vane on either
side of the shaft. The base of the shaft is hollow while the
vanes on either side of the shaft are composed of barbs
which lie next to each other. The barbs are held together
by microscopic hooks and when tightly interlocked, repel
water. Down feathers have very few hooks, if any at all, and
therefore do not repel water. They do, however, provide
insulation.

Seeds: small
and grass

endemic birds of jamaica

Insects found along the shore and at
the bottom of a body of water.

Feet
The type of feet a bird has indicates the environment it lives
in. For example, webbed feet (example A below) help birds to
swim and enable them to get a running start when flying from
the water. Lobed feet (example B), like the ones flamingos
have, help with swimming but also prevent birds from sinking
into the mud. Birds that live in trees have feet designed to
help them perch on branches (example H). These, among
other adaptations have allowed birds to inhabit a wide variety
of habitats.

‡

• Jamaican lizard-cuckoo (Saurothera vetula)

•

White-chinned thrush (Turdus aurantius)

• Chestnut-bellied cuckoo (Hyetornis pluvialis)

•

Jamaican vireo (Vireo modestus)

• Jamaican Owl (Pseudoscops grammicus)

•

Arrow-head Warbler (Dendroica pharetra)

• Jamaican Mango (Anthracothrax mango)

•

Jamaican euphonia (Euphonia jamaica)

• Red-billed streamertail (Trochilus polytmus polytmus)

•

Jamaican spindalis (Spindalis nigricephalus)

• Black-billed streamertail (Trochilus polytmus sciatus)

•

Yellow-shouldered grassquit (Loxipasser anoxanthus)

• Jamaican tody (Todus todus)

•

Orangequit (Euneornis campestris)

* Possibly extinct
† Vulnerable
‡ Near threatened
§ Endangered

to protect birds
ENDEMIC BIRDS IN JAMAICA
Jamaica has the highest number of endemic species in the
Caribbean. Endemic means that these species are found
nowhere else in the world. Jamaica has 30 endemic birds,
including the Jamaican Tody, the Black- and Yellow-billed
parrots and the Jamaican Woodpecker.
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•

Buy Jamaican parrots and parakeets for pets

•

Cut down the forests

•

Use chemical fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides

•

Kill birds with sling shots

Cornell Lab of Ornithology at http://www.birds.cornell.edu/programs/
AllAboutBirds/birding123/idFieldMarks.html, http://www.birds.
cornell.edu/programs/AllAboutBirds/AttractingBirds/FeedingBirds/
FeedHummers.html and http://www.birds.cornell.edu/programs/
AllAboutBirds/AttractingBirds/Landscaping/PlantGroups.html

•

Hunt game birds outside of bird shooting season

•

Exceed the bag limit during bird shooting season

DO

Aquatic insects: filtering mud

•

Educate others about our endemic birds

•

Report illegal poaching and hunting activities to NEPA

yellow-billed parrot

Nectar

Insects: probing

Fish: spearing

Insects: aerial

Flesh / Carrion

All 30 birds are protected. Two may be extinct and two are
listed as being vulnerable to extinction, one of which is the
black-billed parrot.
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Fish: grabbing

black-billed parrot
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DON’T

the jamaica tody
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