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SEMPER'S WARBLER Leucopeza semperi E/Ex4 
 
Almost nothing is known about this extremely rare warbler, which is (or was) confined to montane forest 
undergrowth on St Lucia and has eluded almost all recent efforts to find a population, there being just a 
handful of records since the 1920s.  It may have been exterminated by introduced mangooses.  
 
DISTRIBUTION  Semper's Warbler is endemic to the island of St Lucia in the Lesser Antilles, most 
records of the species coming mainly from the Barre de l'Isle ridge between Piton Flore and Piton Canaries 
(King 1978-1979). 
 Localities where this species has been recorded, from north to south, are: Louvet (on the east 
coast), where one was seen on 21 May 1961 (Bond 1962); between La Sorcière and Piton Flore, where the 
bird was reported to occur in heavily forested country (Bond 1928b); Piton Flore (c.565 m: Towle and 
Towle 1991), where a specimen was taken on 20 March 1925 (on the lower part of the mountain), and 
where the last known specimen was taken (on the summit) on 15 April 1934 (Danforth 1935, also King 
1978-1979); south of Piton Flore, on the Barre de l'Isle ridge (along the road between Castries and 
Dennery), where a pair was seen (the last confirmed sighting) during 1972 (King 1978-1979); Mont 
Lacombe (c.455 m: Towle and Towle 1991), where the species was reported to be present (Bond 1928b); 
between Mont Lacombe and Piton Canaries, where a bird was seen during March 1947 (Greenway 1958, 
Bond 1961); Fond St Jacques (c.2 km east-south-east of Soufrière), where two females were taken on 3 
and 5 April 1889 (Benson 1972, Fisher 1981); and Gros Piton, whence comes a recent unconfirmed report 
of the bird in May 1989 (D. Anthony in litt. 1992).  A bird that was “obtained” at Castries on 1 December 
1887 (Danforth 1935) was presumably collected inland on higher ground towards Piton Flore. 
 
POPULATION  Semper's Warbler is currently at best extremely rare, with just five (or six) records since 
the 1920s (see above).  Even in the 1930s, Danforth (1935) reported that the bird was extremely rare and 
nearly extinct, but added that older collectors seemingly had had no difficulty in obtaining specimens.  
This appears to be confirmed by the collection of four birds (a male and three females in FMNH) on three 
days in May and June 1892, and six birds (a male and five females in AMNH, USNM) on three days in 
February and March 1901. 
 Many people have searched for this species at localities where it was previously recorded, but with 
little success: for example, J. Bond spent many weeks searching in 1927 and 1929 without any result; S. T. 
Danforth failed to find it in 1931; and S. John spent three years searching, but was finally rewarded with 
the collection of a single female in April 1934 (Danforth 1935).  More recently, D. B. Wingate failed to 
find it on Piton Flore in April 1969 (Wingate 1969); R. F. Andrle (in litt. 1988) spent some time searching 
in April and May 1981 without success; and 10 days of mist-netting (averaging seven hours, and 60 m of 
netting every day) on Piton Flore, during June and July 1987, also failed to find the species (Babbs et al. 
1988).  The recent (May 1989) report of this bird on Gros Piton (see Distribution) keeps alive hopes that it 
is still extant. 
 
ECOLOGY  Very little has been recorded.  Danforth (1935) noted that the female collected in April 1934 
on Piton Flore flew up from near the ground and perched on a branch, and he concluded that the bird is 
mainly (if not exclusively) one of virgin forest.  Subsequent authors have formed a consensus that the 
species is confined to undergrowth in mountain forests (Bond 1956b, Greenway 1958, King 1978-1979), 
and from the vegetation map in Towle and Towle (1991) it appears that it was distributed mainly in the 
lower montane rainforest and the small areas of montane thicket/elfin woodland.  The recent report from 
Gros Piton was of a bird seen twice (or possibly two birds) in the undergrowth of “rain-forest” (D. 
Anthony in litt. 1992).  Although Danforth (1935) noted that nothing is known of the species's nesting 
habits, Bond (1961) suggested that it may nest near if not on the ground. 
 
THREATS  As so little is known of the ecology of this warbler, it is difficult to assess with any certainty 
the precise nature of the threats it has clearly experienced.  However, with the suggestion that this is an 
understorey species that may nest near or on the ground (see above), it seems likely that predation by the 
mongoose Herpestes auropunctatus may be a major factor in the bird's decline (Bond 1961, King 1978-
1979).  The mongoose was introduced to St Lucia during 1884 in an attempt to control the population of 
fer-de-lance Bothrops caribbeaus (Jeggo 1976a), and there seems to be a consensus that since its 
introduction to the Lesser Antilles it has caused a decline in populations of both reptiles and ground-
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nesting birds (Clark 1905, Bond 1928b, Towle and Towle 1991).  Despite this, both Bond (1962) and 
Wingate (1969) noted that in the Louvet area, and between Piton Flore and La Sorcière (whence come the 
most recent records), there was still a high incidence of fer-de-lance, suggesting that mongooses were 
perhaps uncommon there and therefore not the main threat to the warbler. 
 Towle and Towle (1991) noted that habitat destruction is a major problem in St Lucia, with 
rainforest being converted to other land uses (mainly  agriculture) at a rate of 2% every year, and almost 
half of the “deforestation areas” concentrated north of the Castries–Dennery road towards La Sorcière.  
The construction of agricultural feeder roads has exacerbated the problem of habitat destruction, opening 
up previously inaccessible areas and rendering them vulnerable to human disturbance (Towle and Towle 
1991).  Whether predation by mongooses, habitat destruction or increased disturbance have caused the 
population decline in this species is essentially unknown and will remain so until a population can be 
found and studied (see Measures Proposed). 
 
MEASURES TAKEN  Currently, c.7,500 ha of the woodland on St Lucia is classified (and demarcated) 
as government forest reserves, with just 170 ha designated as protected forest (Towle and Towle 1991), 
some of which refers to forest areas where Semper's Warbler has been recorded (e.g. Piton Flore: D. 
Anthony in litt. 1992).  The extensive measures taken for the St Lucia Amazon Amazona versicolor (see 
relevant account) are focused on areas to the south of the warbler's historic range, and are probably of little 
value for the latter's conservation. 
 
MEASURES PROPOSED  The highest priority for this species is to find a population and determine its 
ecological requirements, which will in turn help to identify the precise nature of the threats that it faces.  
Although the “rediscovery” of the species is of utmost importance, to ensure that the bird has the highest 
chance of survival the forest in the La Sorcière–Mont Lacombe area needs absolute protection from any 
agricultural encroachment, and the mongoose numbers need to be monitored (and controlled where 
necessary).  Bond (1928b) believed that the species would be found on La Sorcière, a location identified 
by R. F. Andrle (in litt. 1988) as a target site for surveys along with the forest reserve south of Mont 
Lacombe, east and west of the Roseau River valley, and the Castries Waterworks forest reserve.  An 
intensive mist-netting programme between La Sorcière and Mont Lacombe may be the only realistic way 
to find the bird in the near future, and this should perhaps be extended to the forest on Gros Piton, whence 
comes the most recent report (see Population). 
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