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Cuba is the largest and most westerly island of the insular Caribbean, accounting for more than 50% of the region’s 
land area. It is bordered by the Bahamas and the Florida peninsula to the north, Turks and Caicos Islands to the 
north-east, Hispaniola to the east, Cayman Islands to the south, Jamaica to the southeast, and the waters of the 
Gulf of Mexico to the west. Mainland Cuba is surrounded by four archipelagos: Sabana Camagüey (off the north 
coast of central Cuba); Los Canarreos (including the Isle of Pines of the south coast of western Cuba); Jardines de 
la Reina (south coast of eastern Cuba); and Los Colorados (north coast of westernmost Cuba). Combined, these 
archipelagos comprise 4195 islets and cays which cover c.3715 km2.

Mainland Cuba is 1250 km long and averages 150 km wide. Vast plains occupy 79% of the land area but are inter-
rupted by four mountain systems: Guaniguanico Mountain Range (western Cuba), Guamuhaya Massif (on the 
southern side of central Cuba), the Nipe-Sagua-Baracoa Massif (easternmost Cuba), and the Sierra Maestra (the 
south coastal range of south-east Cuba). Pico Turquino in the Sierra Maestra, is the highest point on the island at 
1974 m. The climate is tropical– subtropical, with an average annual rainfall of 1375 mm and temperatures ranging 
from 21 to 27 °C. Annual rainfall varies between less than 200 mm on the south coast (around Guantánamo) to 
3400 mm in the Nipe-Sagua-Baracoa mountain range.

Climate, geography and topography have combined to produce a wide diversity of ecosystems on the island (in-

is particularly rich, with 921 species of bryophytes, 500 pteridophytes and 6519 higher plant species. Cuba is the 
most biologically diverse island in the Caribbean and exhibits exceptional levels of endemism, particularly at 

to Cuba, with these proportions especially high among vascular plants (52%) and herpetofauna (86%). Many of 
these endemic species are locally restricted. Mammals are represented by 42 species, including hutias (Capromys 
pilorides, Mysateles melanurus, M. prehensilis, and Mesocapromys auritus), the Cuban solenodon (Solenodon cu-
banus), and various species of bats, including Nyctiellus lepidus, the smallest bat in the world. Among the 204 spe-
cies of herpetofauna, Eleutherodactylus iberia is notable for being the smallest frog in the Northern Hemisphere. 
At least 13,000 invertebrate species have been reported, and among these, mollusks and in particular land snails, 

fundorai. Marine life is also extremely diverse (although endemism is not high) and in a healthy state, with 963 

The growth of the sugarcane industry in the early twentieth century led to the destruction and alteration of habitats 
across the plains of Cuba. This was followed by deforestation for urban development and livestock farming and 

or introduction of exotic species. Fortunately, reforestation efforts that started in 1960 have borne fruit, and 
forest now covers 21% of the country. Tourist development has also caused major disturbances, especially in 

the northern cays which have been severely impacted. Finally, Cuba is frequently affected by hurricanes and 



Conservation efforts began on the island in the 1930s, with the creation 
of the Sierra Cristal National Park. This was followed by the desig-
nation of other areas, albeit as a formal exercise rather than on-the-

natural reserves and national monuments had been created, and the 

nal de Áreas Protegidas, SNAP) made. However, these early protected 
areas had no structured protection categories, adequate personnel nor 
infrastructure. In 1980, the Empresa para la Protección de la Flora y la 
Fauna (National Enterprise for the Protection of Flora and Fauna, EN-
PFF) of the Ministry of Agriculture was created to manage c.30 pro-
tected areas. Installations were built and technical and administrative 
personnel were assigned to individual areas, and a proposal was made 
to expand this capacity development to a further 73 protected areas. 
Four biosphere reserves were declared at this time through UNESCO.

The creation of the Ministerio de Ciencia Tecnología y Medio Am-
biente (Ministry of Science, Technology, and Environment; CITMA) 
and within it the Centro Nacional de Áreas Protegidas (National 
Center for Protected Areas, CNAP) in 1995 marked a new era in 
the realization of the national protected area system. CNAP is respon-
sible for planning and management of the overall national system of 
protected areas in Cuba. ENPFF is also responsible for the adminis-
tration of the majority of them. CITMA manages a smaller portfolio 

of sites, primarily those with fragile ecosystems or in need of strict 
protection. The national system of protected areas follows the 1994 

tionalization of Cuba’s protected areas in recent years. The protected 
area system currently includes 253 proposed areas (91 of which are 

c.22% of the country’s area. There are 105 protected areas currently 
functioning at a practical level within Cuba, of which 45 areas have 
been legally approved by the Comité Ejecutivo del Consejo de Minis-
tros (Executive Committee of the Ministerial Council), whilst 14 are 
waiting for formal recognition.

The protected areas provide a framework for considerable research, 
conservation, education and awareness efforts of CNAP, ENPFF and 
other institutions including Instituto de Ecología y Sistemática, the 
Museo Nacional de Historia Natural, the Facultad de Biología de la 
Universidad de la Habana, and the Centro Oriental de Ecosistemas y 
Biodiversidad. However, in spite of these efforts, the protected areas 
(and the land surrounding them) still face multiple threats from habi-
tat destruction and degradation, hunting, alien invasive species, illegal 
trade in species and pollution.



1 This directory uses 2007 Red List categories. However, according to the IUCN Red List 2008, there are 13 Near Threatened species and seven 
Endangered: the recognition of Cuban Black Hawk (Buteogallus gundlachii) as a valid species adds a further Near Threatened species; the formerly 

Endangered Cuban Palm Crow (Corvus minutus) has been lumped with Palm Crow (Corvus palmarum

Of the 371 bird species reported for Cuba about 42% breed on the 
island, and 70% are migratory (c.114 species are regular winter resi-
dents). Of the breeding species, 135 are resident (including eight in-
troduced birds) and 14 arrive from South America to breed on the is-
land in the summer. The island is home to six endemic genera (namely 
Cyanolimnas, Starnoenas, Xiphidiopicus, Ferminia, Teretistris and 
Torreornis), 28 endemic birds (including the world’s smallest bird, the 
Bee Hummingbird; Mellisuga helenae) and 60 endemic subspecies. 
Cuba is an Endemic Bird Area (EBA 025), but only 11 species have 
ranges of less than 50,000 km2

Greater Antilles biome (GAN) which include all the island endemics 

Cuba (see below). Some of the restricted-range species are shared with 
neighboring islands (e.g. Thick-billed Vireo; Vireo crassirostris and 
Olive-capped Warbler; Dendroica pityophila with Bahamas, Palm 
Crow; Corvus palmarum with Hispaniola, Bahama Mockingbird; 
Mimus gundlachii with Bahamas and Jamaica). 

There are 29 threatened or Near Threatened birds known from Cuba, 
three of which are Critically Endangered (namely, Cuban Kite; Chon-
drohierax wilsonii, Ivory-billed Woodpecker; Campephilus principalis 
and Bachman’s Warbler; Vermivora bachmanii), eight Endangered, seven 
Vulnerable, and 11 Near Threatened1

birds are not represented in IBAs, as the island is not currently known 

the Critically Endangered Bachman’s Warbler, 
the Vulnerable Bahama Swallow (Tachyci-
neta cyaneoviridis) and Cerulean Warbler 
(Dendroica cerulean), and the Near Threat-
ened Caribbean Coot (Fulica caribaea) and 

Golden-winged Warbler (Vermivora chrysoptera). The endemic Cu-
ban Macaw (Ara tricolor) became extinct in the nineteenth century 
due to heavy hunting. Other species heading in the same direction 
as the macaw are: the Cuban Kite which was once widespread, but 

to the Alejandro de Humboldt IBA (CU027); and Ivory-billed Wood-
pecker, a small population of which may survive in south-eastern 
Cuba, although it has not been observed since 1987. A number of the 
threatened species have very localized populations which contributes 
to their endangerment, as is the case with the Endangered Zapata Rail 
(Cyanolimnas cerverai) and Zapata Wren (Ferminia cerverai), both 

Torreornis 
inexpectata

Cuba’s location within the Caribbean makes the island an important 
migratory corridor and wintering site for a large number of Neotropi-
cal migratory birds. It is located on both the Mississippi and East 

birds and landbirds are recorded each year across the country. Cuba 
is extremely important for waterbirds, and the country’s network of 

lands in the Caribbean, namely Ciénaga Zapata and Delta del Cauto) 
provides critical habitat for the largest recorded concentrations in the 

rants, egrets, anhingas and spoonbills). Major seabird breeding colo-
nies are concentrated on the offshore cays of the Sabana-Camagüey 
Archipelago.

Apart from the widespread loss and degradation of habitats, Cuba’s
birds are threatened by hunting (both sport hunting and illegal 
poaching), collecting eggs, and illegal capture and trade of Cuban 
psittacids (i.e. Cuban Amazon; Amazona leucocephala and Cuban 
Parakeet; Aratinga euops) and other taxa such as Bee Hummingbird 
(Mellisuga helenae Melopyrrha nigra), and grass-
quits (Tiaris spp.). Also, the impacts of introduced species such as 
cats, pigs (Sus scrofa), mongoose (Herpestes auropunctatus), rats 
(Rattus Claria sp.) have not been 

the Ciénaga Zapata) on the Endangered Zapata Rail is of particular 
concern.
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on the basis of 69 key bird species, including 24 threatened birds, 11 
restricted-range species, 48 biome-restricted species and 16 congrega-
tory waterbird and seabird species. All 28 IBAs support populations of 

globally threatened birds; 17 contain Cuba EBA restricted-range spe-

congregations of seabirds or waterbirds.



Most IBAs are partially or wholly included in the national system of 
protected areas, with some level of legal protection and management. 
However, there are several environmentally sensitive areas that lack 
any form of protection, such as Delta del Mayarí (CU023) and the 
Humedal Sur de Pinar del Río (CU003), both of which support impor-
tant habitat for resident and migratory waterbirds. Five of Cuba’s six 
Ramsar sites are part of the IBA network: Ciénaga de Lanier y Sur de 
la Isla de la Juventud (CU005), Río Máximo (CU014), Gran Humedal 
del Norte Ciego de Ávila (CU012), Delta del Cauto (CU020), and Cié-
naga de Zapata (CU006). Additionally, six of the IBAs are designated 
biosphere reserves and the Desembarco del Granma National Park 
(CU019) and the Alejandro de Humboldt National Park (CU027) have 
been declared World Heritage Sites. 

The Centro Nacional de Áreas Protegidas (CNAP) is responsible for 
coordinating the Cuban Important Bird Area (IBA) program which 
started in 2000 through the project “Eastern Cuba: saving a unique Ca-
ribbean wilderness” with funds from the British Birdwatching Fair and 

program in eastern Cuba, implemented by CNAP, Instituto de Ecología 
y Sistemática, Museo Nacional de Historia Natural, Facultad de Bi-
ología de la Universidad de la Habana, and Centro Oriental de Eco-

to the information presented in this chapter (which was otherwise an 
output of three participatory national IBA workshops), and many of 
the proposals for the establishment of new protected areas that are de-

An IBA steering committee was put together with participation of the 
above institutions (and others), who have also been involved in public 
education and awareness initiatives, campaigns and events, including 
the Society for the Conservation and Study of Caribbean Birds’ annual 
Caribbean Endemic Bird Festival and West Indian Whistling-Duck and 
Wetlands Conservation Program. Equipment was also provided for the 
long-term study and monitoring of birds by the principal ornithologists 
of the country as a result of the above process.



To date, conservation actions have already begun at seven IBAs through 
the implementation of different projects. Work has begun at the fol-
lowing sites: Refugios de Fauna Río Máximo (CU014) and Delta del 
Cauto (CU020), Reservas Ecológicas Baitiquirí y Hatibonico (CU028) 
and the national parks Alejandro de Humboldt (CU027), Zapata 
(CU006), Turquino and Bayamesa (CU018), among others. Projects 
have included actions such as research, bird monitoring, infrastructure 
construction, provision of equipment, personnel training, environmen-
tal education, community sustainable development initiatives such as 
ecotourism, communications materials, among others.

The IBA program, including some of the above projects, has facilitated 
the collection of baseline data (including some population estimates) 
for many of the IBAs (especially in eastern Cuba, and also for water-
birds). These data need to be built on to monitor the status of key bird 
species, especially the globally threatened birds, at each IBA. Informa-
tion concerning the status of these key species can be used to inform 
the annual assessment of state, pressure and response variables at each 

of Cuba’s IBAs in order to provide an objective status assessment and 
highlight management interventions that might be required to main-
tain these internationally important biodiversity sites.

Among the principal priorities of the IBA program in Cuba are: 

• fundraising for site management plan implementation (infrastructure, 
equipment, transport, signage, etc.), with emphasis on management 
and monitoring programs. 

• capacity building for the management and monitoring of birds and 
their habitats, through training courses and workshops.

• carefully constructed environmental education and awareness raising 
programs aimed at different levels, including at a local, community 
level where this is critical to the development of effective IBA con-
servation actions.
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