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SHELL CHEMICAL SUPPORTS IMPORTANT WETLANDS CONSERVATION PROJECT IN PUERTO RICO

With support from Shell Chemical, the Society for the Conservation and Study of Caribbean Birds (SCSCB), the largest single regional organization devoted to wildlife conservation issues in the Caribbean, will bring its West Indian Whistling-Duck and Wetlands Conservation Project to Puerto Rico this coming year. A series of workshops focusing on wetlands education is planned for Puerto Rican school teachers. 

The workshops are part of a region-wide public education and awareness program of the society that seeks to raise awareness  of the importance and value of the region’s threatened wetland ecosystems and their wildlife,  including the West Indian Whistling-Duck, an endangered and beautiful resident of several of Puerto Rico’s wetlands. The international group of companies Royal Dutch/Shell, through its local company Shell Chemical Yabucoa, Inc., provided a donation to ensure the development of the project’s first year workplan. Through this donation, Shell demonstrates its commitment to the conservation of natural resources in Puerto Rico, in line with its goal of sustainable development and the protection of the environment.  

The workshops are built around the newly published 276-page Wondrous West Indian Wetlands: Teachers’ Resource Book written by the SCSCB. The handbook is a complete resource for teaching about wetlands, with background information on ecological concepts and natural history, field techniques, and detailed instructions for student activities and projects.  Through the workshops, teachers will be trained in the use of the handbook so they can incorporate the same activities and approaches in their own classrooms, field trips, or other public education events. Companion materials include duck identification cards, WIWD posters, coloring books, conservation buttons, slide show, field trip notebook and puppet show, and a wetland field guide is soon to be developed. 

“We are really excited about supporting this project,” commented Sophie Ancelin of Shell Chemical, “We understand that many of Puerto Rico’s wetlands have already been destroyed. We want to show that there are alternatives to destruction and unsustainable use of wetlands and we should all work together to protect Puerto Rico’s wetlands and amazing birdlife.” The SCSCB has also forged a new partnership with Puerto Rico’s Important Bird Areas program, dedicated to the conservation of critical habitats for the island’s avifauna.  Sharing similar conservation goals, the two projects will work together to identify and protect important habitats for birds and bring the wetlands conservation message to Puerto Rico.

The regional project coordinator, Dr. Lisa Sorenson, applauded Shell’s decision to support the project. “I commend Shell for its interest in sustainable development and recognition of the importance of wetlands in safeguarding human health.  Wetlands play a vital role in flood control, coastal protection, soil conservation, improved water quality, as fish nurseries, wildlife habitat, and for ground water recharge. We are really excited about bringing this project to Puerto Rico and hope this will be the beginning of a long and productive partnership.” During the past year, the project has held successful workshops in the Bahamas, Antigua, Trinidad and Tobago, and Jamaica. With the recent publication of the book in Spanish, workshops are also planned for Cuba and the Dominican Republic.


The West Indian Whistling-Duck is a globally threatened bird species, found only on islands in the northern West Indies. Formerly abundant throughout the West Indies, the species has declined due to wetland habitat loss, overhunting, and predation by introduced rats and mongoose.  It is estimated that only about 200 individuals remain in Puerto Rico, mainly distributed in the Tiburones Swamp in Arecibo and the Humacao lagoons. To fill in the information gaps on the present status and habitat needs of the Whistling-Duck, the project will also carry out field surveys of the known populations of the species.

Shell Chemical Yabucoa, Inc. not only supports the project financially, but also plans to be an active participant. With assistance from Beatriz Hernandez, Project Coordinator in Puerto Rico, employees will learn to identify the birds species in their facilities and surroundings and work to protect them, the WIWD will be featured on the company’s 2003 Christmas card, and a portable exhibition of the project will be created and displayed in other Shell branches. “We are really looking forward to working with Puerto Rican schoolteachers and the employees of Shell,” said Ms. Hernandez, “I have seen the positive outcomes of this project in other Caribbean countries and I am confident we can have the same success in Puerto Rico.”
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Note to Editors:
1. The Society for the Study of Caribbean Birds (SCSCB) is a non-profit organization whose goals are to promote the scientific study and conservation of Caribbean birds, and their habitats, to provide a link among island ornithologists and those elsewhere, to provide a written forum for researchers in the region, and to provide data or technical aid to conservation groups in the Caribbean.

website: http://www.nmnh.si.edu/BIRDNET/SCO/index.html
2. Other supporting and collaborating organizations in this project include the Puerto Rico Ornithological Society and Department of Education. Additional funding support comes from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Division of International Conservation and Neotropical Migratory Bird Conservation Act Fund.
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