Environmental Close-Up: Extinction of the Dusky Seaside Sparrow

On June 16, 1987, the last dusky seaside sparrow (Ammodramus maratimus nigrescens) died in captivity at Walt Disney World’s Discovery Island Zoological Park in Orlando, Florida.  The bird was a male that was probably about 12 years old.  Originally, this subspecies and several other subspecies were found in the coastal salt marshes on the Atlantic coast of Florida.  (A subspecies is a distinct population of a species that has several characteristics that distinguish it from other populations.) One other subspecies, the Smyrna seaside sparrow (Ammodramus maratimus pelonata), is believed to have become extinct several years ago, and a third subspecies, the Cape Sable seaside sparrow (Ammondramus maratimus mirabilis), was listed as an endangered species in 1967.  Before the deaths of the last remaining dusky seaside sparrows, a few males were crossed with another subspecies, Scott’s seaside sparrow (Ammodramus maratimus peninsulae).  Thus, the hybrid offspring between these two subspecies contain some of the genes that made the dusky seaside sparrow unique.

The endangerment and extinction of these birds was a direct result of the land development and drainage that destroyed the salt-marsh habitat to which they were adapted.  The development of Cape Canaveral as a major center for the U.S. space program also modified much of the birds’ original habitat and was a partial cause of their extinction.
