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THE INCREDIBLE WORLD OF THE
SMALLEST BIRD ON EARTH

When we think of birds, images of
majestic eagles soaring through
mountain skies or graceful swans gliding
across serene lakes often come to mind.
However, nature has also perfected the
art of miniaturization, creating a
creature so tiny that it can easily be

mistaken for an insect. If you have ever
wondered, what is the smallest bird
in the world, the answer lies in the
lush, tropical landscapes of Cuba. The
title belongs to the Bee Hummingbird, a
marvel of evolution that redefines our
understanding of avian life. This article
will take you on a journey to discover
everything there is to know about this
magnificent little creature, from its
physical characteristics and unique
behaviors to its habitat and conservation
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status.

WHAT IS THE SMALLEST BIRD IN
THE WORLD? INTRODUCING THE
BEE HUMMINGBIRD

The Bee Hummingbird, scientifically
known as Mellisuga helenae, holds the
undisputed record as the smallest bird
species on the planet. Native exclusively
to the island nation of Cuba, this tiny
bird is a true natural wonder. To truly
grasp the scale of this species, consider
this: an adult Bee Hummingbird
measures only about 2.24 inches (5.7
cm) in length from the tip of its beak to
the end of its tail. Even more astonishing
is its weight. A fully grown male typically
weighs just 1.6 grams, which is less than
a single US penny. The female is slightly
larger, weighing around 2.0 grams.

Size and Weight
Comparisons

To put the size of the Bee Hummingbird
into perspective, let us look at some
common comparisons:

e Compared to a Bee: The bird's
name is well-earned. It is
approximately the same size as a
large bumblebee. In fact, when it
hovers near a flower, it is often
mistaken for an insect.

e Compared to a Penny: A
standard US penny weighs 2.5
grams. A male Bee Hummingbird
weighs significantly less than a
single penny.
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e Compared to Other
Hummingbirds: Even among
hummingbirds, known for their
small size, the Bee Hummingbird is
a standout. It is roughly half the
size of the Ruby-throated
Hummingbird, which is a common
species in North America.

e Compared to an Egg: The nest
of a Bee Hummingbird is about the
size of a quarter, and its eggs are
no larger than a coffee bean. Each
eqgq is roughly 0.5 inches long and
weighs about 0.4 grams.

THE UNIQUE ANATOMY AND
APPEARANCE OF THE BEE
HUMMINGBIRD

Despite its minuscule stature, the Bee
Hummingbird possesses all the complex

features of a typical hummingbird, albeit
in @ miniature package. Its physical
characteristics are perfectly adapted to
its lifestyle and environment.

Plumage and
Coloration

The Bee Hummingbird exhibits sexual
dimorphism, meaning males and
females look distinctly different. This is
especially important during the breeding
season.

The male Bee Hummingbird is a
spectacle of iridescent beauty. During
the breeding season, his head, chin, and
throat transform into a brilliant, fiery
ruby red. The rest of his upper body is a



shimmering blue-green, while his flanks
and underparts are a pale grey-white.
When the sunlight catches his feathers,
they create a dazzling display of color, a
common trait among hummingbirds that
use their iridescence to attract mates.
Outside of the breeding season, the
male's plumage becomes more subdued,
resembling the female's coloration.

The female Bee Hummingbird is less
colorful but equally elegant. She has a
soft, pale grey breast and a greenish-
blue back and crown. Her tail feathers
have distinctive white tips, which is a
useful identifying feature. This more
muted coloration provides excellent
camouflage while she is incubating her
eggs and caring for her young in the
nest.

Beak and Tongue

The Bee Hummingbird possesses a long,
slender, needle-like beak, perfectly
adapted for probing deep into tubular
flowers. Its tongue is even more
remarkable. It is a forked, fringed, and
tubular structure that can be extended
far beyond the tip of the beak. The
tongue uses a combination of capillary
action and rapid lapping to draw nectar,
the bird's primary source of energy. This
specialized feeding apparatus is a key
reason why the Bee Hummingbird is so
successful in its ecological niche.
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Wings and Flight

The wings of the Bee Hummingbird are a
marvel of biomechanics. Unlike most
birds, hummingbirds have a unique ball-
and-socket joint at the shoulder, allowing
them to rotate their wings in a full 180-
degree arc. This enables them to
perform the iconic figure-eight wing
motion that generates lift on both the
forward and backward strokes.

When flying, the Bee Hummingbird's
wings beat at an astonishing rate. During
normal forward flight, they beat around
80 times per second. When hovering,
this rate can increase to over 200 beats
per second. The resulting sound is a low,
insect-like hum, which is, of course, how
hummingbirds got their name. This

extraordinary wing speed allows them to
hover in place with incredible precision,
fly backwards, and even fly upside down
for short distances. Their heart rate is
equally extreme, reaching up to 1,200
beats per minute during active flight.

HABITAT AND DISTRIBUTION:
WHERE TO FIND THEM

As mentioned earlier, the Bee
Hummingbird is endemic to Cuba. This
means it is found nowhere else on Earth.
Its distribution across the Cuban
archipelago is not uniform; it is primarily
concentrated in specific types of habitats
that provide the resources it needs to
survive.



Preferred
Habitats

The Bee Hummingbird thrives in areas
with abundant nectar-producing flowers
and plenty of cover for nesting and
roosting. Common habitats include:

e Moist Lowland Forests: These
areas offer a diverse array of
flowering plants year-round.

¢ Mountain Forests: They can be
found at elevations up to 1,300
meters, particularly in the Sierra
Maestra and Sierra de los Organos
mountain ranges.

* Woodlands and Forest Edges:
Transition zones between forests

and open areas are rich in flowers.

e Gardens and Agricultural
Areas: In some regions, they have
adapted to human-modified
landscapes, particularly where
native flowering plants are
present.

e« Swamps and Coastal
Scrublands: These environments
also provide suitable nectar
sources.

One of the most famous locations to see
Bee Hummingbirds is the Zapata
Peninsula and the Ciénaga de Zapata
Biosphere Reserve, a vast wetland area
with a rich diversity of birdlife.

DIET AND FEEDING BEHAVIOR

The primary diet of the Bee
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Hummingbird consists of nectar from a
variety of flowering plants. They have a
strong preference for plants with high-
sugar-content nectar, which provides the
immense amount of energy needed to
fuel their hyperactive metabolism. A Bee
Hummingbird must consume up to half
its body weight in sugar each day.

Favorite Nectar
Sources

These tiny birds are particularly fond of
flowers with long, tubular shapes that
match the length of their beaks. Some of
their favorite plants include the Cuban
endemic Hamelia patens (firebush) and
various species of Hibiscus. As they feed,
they inadvertently transfer pollen from

one flower to another, making them
important pollinators in their ecosystem.

Insect
Consumption

While nectar provides carbohydrates for
energy, the Bee Hummingbird also
requires protein, vitamins, and minerals.
They obtain these by catching small
insects and spiders. They typically
snatch them from the air (hawking) or
pluck them from leaves and spider webs
(gleaning). This insectivorous habit is
especially important for growing chicks,
which need a protein-rich diet to develop

properly.



BREEDING AND LIFE CYCLE

The life cycle of the Bee Hummingbird is
a delicate and fascinating process,
characterized by some of the most
extreme examples of miniaturization in
the animal kingdom.

Courtship
Displays

During the breeding season (typically
from March to June), male Bee
Hummingbirds perform elaborate
courtship displays to attract females.
The male will fly in a series of U-shaped
patterns in front of a perched female,
showcasing his brilliant iridescent throat
and head feathers. He also produces a

high-pitched, buzzing song with his
wings and vocal cords. The female
chooses a mate based on the quality of
his display and the vibrancy of his
plumage.

Nesting

Once mating is complete, the female
takes on all the responsibilities of nest
building and chick rearing. The male
plays no further role. The nest is a
masterpiece of engineering and
camouflage. It is a small, cup-shaped
structure built using soft plant fibers,
moss, and lichen, all bound together
with spider webs. The nest is typically
built on a forked branch of a tree or
shrub, often at a height of 3 to 15 feet
above the ground.

8 What Is The Smallest Bird In The World

2024-04-22



What Is The Smallest Bird In The World 9

The nest of the Bee Hummingbird is
scaled to its creator. It is roughly 1 inch
in diameter and 1.5 inches deep. The
female will lay a clutch of just two eggs,
each the size of a small pea (about 0.5
inches long). The eggs are white and are
incubated by the female for about 14 to
16 days.

Chick Rearing

The newly hatched chicks are altricial,
meaning they are born blind,
featherless, and completely helpless.
The female feeds them a regurgitated
mixture of nectar and small insects.
During the peak feeding period, she may
need to feed them every 15 to 20
minutes throughout the day. The chicks
grow rapidly and fledge (leave the nest)

after about 18 to 22 days. Even after
fledging, the young birds continue to be
fed by their mother for a short period
until they learn to find food on their own.

The lifespan of a Bee Hummingbird in
the wild is estimated to be around 3 to 5
years, though some individuals may live
longer. This relatively short life is typical
for small, high-metabolism birds.

CONSERVATION STATUS AND
THREATS

The question of "what is the smallest
bird in the world" inevitably leads to the
important issue of its survival. The Bee
Hummingbird is currently listed as "Near
Threatened" on the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red
List. Its population is declining, and
several significant threats put its future
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at risk.

Primary Threats

e Habitat Loss and Degradation:

This is the most serious threat.
Deforestation for agriculture,
urban development, and logging
destroys the native forests and
woodlands that the Bee
Hummingbird depends on for food
and nesting sites.

Predation: While adults are fast
and agile, they are vulnerable to
predators, especially at the nest.
Natural predators include rats,
mongoose, feral cats, and large
predatory birds like the Cuban
Trogon and various hawks. The
tiny eggs and helpless chicks are

particularly susceptible to
predation.

e Climate Change: Changes in
rainfall patterns and an increase in
the frequency and intensity of
hurricanes and droughts can
severely impact the availability of
nectar-producing flowers. This can
lead to food shortages and
reduced breeding success.

» Pesticide Use: The use of
pesticides in agricultural areas can
kill the small insects that Bee
Hummingbirds rely on for protein,
and can also contaminate the
nectar of flowers.
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Conservation
Efforts

Several organizations, including the
Cuban government and international
conservation groups, are working to
protect the Bee Hummingbird. Efforts
include establishing protected areas like
national parks and biosphere reserves,
promoting sustainable land-use
practices, and conducting research to
better understand the species'
population dynamics and habitat
requirements. Eco-tourism also plays a
role, providing economic incentives for
local communities to conserve the bird
and its habitat.

FASCINATING FACTS ABOUT THE
BEE HUMMINGBIRD

To fully appreciate the wonder of this
tiny bird, here are a few more
remarkable facts:

* Feeding Frequency: A Bee
Hummingbird must feed every 10
to 15 minutes to maintain its
metabolism. If it goes without food
for more than a few hours, it can
starve to death.

e Nocturnal Torpor: To conserve
energy during the night, the Bee
Hummingbird enters a state of
torpor, a type of suspended
animation. Its body temperature
drops, its heart rate slows
dramatically, and its breathing
becomes shallow. This allows it to

11



12

survive the long night without
feeding. and coins.
e Endemic to Cuba: The Bee
Hummingbird is a true Cuban
treasure. It is a symbol of the
island's unique biodiversity and is impossible

featured on some Cuban stamps

* Flight Agility: Its wing speed and
unique joint structure allow it to
perform aerial maneuvers that are
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