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The Terrestrial Research Unit (TRU) 
continues to work on the timely and 
problematic issue of Sister Island Rock 
Iguanas (Cyclura nubila caymanensis) being 
run over on Little Cayman and Cayman 
Brac.  
 
Sister Island Rock Iguanas (SIRIs) are 
endemic to the Sister Islands as the Blue 
Iguana (Cyclura lewisi) is endemic to Grand 
Cayman. With few to no natural predators 
rock iguanas are very vulnerable to 
introduced threats including dogs, cats and 
vehicular traffic. SIRIs have little to no adult 
flight instincts and being ectothermic (i.e. 
unable to generate their own body heat 
and thus dependent on external sources), 
the iguanas are attracted to warm tarmac 
but not inclined to run away from cars. 
Reducing the unnatural mortality rate 
enough to halt population decline is thus 
high on the agenda in the SIRI Species 
Action Plan.   
 
 
 
 

Rock iguana hatchling run over in 
Little Cayman. 
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Road kill management on the Sister Islands 

Public Works installing warning signs on 
Little Cayman.  

Throughout August and September, TRU 
has been on and off Little Cayman trying to 
tackle different aspects of this problem. 
 
Traffic calming measures, such as signage, 
rumble strips, speed bumps and narrowing 
of roads are options of varying costs to 
consider. To start the traffic calming project 
the National Trust and the DoE collaborated 
with Public Works and the National Roads 
Authority to install warning signs on Little 
Cayman and the Brac. 12 signs have been 
installed on Little Cayman and 16 signs have 
been transported to the Brac for 
installation. Placements of the signs were 
carefully planned according to areas of 
particular concern while taking into 
consideration that too many signs  would be 
ineffective. 
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TRU also met up with the District Officer of 
Little Cayman, Roger Scott, to discuss 
maintenance of the roadside and 
biosecurity strategies. While a machine part 
had been broken on the road cutting 
equipment the issue was resolved and both 
the ground level vegetation as well as the 
vertical foliage was cut back. Clear 
roadsides enable drivers to see the iguanas 
more clearly from a distance and thus 
reduce the risk of collisions.  
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Also discussed with the District Officer were 
the biosecurity issues in the Sister Islands, 
mainly that green iguanas (Iguana iguana) 
accidentally get transported from Grand 
Cayman via shipping containers. The need 
for containers to remain closed  if not in use 
was emphasized and all containers were 
subsequently closed the following day. 
 
The TRU  also met with the RCIPS  
constables Lloyd Anderson and Ramona 
Baker on Little Cayman to introduce 
ourselves, give updates on the SIRI project 
and to discuss enforcement for speeding. 
Constable Anderson confirmed that 
speeding tickets are issued and that they 
will pay extra attention to identified 
problem areas. After explaining the 
management policy the RCIPS agreed to do 
their part in notifying people not to feed 
the iguanas, to report road kill and also help 
to implement biosecurity strategies. 
 
As a final measure, TRU and volunteer Mike 
Vallee continued to monitor road kill as well 
as the now three year effort to relocate 
hatchlings from the densely populated old 
museum area off Blossom Avenue. It was 
agreed in the SIRI Action Plan Review 
meeting in February 2014 to continue this 
effort as the area is a hotspot for unnatural 
mortality. With roads on either side, 
unnatural feeding and a high concentration 
of feral cats, the natural dispersal of rock 
iguana hatchlings is significantly restrained. 
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Lateral and dorsal photographs were taken of the rock iguana hatchlings and after processing 
they were released behind the Booby Pond.   

As part of the relocation project, the 
iguanas were caught and the length of the 
hatchlings were measured (snout to vent 
and vent to tail), they each had lateral and 
dorsal photographs taken of their heads to 
aid in future visual identification and finally 
they were tagged using microchips. 
Hatchlings were then released behind the 
Booby Pond as the nearest place they 
would feasibly reach under historically 
natural conditions.  
 
 
 

 

Year 

 

Hatchlings 

released 

2012 45 

2013 63 

2014 35 

Total 143 

The total number of hatchlings relocated from 
between Village Square and the Little Cayman 

Beach Resort from 2012 – 2014. 

TRU continues to monitor and actively 
manage the Sister Island Rock Iguana 
populations and analogous traffic calming 
measures are currently ongoing  on Cayman 
Brac. At the rate of habitat destruction, 
road development and introduced 
predators, both islands are in urgent need 
of significant conservation efforts.  
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The White-crowned Pigeon (WCP) 
(Patagioenas leucocephala) is an indigenous 
species distributed throughout the Western 
Caribbean, the Central American Caribbean 
coastline and the southern tip of Florida. 
WCPs normally feed on wild berries and 
fruits of hardwood trees and mangroves. 
Birds are usually solitary, but they can form 
large flocks while foraging for food, 
especially in the non-breeding season. 
 
The breeding season for this species can 
extend from late March to early June.  
Breeding occurs in mangroves and tall, 
dense woodland areas, usually well away 
from human disturbance. Clutches consist 
of one or two chicks which both parents 
help to raise. Breeding adults are known to 
fly long distances from their nest sites in 
search of seasonal berries to feed their 
young. In Grand Cayman it is not unusual to 
see pigeons flying across the North Sound 
between West Bay and North Side. 
 
White-crowned Pigeons are known to be a 
migratory species. They are strong flyers 
that can easily cover the distances between 
islands.  Consequently, although they may 
be indigenous to the Cayman Islands, it 
would be difficult to say if individuals of this 
species can be considered permanent 
residents of Grand Cayman. One may even 
hypothesise that our (Cayman) birds are 
part of a regional flock that may range as 
far as Cuba, Jamaica or the Bahamas. 
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White crowned pigeon status and release! 
-by Geddes Hislop 

The Caribbean Aviary is one of the visitor 
attractions at the Cayman Turtle Farm (CTF) 
and is the center for the White-crowned 
Pigeon captive breeding and release 
project. CTF has three such conservation 
programmes including the Green Turtle 
(Chelonia mydas) and the more recent 
Cayman Parrot (Amazona leucocephala 
caymanensis) release projects. 
 
The White-crowned Pigeon was the first 
species selected for the Aviary’s release 
programme because:  
 
1) It is preferable to augment an existing 

population before the density becomes 
too low and cannot sustain itself;  
 

2) WCPs breed readily on their own in the 
semi-natural environment of the Aviary; 
 

3) Beginning the programme in 2008, the 
species was still undergoing the stress 
of recovering from the devastating 
effects of Hurricane Ivan in September 
2004, both in terms of numbers of birds 
lost as well as loss of breeding and 
feeding habitat. Added to this pressure, 
WCPs were previously a designated 
Game Bird under the Animals Law;  
 

4) The WCP, locally known as the Bald-
Pate, is a familiar, iconic species and 
therefore relatively easy to endear and 
relate to the public.  
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Aviary-bred WCP chicks are banded with 
closed colour-coded metal leg bands while 
they are two to three-week old nestlings. 
Once they are fully fledged (at least six to 
nine months old) a number of juvenile 
WCPs are selected from the Aviary flock for 
release to the wild. The birds are weighed 
and undergo veterinary physical 
assessments to qualify them for release. 
They are then relocated to a separate 
enclosure to isolate them from the aviary 
flock. 
 
The isolation period can last from four to 
eight weeks, and during this time daily 
visual assessments along with occasional 
random weights are carried out to monitor 
the progress and health of the release flock. 
The isolation helps reduce the pigeons’ 
captive-bred habituation to humans and is 
also an opportunity to transition the birds 
to a diet of native fruits and berries prior to 
their release. Some may argue that even 
captive-bred WCPs will still select their wild 
diet either from instinct or by following wild 
pigeons, but the feed transition process 
gives the captive birds a “head start”, not 
only by teaching them to recognize their 
wild browse, but also by getting their 
digestive system accustomed to processing 
a much higher fiber diet than the soft 
commercial feed pellets they have been 
raised on. 
 
 

White-crowned pigeons in soft release cage. 

Feed transition begins by offering wild 
berries such as Silver Thatch or Sea Grape. 
Initially a numbered amount of loose 
berries are placed in the feed bowls 
together with the commercial feed pellets 
and daily assessments of wild diet 
consumption are carried out. Feed 
transition then moves on to forage 
recognition by offering the berries in fruit 
clusters on leafy branches, while the 
amount of pellet feed is systematically 
reduced, but not completely eliminated. 
Assessments determine when the birds 
begin to show a definite preference for wild 
over commercial feed and random pre-
release weights ensure that birds having 
lost more than 10% of their original weight 
are held back from release until weight gain 
is recorded. 
 
When surrounding forage is available the 
pigeons are released into the wild through 
an unspectacular soft-release process; the 
cage door is simply left open and the birds 
can exit during the course of the day. 
Supplemental wild diet and water are left 
on top of the feed cage for as long as 
release birds are seen in the area.  
 
Post release monitoring is casual. Released 
birds can be identified via their coloured leg 
bands, so CTF Animal Programme personnel 
can observe and take note of WCP activity 
in and around the park compound.  
 

White-crowned pigeon chick being banded 
with a closed colour-coded metal leg band 
while its foot is still small enough to pass 

through. 
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In collaboration with Dr. Frank Rivera-Milan from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, TRU has 
been monitoring the White-crowned pigeon population on both Cayman Brac and Grand 
Cayman since 2011. When comparing Grand Cayman density and population estimates from 
2011 to pre- and post-reproductive surveys in 2014, a significant decrease can be seen 
despite an unchanged detection probability. In 2011 we recorded 0.17 pigeons per ha in a 
study area of 15,550 ha (2,708 pigeons) which compared to 0.05 and 0.062 pigeons per ha 
(775 and 906 pigeons) in March and August 2014 respectively, provides a significant 
decrease of almost 70%. 
 
It is important to remember, however, that the WCP population cannot be considered a 
demographically closed population unlike, for example, the Cayman parrot population. 
Seasonal and annual differences in abundance may reflect births and deaths but also 
immigrants and emigrants as WCPs can move between Grand Cayman, the Sister Islands, 
Jamaica and Cuba. Such fluctuations are mostly indirect results of rainfall and thus food 
abundance. TRU is currently collating rainfall data to get a better understanding of WCP 
migrations.  
 
Overhunting is the primary threat for the WCP and it has consequently been removed from 
the Game Bird list according to the National Conservation Law. Game birds now only include 
the  Blue-winged Teal (Anas discors) and the White-winged Dove (Zenaida asiatica). For a 
full report on TRU’s WCP surveys please contact the editor, page 2. 

White-crowned pigeon nesting in the Aviary. 

From 2008 to 2014, the CTF programme has 
released 44 healthy captive-bred pigeons. 
In 2010 and 2013 there were no releases 
due to insufficient captive breeding 
recruitment for those years. Through casual 
observation over the duration of the 
programme we have noted that released 
WCPs can frequent the soft-release area for 
up to three weeks before dispersing. The 
birds will sometimes return to the release 
cage site during times of stress, such as in 
the depths of the dry season, or when 
threatened by predators. Staff has noticed 
an increase in the numbers of banded WCPs 
breeding and feeding in and around the CTF 

 

compound, sometimes paired with 
unbanded (assumed wild-born) pigeons.  
 
In general, the Cayman Turtle Farm’s 
White-crowned Pigeon Release programme 
was born out of concern for the plight of an 
iconic species, which (we believe) has an 
understated key role in the islands’ 
terrestrial ecosystem. Through the releases, 
the hope is to help maintain and possibly 
augment the islands’ existing WCP 
population before the density becomes too 
low and unable to sustain itself. 
 
The proposed next stage of the programme 
would be to partner with the Department 
of Environment and to invite more public 
participation in reporting sightings of 
released birds and WCPs in general. 
Utilising a coordinated “citizen science” 
effort, we may be better able to assess the 
effect and extent of the releases and learn 
more about the White-crowned Pigeon 
population in the Cayman Islands. For more 
information or any comments regarding CTF 
bird release program please contact Geddes 
Hislop on 949-3894 ext. 4301, or email 
info@turtle.ky or geddeshislop@turtle.ky. 
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On Friday the 8th of August TRU got called 
up by Bodden Town residents who reported 
a booby in distress. Jonathan Adam had 
been called to East End where reportedly a 
seabird was in need of rescue. Having 
picked up the exhausted bird, Jonathan 
sustained several grazes and scratches 
while driving the bird to friends in Bodden 
Town. The concerned citizens volunteered 
to bring the booby to Island Veterinary 
Services where it was declared uninjured 
but tired and in need of rest and feed.  
 
The Cayman Islands have two resident 
breeding booby colonies, the Brown Booby 
(Sula leucogaster) in Cayman Brac - the 
colony nests on the Bluff edge - and the 
Red-footed Booby (Sula sula) which inhabits 
the Booby Pond in Little Cayman. While 
only found on the Sister Islands, it is not 
unusual for juvenile boobies from either 
colony to get blown off course and end up 
on Grand Cayman after stormy weather. 
Considering the recent weather system at 
the time, it would appear that’s exactly 
what happened as the bird was confirmed 
to be a juvenile Red-footed Booby.  
 
 
 

Booby stranded in Bodden Town 

 
 
 

A juvenile Red-footed Booby was found in East End and after a veterinary health check was  
transported back to Little Cayman by DoE staff. 

The stranded booby recovers and feeds 
before getting a lift back to Little Cayman. 

TRU kept the bird in observation for a 
period of 24 hours during which the bird 
was fed regularly with store bought 
mackerel scad. DoE staff going to Little 
Cayman for the monthly spawning 
aggregation carried the booby as hand 
luggage in a small carrying crate. After a 
recovery period, the booby was successfully 
returned to the back of the Booby Pond.  
For more information on the Red-footed 
Booby, please see the Species Action Plan. 
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The Chequered Swallowtail Butterfly 
(Papilio demoleus), known also as the Lime 
or Citrus Swallowtail, first turned up in the 
Cayman Islands in 2011. On 29 May of that 
year, at about 1.30 p.m., a single specimen 
was photographed in West Bay by Dora 
Valdez. A very fine photograph of the 
butterfly taking nectar from a hibiscus 
flower was selected as the Caymanian 
Compass ‘Photo of the Week’ (23 June 
2011), and this image was emailed to me by 
Ann Stafford, my co-author of Butterflies of 
the Cayman Islands.  
 
                               
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Chequered Swallowtail had not been 
recorded from Cayman when our book was 
published in 2008. It is the 58th species to 
be observed in the Cayman Islands and the 
53rd from Grand Cayman. Details of the 
discovery are given in an article by Hannah 
Reid. 
 
Caterpillars of the Chequered Swallowtail 
feed on leaves of Rutaceae, particularly 
lime trees, and they can cause considerable 
damage in nurseries by defoliating young 
trees. The species has the capacity to 
produce several generations in a year and is 
potentially a very serious pest. The butterfly 
probably originated in southern Asia and is 
now widespread from the Middle East to 
Malaysia and Indonesia, ranging south to 
New Guinea and Australia. It is a highly 
invasive species and somehow reached the 
Caribbean in the early years of the 21st 
century, perhaps an escapee from a 
butterfly farm as suggested by Ann Stafford. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chequered Swallowtail Butterfly found 
again on Grand Cayman 

-by Dick Askew 
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The first published New World record is of a 
population in the Dominican Republic 
(Guerrero et al. 2004), and the second is 
from Puerto Rico (Homziak & Homziak 
2006). Prior to this, the butterfly may have 
colonised the extreme eastern Caribbean 
island of St Martin, where it is now 
common, but the year of its arrival there is 
not known. The insect was subsequently 
observed in Jamaica, first in 2006 and later 
reported to be established at several places 
on the island (Garraway et al. 2009).  
 
In Cuba it first appeared in 2007 in the 
southeast (Aguila 2007) and then spread 
westwards along the south coast towards 
Cabo Cruz, the nearest point to Cayman 
(Rayner Núñez Aguila, unpublished 2011). 
The Caymanian butterfly fauna has very 
strong affinities with that of Cuba and the 
eventual appearance of the Chequered 
Swallowtail in the Cayman Islands was only 
to be expected. What is perhaps surprising 
is that three years have elapsed between 
the first and second observations. 
 

The second Cayman Chequered Swallowtail 
from East End, February 2011. 
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Dora Valdez’ 2011 photograph of a Chequered Swallowtail on hibiscus at West Bay. 
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During a short visit to Grand Cayman this 
year (2014), on the morning of 15 February 
my wife and I visited the Capt. George 
Dixon Park at East End. A large, whitish and 
very fast-flying butterfly was seen 
intermittently about ten times. It did not 
seem to settle but flew across and around 
the park at about head-height, mostly at a 
distance, before disappearing for several 
minutes. I was fairly confident that the 
butterfly was a Chequered Swallowtail but 
needed a capture to confirm the 
identification. Hence we returned to the 
park on 18 February to try and obtain a 
voucher specimen. The butterfly was seen 
almost immediately after our arrival, about 
11.00 am, but eluded capture until about 
2.00 pm when, very hot and frustrated, I 
spotted it flying over the wasteland just 
outside the park between the western 
boundary fence and the bluff. It hovered 
low over the vegetation and I was able to 
get the net over it. The hind wings were 
damaged before it could be disentangled 
from the dense ground vegetation, but it 
was an otherwise fresh specimen of Papilio 
demoleus and is now in the Department of 
Environment’s insectarium.  
 
At no time was more than a single butterfly 
in view but, after the capture of the 
voucher specimen, at least one other 
Chequered Swallowtail was seen in or near 
the park. 
 
 

In addition to the economic importance of 
the Chequered Swallowtail as a potential 
pest of lime trees, its presence in Cayman 
could be detrimental to native and 
endangered Zanthoxylum trees, and 
possibly also a threat to the endemic Grand 
Cayman Swallowtail Butterfly (Papilio 
andraemon tailori) which has a similar 
range of larval food plants. It is important 
that a record be kept of the future history 
of the Chequered Swallowtail in the 
Cayman Islands. Further observations 
should be communicated to the editor, see 
page 2, or to me at olynx@btinternet.com. 

Dick Askew 
 
References 
Aguila, R. N. 2007, Papilio demoleus Linnaeus, 1758 en 
Cuba (Lepidoptera: Papilionidae). Boletin Sociedad 
Entomógica Aragonesa 41: 440. 
 
Askew, R.R. & Stafford, P.A. van B. 2008, Butterflies of the 
Cayman Islands. Apollo Books, Denmark. 
 
Garraway, E., Murphy, C.P. & Allen, G.-A. 2009, Scientific 
note: Papilio demoleus (The Lime Swallowtail) 
(Lepidoptera: Papilionidae), a potential pest of Citrus, 
expanding its range in the Caribbean. Tropical Lepidoptera 
Research 19: 58-59. 
 
Guerrero, K., Veloz, D., Boyce, S.L. & Farrell, B.D. 2004, First 
New World documentation of an Old World citrus pest, the 
Lime Swallowtail Papilio demoleus (Lepidoptera: 
Papilionidae), in the  Dominican Republic (Hispaniola). 
American Entomol. 50: 227-229. 
 
Homziak, N.T. & Homziak, J. 2006, Papilio demoleus 
(Lepidoptera: Papilionidae); a new record for the United 
States, Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. Florida Entomol. 89: 
485-488. 

 
 
 

mailto:olynx@btinternet.com
mailto:olynx@btinternet.com
mailto:olynx@btinternet.com


Belonging to the family Canellaceae, Pepper 
Cinnamon (Canella winterana) - not to 
confuse with Wild Cinnamon (Croton nitens) 
- is a critically endangered shrub or small 
tree native to all three of the Cayman 
Islands.  
 
Pepper cinnamon is a characteristic plant 
with dark green leaves and numerous small 
and brilliant red flowers and soft crimson 
berries when ripe. It is an evergreen tree 
(i.e. it carries leaves throughout the year in 
contrast to deciduous plants) and flowers 
appear around January and again in June.  
 
Reaching a maximum height of 15 meters 
(49 ft.), this hardy plant is found in dry 
forests and grows slowly on rocky ridges at 
lower to middle elevations.   
 
 

KNOW YOUR NATIVES 
PEPPER CINNAMON 
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It is well suited to challenging habitats; 
being stress-adapted and shade tolerant 
makes it very suitable for landscaping 
purposes.  
 
Pepper cinnamon berries are famous for 
attracting wild birds, especially the White-
crowned Pigeon. Tradition tells that these 
birds are ready seasoned for the pot when 
they’ve been feeding on its berries! As 
described on page 4, however, it is now 
illegal to hunt White-crowned Pigeons 
under the NCL so we do not advise testing 
this! 
 
Pepper cinnamon also carries historic and 
cultural value as it gets its common name 
from its aromatic bark and fruits. Medicinal 
tea was traditionally made from boiling its 
leaves as well as its bark.  

From left to right: Pepper cinnamon in flower, bearing fruit and bark sample. 


