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Terrestrial Protected Area Nomination:  

Bluff Cliff Faces, Cayman Brac 
 

Two independent nominations have been received by the National Conservation Council, both 
proposing that the bluff cliffs of Cayman Brac be made a Protected Area under the National 
Conservation Law. Council has resolved to advance an amended nomination below.  If Cabinet approves 
this proposal, the natural environment of these cliffs will be protected and managed according to a 
Management Plan to be developed under Section 10 of the Law. 

The nomination consists of all the vertical and near-vertical cliff faces which adjoin land owned and 
protected by the National Trust for the Cayman Islands, and the sea cliffs around the very eastern end of 
the island, including all caves opening to these particular cliff faces.  All the nominated parcels are 

owned by the Crown. 

The bluff cliffs are iconic for Cayman 
Brac, and their striking and natural 
visual appeal is matched by an 
astonishing diversity of natural life. 
Falcons, Kestrels and Merlin cruise the 
cliff edges along with soaring Frigate 
birds. Brown Boobies nest mainly on 
the cliff edges, while Tropicbirds 
(“Boatswain Birds”) nest in cavities on 
the cliff face. Barn Owls den in caves in 
the cliffs, as do colonies of several 
species of bats. Unique Cayman Brac 
shrubs and cacti are tightly associated 
with specific aspects of the cliffs. Rock 
Iguanas bask on the cliffs and use them 
to roam between coastal platforms and 
the top of the bluff. 

At the base of the cliffs at the east end 
of the island, the oldest rock formation 
of the Cayman Islands is exposed. This 
is the “Cayman Brac Formation” which 
cannot be seen directly anywhere else 

in the Cayman Islands. Fossil and sub-fossil bones in undisturbed caves hold a wealth of information 
about long-extinct species that used to be abundant on Cayman Brac, but succumbed to ancient climate 
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fluctuations and/or the many consequences of more recent human colonization. A wave-cut notch is 
visible near the base of the cliffs, carved out in an era when sea level was 20 feet higher than it is now. 

While the main appeal of the cliffs is visual, appealing to photographers and artists as well as the general 
public, they also support some specific activities. Rock climbing routes have been established towards 
the east end of the island, where the cliffs are highest. 
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Protected Area Nomination 

Bluff Cliffs, Cayman Brac 
 

This nomination is made under Section 9 of the National Conservation Law, 2013 
 

1. Description of the Area 

The nomination covers the vertical and near-vertical faces of the cliffs forming the edges of the 
sections of the Bluff on Cayman Brac, wherever they are adjacent to land owned and protected by 
the National Trust for the Cayman Islands, and around the east end of the island where the cliffs 
provide one of the Cayman Islands’ most important nesting sites for the Brown Booby. The cliffs are 
mapped in horizontal projection, and as nominated here they include all the adjacent vertical and 
overhanging cliff faces and any caves opening to these cliff faces which cannot be represented in the 
horizontal parcel maps. 

The nominated land parcels are as follows, and shown in maps below: 

Block 94D, parcel 14 in part, to the extent where it is adjacent to Block 95C parcel 190. 

Block 96D, parcel 18 in part, to the extent where it is adjacent to Block 97C parcel 52REM1. 

Block 102A parcel 90 in part, to the extent where it is adjacent to Block 102A parcel 164. 

Block 103D parcel 61 in part, to the extent where it is adjacent to Block 104A parcel 65, Block 
107A parcel 94, and Block 107A parcel 2.  

Block 106E parcel 123 in part, to the extent where it is adjacent to Block 107A parcel 2. 

Block 107A parcel 47 in part, to the extent where it is adjacent to Block 104A parcel 23, Block 
104A parcel 66, Block 107A parcel 95, and Block 107A parcel 2, and including those parts of the 
cliffs which are not represented in the horizontally projected parcel maps within this extent. 

Block 111E parcel 220; Block 111A parcels 5, 70, and 71; Block 112A parcels 71 and 97. 

Block 112A parcel 62 in part, starting from its boundary with Block 112A97, and extending 
continuously to the point where it reaches the eastern boundary of Block 112A parcel 81. 

 
In the following maps, areas shown in yellow and outlined in red indicate the Crown cliff parcel portions 
proposed for protection. Areas shown in pink are owned and protected by the National Trust for the 
Cayman Islands.
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“The Splits” (National Trust) 
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South Side Seasonal Wetland (National Trust) 
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“Iguana Overlook” (National Trust)  
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Brac Parrot Reserve, north parcels (National Trust) 
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Brac Parrot Reserve, south parcels (National Trust) 
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East End Cliffs 
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2. Reasons for Nomination 

Purposes and Objectives 

2.1  Protection of the Bluff cliffs will safeguard key habitats for a range of endangered, 
threatened, endemic and migrant species, as described below under “species of special 
concern”. NCL Ref. 8 (1) (a) 

2.2  The Bluff cliff habitats of Cayman Brac are unique within the Cayman Islands, and their 
protection will support long term maintenance of the biodiversity that depends on them. NCL 
Ref.8 (1) (b) 

2.3  Subject to additional species conservation measures, protection of the Bluff cliffs will be 
essential to the recovery of seabird populations that nest on them, and to the bats that depend 
on caves in these cliffs. NCL Ref. 8 (1) (d) 

2.4 Protection of the Bluff cliffs will secure their value as a cultural icon of the island with 
celebrated aesthetic value, in addition to their outstanding ecological value, and their value for 
paleontological and geological studies. NCL Ref. 8 (1) (e) 

2.5 Protection of the Bluff cliffs will enable sustainable management of recreational 
activities such as rock climbing and caving, and will continue to contribute to the enjoyment of 
residents, visitors, photographers and artists who appreciate their natural grandeur. NCL Ref.  8 
(1) (f) 

 

Criteria for Protection 

2.6 The Bluff cliffs are predominantly in a natural state. Significant modifications associated 
with existing road and footpath accesses are excluded from the nominated parcels, and other 
modifications are extremely localised. NCL Ref. 8 (2) (a) 

2.7 Although sparsely vegetated over much of their extent, the Bluff cliffs support a 
significant diversity of life, including a high occurrence of species of special concern. NCL Ref. 8 
(2) (b) 

2.8 The Bluff cliffs provide a suite of specialised ecological niches that are rare or absent 
elsewhere in the Cayman Islands, which support the biodiversity that occurs there. NCL Ref. 8 
(2) (c) 

2.9  The caves in the Bluff Cliffs qualify as areas of special concern to cave-dwelling bats, and 
with appropriate management may facilitate regeneration of bat species which have all 
declined. NCL Ref. 8 (2) (d) 
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2.10  The layers of rocks exposed by the tilted bluff edges include the only exposed face of 
the Brac Formation, on the north coast cliff base near Little Cayman Brac. The junction between 
the Brac Formation and the Bluff Formation rocks which lie above them, can be seen on the 
eastern cliff faces. Caves include some extensive caverns with flowstones which have already 
been investigated to shed preliminary light on ancient climates. Fossil assemblages in the cave 
sediments tell of unique mammals which are now extinct and other historic faunal changes. The 
geological and biological riches of the Bluff cliffs continue to attract international interest from 
scientists and conservation workers. NCL Ref. 8 (2) (e) 

2.11  Management of the Bluff cliffs is feasible, though it will involve some challenges. See 
“Management considerations” below for further details. NCL Ref. 8 (2) (g) 

2.12  The Bluff cliffs already serve as a nature tourism attraction for Cayman Brac, and their 
protection will maintain this tourism asset. The cliffs and trails that climb them attract hikers, 
photographers, artists, cavers and rock climbers. NCL Ref. 8 (2) (h) 

3. Species of special concern 

The following table lists the species of special concern known to depend at least in part on the 
Bluff cliffs: 

Common name Scientific name Description NCL Schedule 1 Cliff use 

No local name. 
Genus known 

as “Crown-
beards” in USA 

Verbesina 
caymanensis 

Small flowering 
shrub 

Part 1. Unique 
to Cayman Brac. 

Critically 
Endangered 

Grows on the 
shaded cliff 

faces over Spot 
Bay village to 
Channel Land 

No local name 
Consolea 

millspaughii var. 
caymanensis 

Cactus 
Part 1.  

Critically 
Endangered 

Grows above, 
on and below 
cliffs on the 
south side 

Sister Isles Rock 
Iguana 

Cyclura nubila 
caymanensis Rock Iguana 

Part 1. Unique 
to Cayman Brac 

and Little 
Cayman. 
Critically 

Endangered 

Basks on cliffs 
and uses them 

to travel 
between coast 
and bluff top 

Waterhouse’s 
Leaf-nosed Bat 

Macrotus 
waterhousii 

minor 

Insectivorous 
bat Part 1 Roosts in caves 

Jamaican Fruit-
eating Bat 

Artibeus 
jamaicensis Fruit eating bat Part 1 Roosts in caves 

Buffy Flower 
Bat 

Erophylla 
sezekorni 

Pollen and 
nectar eating 

bat 

Part 1.  
Rare in the 

Cayman Islands 
Roots in caves 

Barn Owl Tyto alba Owl Part 1 Dens in caves 
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Brown Booby Sula leucogaster Seabird Part 1 Nests on and 
near cliffs 

White-tailed 
tropicbird or 

Boatswain Bird 

Phaethon 
lepturus Seabird Part 1. Declining 

population 
Nests in cliff 

holes 

Merlin Falco 
columbarius Migrant raptor Part 1 

Soars on 
updrafts from 

cliffs 

Killyhawk or 
Peregrine Falco spaverius Migrant raptor Part 1 

Soars on 
updrafts from 

cliffs 
 

 

4. Conservation problems and special protective measures required 

4.1 Fossil assemblages in cave floor sediments are of interest to casual visitors as well as 
paleontologists, and their indiscriminate removal or disturbance compromises the record the 
cave sediment may offer to careful scientific investigation. Caves with undisturbed fossiliferous 
sediments should be identified and protected from disturbance. 

4.2 Stalactites in caves can be fragile and may be broken accidentally by explorers or taken 
purposely for private collections as ‘souvenirs’. A combination of education and selective access 
controls may be required to limit such damage. 

4.3 Maintenance of the path from Spot Bay village up past Peter’s Cave to the Lighthouse 
trail, has resulted in localized loss of the critically endangered flowering shrub Verbesina 
caymanensis, which is unique to Cayman Brac and only found on this north-facing section of the 
Bluff cliffs. Invasive Shamrock (Tecoma stans) and Leaf-of-Life (Bryophyllum pinnatum) plants 
are displacing the Verbesina. Education of trail maintenance crews and their supervisors, 
combined with occasional reminder visits and monitoring, are likely to be the only practical 
means to reverse this minor and localized damage. 

4.4 The Bluff cliffs are only mapped in horizontal projection, and the Crown ownership is 
based on that. The mapping of the upper cliff edge in the Lands & Survey digital maps is 
inaccurate in several areas, as evidenced by aerial photography. Sections of cliff that are vertical 
or overhanging are simply invisible in horizontal projection, and so do not appear on the parcel 
maps. Caves are not mapped, even where they reach far beneath privately owned land, and 
situations may arise where openings to a cave could come both from the land above and from 
the Bluff cliff face. These mapping limitations could lead to challenges over the true boundaries 
of the protected area in vertical as well as horizontal planes, as well as over cave ownership. Any 
improvement to the protected area definition will require assistance from Lands & Survey and 
may need a definition of the Protected Area which goes beyond the block and parcel maps 
alone, or a refinement of the existing parcel maps. 
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4.5 Buildings constructed close to the Bluff edge, and utility wires strung from coastal 
platform to bluff top, detract from the natural visual appeal of the Bluff cliffs and pose a hazard 
to young seabirds learning to fly. Light from buildings close the bluff edge is also likely to 
interfere with nesting Brown Boobies. Protection of the Bluff cliffs will raise awareness and 
sensitivity to the natural landscape when regulatory agencies are considering proposals to 
develop land adjacent to the Bluff cliffs. 

 

5. Management considerations 

The key tourist features of the Bluff cliffs (mostly caves and trails) are already under 
management by District Administration. No changes in these arrangements are likely to be 
necessary. Rock climbing and caving are currently almost unregulated.  

A Management Plan developed in consultation with all stakeholders could realistically meet the 
aspirations of almost all users in a sustainable manner, and could be enforced cooperatively by 
on-island agencies with only a light oversight and monitoring obligation.  

 

 


