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There are few habitats in the Cayman 
Islands where you can go and not 
encounter an anole. Look closely in any 
natural setting, and you are sure to see 
one basking in the sun or with its 
colourful dewlap on display.   

 

The Little Cayman green anole (Anolis 
maynardi) is one of the largest anole 
species in the Cayman Islands (adult 
males: ~ 70 mm snout to beginning of 
tail, 150 mm tail length). It is mostly 
bright green with light undersides, a 
pale yellow dewlap, and a prominent 
light stripe along the margin of the 
upper jaw to the insertion of the arm. 
Its colouration can change from green 
to darker colour phases.  
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Highly perched Little Cayman green anole. 

more 

Little Cayman green anole study takes off! 
-by Vaughn Bodden 

Also, when excited or stressed, a light 
blue pattern appears on their backs and 
black spots appear just behind their 
forelimbs.  A. maynardi is unique in the 
world of anoles because of its elongated 
pincer- like snout, rivalled only by Anolis 
longiceps of Navassa island, to which it 
is closely related. 
  
Endemic only to Little Cayman, Anolis 
maynardi never naturally colonised 
nearby Cayman Brac, until it was first 
reported thirty years ago, in 1987. It was 
initially noticed in the vicinity of the 
Cayman Brac airport (Franz et al., 1987). 
Likely it colonised Cayman Brac by being 
stowaway with cargo on a flight from 
Little Cayman.  



Then in 2009, another survey reported 
that A. maynardi was abundant in the 
western to the central part of the island 
and that it was becoming widespread 
(Herrel et al., 2011). This intra-island 
introduction provides an excellent 
opportunity to study the processes that 
underlie the establishment of an 
introduced species.  

  

This mainly arboreal species’ preferred 
habitat is the canopy or upper trunks of 
trees. Over half of the anoles caught 
were found perched higher than two 
meters, and the highest one was 
perched just over five meters above 
ground! This tendency, paired with their 
cryptic behaviour, made for quite a 
challenge catching the animals for this 
project. To help with the captures, I 
used an extendable (3.6 m.) fishing pole 
with a small dental floss noose tied to 
the end. 
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Top: Mating is captured between a female and male  A. maynardi. Middle: Female A. maynardi 
perching high above ground. Bottom: Male in a dark colour phase with his dewlap on display.  

Photos by Ruth Smith. 



Despite the challenges, 60 animals were 
caught and released from each island to 
record biological data and habitat use 
parameters. On Cayman Brac, the 
species is well established and found 
island-wide. The area around the port or 
The Creek / Spot Bay districts of Cayman 
Brac appears to be a “hot spot” for the 
species. This is not surprising as the port 
represents another likely introduction 
point with cargo ships frequently 
delivering goods between the islands.  
 
Coastal shrubland habitats are where I 
encountered the majority of the 
animals, but they are certainly abundant 
in the forest too, just a lot harder to 
find.  
 
One of the aims of this project is to 
investigate the role that ecto-parasites 
(i.e. mites & ticks) have in this successful 
introduction. The two sample 
populations differ significantly in their 
parasite prevalence with the CB 
population having 11% and LC 
population having 46% animals affected.   
 
Parasites, such as the mite pictured to 
the right, are often overlooked during 
introductions / invasions but they are an 
interesting feature of them. On the one 
hand, a co-introduced parasite may 
have adverse effects on the recipient 
community and on the other, a loss of 
parasites during the invasion process 
may open up resources that immune 
defenses require.   
  
My research will focus on comparing the 
two population’s biological data and 
habitat use data to determine if the 
introduced population is adapting to 
local conditions on Cayman Brac.  
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Small mite inflicting a lesion on the hind limb of 
a male anole.  

Then I will asses the effect that a high 
parasite load has on the animals and 
identify the parasite species.   
 
In addition to the ecological data, I am 
processing DNA samples from a subset 
of animals to investigate genetic 
variation between the two populations.  
Given the short time frame of this 
introduction, major genetic differences 
are unlikely, but being geographically 
isolated may facilitate future divergence 
and is worth monitoring. Results will, of 
course, be shared with the readers of 
Flicker –so watch this space! 
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Responsible cat ownership, as advised 
by many official organisations, entails 
the provision of veterinary care, 
hygienic housing, stimulation and 
neutering of domestic cats.  

 

The health of the animal deteriorates 
with the loss of every provision until the 
individual can fully be defined as feral, 
and studies have revealed that the lives 
of these individuals are severely 
shortened in comparison with 
individuals who are given proper 
husbandry. 

 

A long term study in California, 
monitoring shelter intakes, revealed 
that the average life span of a free-
roaming cat is at least halved compared 
to that of a house cat. The American 
Veterinary Medical Association adopts a 
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2 year life expectancy average for free-
roaming cats, where in comparison the 
house cat lives an average of 10 years. 
The reasons for the much reduced life 
expectancy includes increased 
susceptibility to illnesses, higher 
possibility of experiencing road 
collisions and predation, plus exposure 
to extreme weather conditions.  
 
A study published in the Journal of 
Wildlife Management tracked the 
movements of free roaming and fully 
domesticated cats, revealing significant 
differences in home ranges as the feral 
cats searched for prey. While tracking, 6 
free roaming cats were known to have 
died versus just 1 owned cat. The long 
term study conducted in California 
suggested that in a colony of feral cats, 
the mortality rate could be as high as 
80% of the group per year. 

The Short and Severe Lives of Feral Cats 
-By Sophie O’Hehir 

Feral cat showing obvious signs of neglect and disease. 



This figure, however, does not suggest 
that feral cats can not live long enough 
to successfully breed. The study 
recorded an average of 1.4 litters per 
year for feral adult female cats with an 
average of 3.6 kittens per litter. This 
provides ample opportunity for the 
individuals to replace their numbers in 
the population multiple times before 
eventual death. Ultimately, this upward 
population trend creates the self-
sustaining populations of feral cats that 
are known in a lot of countries, 
including all three Cayman Islands. 

 

The inevitable death of the feral cat is 
often not instantaneous, either. 
Multiple factors could lead to a decline 
in quality of life, accelerating the 
process at different speeds. 
Veterinarians in the Cayman Islands 
have noted feral cats being brought in 
with various, but prolific conditions 
including but not limited to: 

 

• Physical trauma from road traffic 
collisions and dogs. 

• Various skin conditions. 

• Abscesses. 

• Autoimmune conditions 
(eosinophilic granuloma or 
eosinophilic ulcers), which may 
become prolific without 
treatment. 

• Ring worm, which can be 
contagious to humans. 

• Feline immunodeficiency virus 
(FIV) and feline leukemia virus 
(FeLV), which weaken the immune 
system, leaving the individual 
more susceptible to other 
diseases. 
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Below is a snapshot from a remote 
sensory camera in the Booby Pond of 
Little Cayman. In the video, the right 
hind leg is clearly injured as the cat 
limps away.  Similar and worse cases 
have been reported in the Booby Pond. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Quite often, these individuals are not 
easily captured, becoming wary of both 
humans and baited traps. In the US, 
efforts to capture and spay unowned 
cats reported that two thirds could not 
be captured or handled. Organisations 
such as the Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds, who have launched 
projects to eradicate feral cats from 
islands, have noted that trapping alone 
does not work as a technique due to 
certain individuals being “trap shy”. One 
of the only opportunities for capture is 
when the cats are too sick to resist 
human handling. 
 
All cat owners can assist in reducing 
both the number and suffering of feral 
cats from the outset. By registering your 
pet, consulting with your veterinarian 
and getting your cat neutered, owners 
can enjoy the companionship of a pet 
responsibly. This not only reduces the 
suffering of feral cats, but reduces 
impact on local wildlife and improves 
sanitation of human residences, also. To 
completely satisfy all of the above, 
keeping a pet cat indoors ensures there 
is no risk of harm to themselves or 
other beings, which is regularly 
recommended by veterinarians. 
 
 



High on the cliffs overlooking the 
community of Spot Bay on Cayman 
Brac, a rare plant grows.  

 

It’s a small shrub, which grows rooted 
into fissures in the upper rock face, at 
least from Peter’s Road as far as the 
Brac Heritage Centre. Although it seems 
never to have commanded enough 
attention to gain its own traditional 
name, this is a particularly special plant 
for Cayman Brac.  

 

In the entire world, Verbesina 
caymanensis (as botanists call it) is 
completely unique to Cayman Brac; and 
as far as we know, within Cayman Brac  
it 
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it only occurs on the Spot Bay and 
Northeast Bay cliffs.  
Globally, there are many species of 
Verbesina, but this is the only one that 
occurs in the Cayman Islands. Species in 
this genus are in the US are often called 
“Crown Beards”. 
 
Verbesina caymanensis is easy to 
recognize by its lobed leaves. It 
produces white flowers in the summer 
after rains. It seems to prefer the rock 
faces and ledges above the canopy of 
the forest that grows at the foot of the 
cliffs. Here it is shaded from direct 
sunlight throughout the dry season, but 
still receives enough light to 
photosynthesize. 

Verbesina caymanensis is here seen to grow characteristically rooted into fissures in the 
upper rock face. 

 

On Cayman Brac only! 
-By Fred Burton 
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Verbesina cliffs are Crown property, and 
so the population would seem 
reasonably safe. But one threat arises 
from the invasive Shamrock (Tecoma 
stans), which is not native to the 
Cayman Islands at all.  
 
Shamrock has invaded many of the 
same cliff crevices that Verbesina 
prefers, and looks to be competing for 
the same space. As a larger, faster 
growing and more aggressive species, 
over time the Shamrock seems likely to 
win, and it may be that the Verbesina 
population is already dwindling as a 
result.  
 
Any intervention to control the 
Shamrock is likely to be challenging 
because of the difficulty of accessing 
and working on these high, vertical 
cliffs. 
 
Surely a plant like our very own 
Verbesina species deserves a local 
name? Readers of “Flicker” and anyone 
else in the Cayman Islands are invited to 
make suggestions for a name we can all 
use. TRU is open to suggestions for the 
remainder of the year and in January 
2018 we will put together a committee 
who will pick a winner. Schools are very 
welcome to provide suggestions also!   
 
Email your collective suggestions to 
jane.haakonsson@gov.ky, and your 
favorite name will enter the draw!  Be 
creative and make it fun.  In 2008  a 
student from Montessori By The Sea 
was awarded the Grand Price for 
creating the name “Old George” for the 
endemic: Hohenbergia Caymanensis. 
 

Verbesina caymanensis is a characteristic 
plant with white flowers after rains. 
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areas, or.  



One of Cayman’s larger epiphytes, 
Tillandsia utriculata grows on the 
branches and trunks of trees, and is part 
of the Bromeliaceae family (which 
includes pineapples). The plants in the 
Tillandsia genus are commonly referred 
to as ‘air-plants’ as they obtain moisture 
and nutrients from the air (or from what 
runs down the bark of the tree and 
accumulates at the plant itself). As such, 
they are not parasitic on their host tree 
to which they anchor themselves but 
merely use these as support. 
 
These stemless plants have long leaves 
arranged in a dense rosette that can 
grow up to 1m long in length.  

KNOW YOUR NATIVES 
Tillandsia utriculata  
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Their thin, but numerous, aerial roots 
hang down to catch as much moisture 
as possible. White, tubular flowers are 
usually produced between June and 
August. 
 
Tillandsia utriculata is native to the 
Caribbean, Florida, Central America and 
Venezuela. Where many air plants 
prefer high canopies or high elevations, 
Tillandsia utriculata is suited to lower 
elevations, making it possible to grow in 
the low-lying Cayman Islands so long as 
there is a source of moist air. Therefore, 
it is more common to find this species in 
Cayman on the dry forest trees that are 
in close proximity to a water body. 

Tillandsia utriculata is here seen to grow on the stems of other plants in proximity to water bodies. 
Photo by Ann Stafford. 


