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ALIENS LAND 
ON CAYMAN MENU
With Green Iguanas Iguana iguana unceremoniously 
evicted after years of squatting on Cayman's list of 
protected species, and Lionfish Pterois volitans
appearing on the menu of Mezza, it would appear that 
some of Cayman’s most invasive species are finally 
wearing out their welcome. In light of the growing 
awareness of the impact of Invasive Alien Species (IAS) 
on Cayman’s economy, natural environment and the 
quality of life of residents, one wonders whether 
Cayman’s long-term love affair with Weeping Willow will 
endure, or will the once popular Whistling Pines be next 
for the chop?

Willow, also know as Casuarina or Australian Pine 
Casuarina equisetifolia was likely first introduced to the 
Cayman Islands in the late 1800s1. Casuarina is a fast-
growing tree, reaching a maximum height of about 50 
feet. It produces heavy shade, and a pleasant whistling 
sound, when the wind blows through its long, needle-
like leaves. These factors combine to make Casuarina a 
popular wind-break and shade tree. Additionally, as may 
be evident from the cover image, the ground beneath 
Casuarina trees is generally covered by a thick carpet of 
needles, providing an inviting, vegetation-free open area 
for campers and sun-weary beach-goers. 

Traditionally, Cayman's coastlines were dominated by 
the shady Seagrape Coccoloba uvifera. In recent years, 
however, our natural shade trees have been 
increasingly lost to coastal developments, many under 
the patrol of eager sun-bed police. In a fast-changing 
Cayman, Casuarina trees have come to represent an 
increasingly rare vestige of greenery along an 
increasingly concrete coastline. Little wonder then, that 
opinions are split on whether Weeping Willows are a 
good thing. One thing is for sure, once you come to 
understand  that the open areas at the base of the trees 
arise from the needles actively smothering  the growth 
of all other species, one begins to wonder whether 
Weeping Willows are mostly shedding crocodile tears.

Native to Malaysia, Southern Asia, and Oceania, 
Casuarina grows well in course, limestone soils. It is 
highly tolerant of saline conditions, salt spray, and can 
even withstand partial water-logging 2. (Even its seeds 
are salt-proof). This makes Casuarina perfectly adapted 
to Cayman’s shorelines. Its fast-growing abilities also 
mean that it is amongst the first species to colonize 
cleared plots, and disturbed areas along road edges.

The Global Invasive Species Database lists the impacts 
of Casuarina as including:

Habitat alteration: The thick layer of leaves produced 
by Australian pine has a reduced food value for native 
wildlife and destroys habitat for native insects and other 
wildlife (Klukas 1969, in Snyder 1992).

Reduction in Native Biodiversity: Australian pine 
forests provide little or no native wildlife habitat.

Threat to Endangered Species: Australian pine 
displaces native beach vegetation that provides critical 
wildlife habitat for threatened and endangered plant and 
animal species… forms dense stands and destroys 
reptile breeding sites in the Everglades National Park…
(including)… one of the most productive nesting areas 
remaining for the Red List Endangered loggerhead turtle 
(Caretta caretta ssp. caretta)

Modification of hydrology: … can exhaust the 
moisture in the soil and lower the water table

Physical disturbance: … can encourage beach 
erosion by displacing deep-rooted vegetation (Florida 
DEP).

The spread of Casuarina in Cayman is a major concern 
for the Department of Environment. Based on 2004 
aerial data, the Cayman Islands  National Biodiversity 
Action Plan, mapped 5,082 stands of Weeping willow, 
covering approximately 320 acres. and representing 
tens of thousands of individual trees

1 Burton, F.J. in Varnham, K. 2006. Non-native species in UK Overseas 
Territories: a review). JNCC Report # 372. 
2 The Global Invasive Species Database
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Michael demonstrates the triple filter 
system

“I once had a customer walk out 
when he discovered that we served 
filtered tap water, and he could not 
order bottled water. It was a shame 
really, so much bottled water is just 
that… filtered tap water”.

USDA Agricultural Research Service scientists have been searching in 
Australia's outback and coastlines for potential bio-controls for Casuarina 
(Flores 2008).The most promising bio-control agents discovered so far include 
the seed-feeding wasp (Bootanelleus orientalis), which is host-specific to 
Australian pine, and the defoliator moth (Zauclophora pelodes). These insects 
are still undergoing testing to determine their suitability for use as bio-control 
agents in the United States 2. In Cayman, however, it appears that we may 
have found our own bio-control…

Michael’s Genuine Food and Drink is a new-comer on Cayman’s highly-
competitive restaurant scene. Opening to the public in June of this year, 
Michael’s is one of Cayman’s increasing number of establishments for which 
an environmentally conscious approach is integral to daily business, rather 
than a side.

The environmental ethos is refreshing… at least when it comes to 
complimentary beverages. “Bottled water just doesn’t make sense to me…”
says Michael, “… here, water is on the house”. So saying, he proudly 
demonstrates the triple filtration system through which tap water is run, before 
making its way to the table. Customers can choose from still or sparkling. 
Wine bottles, too, are recycled in house, and sterilized before serving. 

So, what does all this have to do with Casuarina trees, you may ask?

The distinctive flavor of the food cooked in Michael’s wood-burning ovens is 
imparted by burning Casuarina wood. “Casuarina wood burns hot and long, 
rather like oak wood” says Michael, “this makes Casuarina wood perfect for 
brick oven cooking. “Additionally,”, he adds, “ the wood is subtlety aromatic, 
imparting a distinctive flavor to the food”. 
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CASH IN YOUR CA$UARINAS
Michael's restaurant originates from Miami, where Casuarina is 
regarded as Public Enemy No.1 for  the natural environment. 
There, the trees are subject to rigorous control by a variety of
agencies, including the Florida Department of Environmental 
Protection. In the States, from an ecological perspective, it 
makes great sense to put the damaging Casuarina to good use. 

In Cayman, however, the only way to get the wood is to import it, 
due to a lack of local supply. 

“This is a crazy situation” says Michael “Casuarina is widespread 
on the island, and the costs and resources associated with the 
shipping and importation go against the environmental ethos of 
the restaurant… and needless to say, it is plain bad business!”.

Establishing a local supply of Casuarina timber
would be good for the environment 
and good for business…

If you have some Casuarina wood, and would like to supply 
Michael, or know someone who may be interested in doing so, 
please contact him direct on: 

michael@michaelsgenuine.com
If you are interested in restoring native vegetation to an area you 
have cleared, visit the Native Tree Nursery at the Queen 
Elizabeth II Botanic Park… your chance to purchase some of 
Cayman’s most unique and endangered native trees and shrubs, 
and return a little local flavour to your piece of land.

“Junior” stokes the slow-burning Casuarina wood fire in a brick oven
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