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Islands often boast a variety of unique plants and
animals unrivalled in mainland areas. However, islands
also have a more ignoble claim to fame - according to
the IUCN Red List (2004), 72% of extinctions within
recorded time have occurred on islands. If there is a
lesson to be learnt here it is that, when it comes to
biodiversity, islands have more to lose than most... and
sadly, often do.

The Cayman Islands are no exception when it comes to
exceptional species and exceptional risks. Threatened
plants of the Cayman lIslands lists 46% of Cayman’s
native plants as currently being threatened with
extinction.

This startling statistic casts a long shadow, a shadow
which covers even some of our most common species.
Cayman’s National Tree, the Silver Thatch Coccothrinax
proctorii, and Cayman’s National Flower, the Banana
Orchid Myrmecophila thompsoniana, both a regular
sight to anyone with even the most casual regard for the
bush, both list as “Endangered”... just a couple of steps
from extinction. Other favorites, such as the Cayman
Ghost Orchid Dendrophylax fawcettii and Old George
Hohenbergia caymanensis, both of Ironwood Forest
fame, list as “Critically Endangered”...

...how can this be possible?

The reason for these scary statistics is that on islands, it
is not just a case of survival of the fittest... but also
survival of the luckiest. Like all plants and animals,
island species are susceptible to the grinding forces of
habitat loss, over-hunting and competition from other
species (including invasive species). However, the deck
is additionally stacked against islands species in that
many exist naturally in comparatively low numbers: a
“common” island species might be a “rarity” anywhere
else in the world. This is compounded by the fact that
many island species are clustered into small areas — the
ecological equivalent of putting all your eggs in one
basket. This makes islands species especially
susceptible to disease, and natural disasters such as
fire, flood or hurricane. Such catastrophic events can
directly impact populations, and also effectively wipe out
critical feeding habitat or breeding grounds.

Couple these island-specific factors with elements such
as a long-generation-time and a slow-recovery-time,
and the long-term future of the common Silver Thatch
soon becomes much less secure.

The Millennium Seed Bank Project, an initiative of the
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, is aimed at giving plants
and trees a second lease of life.

The idea is to collect seed samples from the world’s
plants and trees, and store them safely, so that, should
they be needed at some point in the future, populations
can be restored. On the 15th October 2009, the Seed
Bank celebrated hitting its target of banking the seeds of
10% of the world's plant species.
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For some countries, agricultural and commercially
valuable wild species have been prioritized. However, in
many countries, especially island countries, the Seed
Bank has presented an opportunity to safeguard endemic
species, so that, should the worst come to the worst,
these unique species will not be lost forever.

So, how exactly do you "bank a seed”?

Firstly, you need to identify your target species. The Flora
of the Cayman Islands (Proctor) and the Red List
Threatened plants of the Cayman Islands (Burton) were
used to shortlist priority Cayman endemic species for
collection.

Next, you need about 10,000 seeds collected from about
40 different individual plants and trees from each species.
This is necessary to maintain a reasonable level of
genetic diversity within collection. As you might imagine,
10,000 seeds can present quite a challenge... and this is
were someone like Tom Heller (pictured front cover),
comes in. Tom works for the Seed Bank, and it is his job
to make sure that all the collections are properly collected,
recorded and preserved prior to shipping and storage at
the Seed Bank facility. Tom also likes seeds (a lot) and
his enthusiasm is contagious... which is just as well
because Cayman’s bush does not always look kindly on
those who wish to preserve it!

During a recent 10-day visit to Cayman, Tom took time to
train up a small group of dedicated seed collectors - Blue
Iguana Recovery Programme’s Fred Burton, Paul Walter
and Stuart Mailer from the National Trust, Manuel Dequito
from Arboretum Services Ltd. and Mat DaCosta-Cottam
from the Department of Environment. All received training
in seed collection, cleaning and preparation techniques.
Tom also kindly donated equipment and funding, on
behalf of Kew, towards supporting the Cayman seed-
collecting effort.

All seed collections are accompanied by the taking of
herbarium specimens, towards confirming, beyond any
doubt, which seeds are from which plants, and that
everything has been correctly identified. The seeds are
carefully cleaned of any fleshy coverings and gently dried
in an airtight drum containing moisture-absorbing silica

gel.

A closer look at seeds www.Kew.org

The seeds are then shipped to the Seed Bank
storage facility at Wakehurst Place, UK. Here they
undergo a variety of high-tech tests and
assessments, including germination viability testing
and final preparation. Some may even be forwarded
to the Research Section for further tests, including
DNA profiling. After this they are transferred to the
enormous cold-storage facility, where many species
can be kept for 300 years or more. The most
important piece of equipment amid all this cutting
edge technology, however, may appear more at
home in your great grandmother’s kitchen...

“We undertook extensive tests on different containers
for preserving the seeds” says Tom, “but in the end,
nothing came close to the preservative properties of
the Kilner jar”...

... and so it is that Victorian-era glassware has
become the medium of choice to preserve the seeds
of all the world’s plants and trees.
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LIFE AFTER DEATH

For most of us few things signify a worst-case-scenario more
effectively than a graveyard... however it was in Cayman’s
unique beachside graveyards that our first Millennium Seed
Bank collections were made. Pectis caymanensis, more
wildly known as Tea Banker (left) is an inconspicuous
ground-hugging herb, typically found in the quieter corners
of Cayman'’s traditional Places of Rest. Once used to make
a popular beverage, the leaves produce the pleasing aroma
of Bergamot. The spongy green mats are broken in places
by simple yellow flowers, making Tea Banker a subtle but
unique floral tribute.

Subspecies of Tea Banker are found only in Cayman and
Cayman/Cuba, and the plant is Red Listed as “Critically
Endangered”, making it a high priority for seed banking. Full
collections of a 10,000 seeds have been completed for Tea
Banker, and also for the Cayman Sage Salvia caymanensis
(once feared extinct, until its rediscovered in 2007).

Seed collections are now underway for other Cayman
endemic species, including Turkey Berry Crossopetalum
caymanensis  (below), and Ironwood Chionanthus
caymanensis. With some 40 species slated for collection
over the next year, it is hoped that the Millennium Seed
Bank project will provide some of Cayman’s rarest endemic
plants and trees with a second chance... should the need
arise.
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