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Landscaping  for  the 
credit crunch

In times of economic uncertainty,  it can be 
tempting  to  prioritize  immediate  financial 
worries  over  long‐term  essentials…
essentials such  as  the  environment.  As  a 
result,  “the  environment” tends  to  fare 
poorly  in  times  of  recession.  Placing 
environmental  protection  on  the  back‐
burner  however,  is  a  recipe  for  a  badly 
burned environment.

One  way  in  which  belts  are  typically 
tightened  during  hard  times  is  in  the 
development sector.  In an attempt to com‐
plete projects on reduced budgets, corners

are  cut,  and  the  inevitable  repercussions 
left  for sunnier  times. Landscaping  is often 
the  first  for  the  chop:  trees  and  greenery 
are  seen  as  costly  optional  extras when  it 
comes to the bottom line.  

So,  with  a  new  round  of  New  Year’s 
resolutions  upon  us,  is  there  anything 
practical  which  we  can  do,  to  help  the 
environment… given the fact that, for most 
of us, money is tighter than ever?

Landscaping is not just about aesthetics and 
doing something good for the environment, 
intelligent  landscaping  can  contribute 
significantly  to  the economics of both new 
and  existing  developments.  Attractively 
landscaped  properties  command  higher 
prices. This  is a phenomenon  that extends 
equally to the immediate surrounds of your 
home, your street and your neighborhood. 
Studies  1&2 have  shown  that  homes  along 
tree‐lined streets attract significantly higher

Native plants 
attract native birds.

A fine example of blending with the 
native landscape. Image: Mat DaCosta‐Cottam
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market  prices  than  similar  properties  on 
open  streets.  The  shade  afforded  by 
roadside plantings has also been shown to 
reduce  sun‐damage  to  roads  and 
pavements  3 and  to  reduce  ambient 
temperatures,  while  the  shading  and 
cooling  provided  by  garden  trees  can 
significantly  reduce  AC  and  home 
maintenance  costs  4,5&6.  Here  in  the 
Cayman  Islands,  however,  the  benefits  of 
lush  landscaping  are  generally  over‐
whelmed by the cost of one thing: water. A 
hefty water bill can soon erode savings and 
benefits in other areas.

Anyone who has enjoyed a walk along the 
Mastic Trail will have seen  for  themselves 
that  lush  greenery  does  not  necessarily 
come with  a hefty watering bill  attached. 
Native  trees  are  naturally  adapted  to  the 
local  climate.  Native  landscaping  survives 
and flourishes without the need for the

expensive  irrigation  schemes  and 
maintenance  programmes associated  with 
imported  landscaping.  Native  species  can 
also  be  incorporated  into  imported 
schemes,  as  a  low  cost  backdrop  to 
showcase exotic elements. 

So,  if you are  looking  to save some money
this year, it may be worthwhile considering 
the  financial  benefits  that  native 
landscaping will bring to your home.  If you 
are  contemplating  building  in  a  natural 
forest or shrubland area, you can enjoy the 
benefits  of  native  landscaping  completely 
free  of  charge,  simply  by  restricting  your 
site  clearence to  the  footprint  of  your 
development.  If, however, your free native 
landscaping has already been flattened by a 
bulldozer,  there  is  now  an  alternative  to 
expensive  imported  staples  from  Florida 
The  Native  Tree  Nursery,  located  at  the 
Queen  Elizabeth  II  Botanic  Park,  offers  a 
wide selection of native trees and shrubs –
all  hardy  species  which  naturally  flourish 
under the rigors of the Cayman climate. 

As an added  incentive,  the Botanic Park  is 
pleased  to  offer  a  25%  price  reduction 
across  the  entire  stock  of  native  trees  for 
the  month  of  January,  2010.  So,  if  your 
resolution this year is to save money and do 
something  good  for  the  environment…we 
recommend you check out the Native Tree 
Nursery  at  the Queen  Elizabeth  II  Botanic 
Park.
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http://www.nationaltrust.org.ky/info/mastic.html
http://www.caymanbiodiversity.com/resources/plants/native-tree-nursery/
http://www.botanic-park.ky/html/location.html
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Short Communication

Macroinvertebrate Communities and Their 
Freshwater Habitats in the Cayman Islands

David Bass, Ph.D.
Department of Biology, University of Central Oklahoma, Edmond, Oklahoma, USA 73034 

dbass@uco.edu

An ongoing survey of macroinvertebrates
inhabiting freshwater habitats of the 
Cayman Islands is being conducted. 
Currently 57 collections have been made 
on Grand Cayman, 8 collections have 
been made on Cayman Brac, and 20 
collections have been made on Little 
Cayman. Freshwater habitats in these 
islands include natural ponds, ornamental 
ponds, temporary pools, and natural wells. 

Methods
Several methods of collecting were 
employed to ensure as many species as 
possible were captured. Submerged 
debris, such as stones, leaves, and wood, 
were carefully examined and inhabitants 
were picked from the substrate using 
forceps. A dip net (mesh = 0.1mm) was 
swept through soft bottom sediments, 
aquatic vegetation, and the water column

Photo of the author collecting aquatic invertebrates from Governor’s Pond on Grand Cayman.     
Image: David Bass
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Freshwater Invertebrates - D. Bass

Cayman Brac and Little Cayman 
contained 14 and 18 species, respectively.

Beetles composed the most diverse group 
with dipterans, water bugs, dragonflies, 
and damselflies contributing significant 
numbers. Notable species include the 
extremely rare black shrimp, Barbouria
cubensis, observed on Cayman Brac and 
the recently introduced blue crayfish, 
Procambarus alleni on Grand Cayman. 

Results of the similarity analysis of faunas 
among the Cayman Islands may be 
explained largely by proximity of the 
islands to each other. A value of 1.0 
means the islands being compared have 
identical faunas whereas a value of 0.0 
indicates there are no species in common

to capture macroinvertebrates occupying 
those microhabitats (see photo). The 
microhabitat from which each specimen 
was collected was noted. Collecting 
efforts continued at each site until no 
additional species were encountered. 
These collecting methods were similar to 
those used by the author on other islands 
so comparisons between islands could be 
made.

Results
A total of at least 77 species representing 
14 major groups was collected from the 
freshwater habitats of the Cayman Islands 
(Table 1). Most of these are being 
reported for the first time from the 
Caymans. Grand Cayman supported the 
highest number of species, 71, while

Table 1. List of major invertebrate groups, including the number of species, collected 
from the Cayman Islands.

Invertebrate group Number of 
species

Oligochaeta (Aquatic earthworms)
Gastropoda (Snails)
Bivalvia (Clams)
Ostracoda (Seed shrimps)
Amphipoda (Sideswimmers)
Decapoda (Shrimps and crayfishes)
Hydrachnida (Water mites) 
Ephemeroptera (Mayflies) 
Odonata (Dragonflies and damselflies) 
Hemiptera (Water bugs) 
Trichoptera (Caddis flies) 
Lepidoptera (Aquatic moths) 
Coleoptera (Beetles) 
Diptera (Two-winged flies) 

1
6
1
1
1
2
1
1

15
12
1
1

19
15
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Data indicated the population sizes and 
diversity of most freshwater insects 
occurring on Grand Cayman had been  
reduced between the 2003 and the 2007 
collecting periods. Much of this island 
was flooded by the storm surge of 
Hurricane Ivan in 2004, (Cayman 
Department of Environment, pers. 
comm.), probably destroying many 
freshwater populations. In addition, this 
flooding resulted in the formation of many 
additional microhabitats for mosquitoes, 
and insecticides were applied to combat 
the increased populations. Because 
insecticides are non-selective, it is likely 
that many populations of non-target 
species were inadvertently exterminated. 
Seven of nine ponds on Grand Cayman 
showed a loss of species between the 2003 
and the 2007 collections. The application 
of these insecticides was curtailed in late 
2007 and it appears most populations 
rebounded the following year, with seven 
of the nine ponds having increased 
numbers of species in the 2008 samples.

Generally the freshwater macro-
invertebrate fauna in the Cayman Islands 
is sparse, most likely due to the oceanic 
origin of the islands, their small sizes, a 
limited amount of freshwater habitats, 
natural and human disturbances, and 
challenges colonizing such habitats. 
Freshwater habitats in the Caymans are 
composed exclusively of standing waters, 
both natural and man-made. Therefore, 
any species inhabiting these standing 
waters must be capable of colonizing 
distant islands and be adapted to such 
environments. Large tropical storms and 
hurricanes periodically inundate

between the islands being compared.  The 
two islands nearest each other Little 
Cayman and Cayman Brac, possess the 
highest similarity value of 0.50 and the 
two islands separated by the greatest 
distance, Grand Cayman and Cayman 
Brac, hold the lowest value of 0.28. 
However, when similarity values of island 
pairs are compared among other small 
Caribbean islands, the results are less 
clear. Because only standing water is 
present on the Caymans, it is reasonable 
that they share the highest faunal 
similarity values to Antigua, Barbados, 
Nevis, St. Kitts, and Saba as the 
freshwater fauna of all of these islands is 
largely composed of pond species. It 
appears that certain species with the 
capacity to colonize standing bodies of 
freshwater on small oceanic islands have 
been successful throughout the Caribbean 
basin [1]. 

Discussion
Island biogeography theory [2] predicts 
the number of species present on an island 
will increase as island size increases. This 
holds true when comparing the total 
number of freshwater macroinvertebrate
taxa among the three Cayman islands. The 
largest of these, Grand Cayman (197 
km2), contains many more species than 
the two smaller sister islands. Both 
Cayman Brac (38 km2) and Little Cayman 
(28 km2) are considerably smaller than 
Grand Cayman and therefore, have less 
suitable habitat available for freshwater 
invertebrates. Not only do smaller islands 
have fewer appropriate habitats, but they 
are also smaller targets for colonizers to 
locate.
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freshwater habitats with large amounts of 
salt, and this may stress the invertebrate 
communities. In recent years, filling of  
land for road and housing developments 
have destroyed once productive 
freshwater habitats, such as Least Grebe 
Pond on Grand Cayman. Care should be 
exercised to prevent non-native species 
from being accidentally introduced with 
imported aquatic plants in ornamental 
ponds, as probably happened with the 
oriental snail Melanoides tuberculata and 
the blue crayfish Procambarus alleni. In 
addition, efforts to control mosquito 
populations through the application of 
pesticides has probably resulted in the loss 
of non-target aquatic insect populations, 
as observed in my 2007 collections. These 
freshwater habitats and their invertebrate 
communities in the Cayman Islands 
require further study and continued 
monitoring, as well as protection, in order 
to insure that a healthy biodiversity will 
exist in the future.

A comprehensive scientific article 
describing details of this research was 
recently published in Living World [3]. 
Funding to support these investigations 
was provided, in part, by the University of 
Central Oklahoma. Permission to collect 
and export specimen was provided by the 
Department of Environment of the 
Cayman Islands and the Cayman National 
Trust. Donna Bass and Wallace Platts 
assisted with some of the field work and 
the 1997 collections were made by Dr. 
Richard Heard.
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Housing slump for crabs

Dear Sir, 

I write today regarding our native hermit
crab, Coenobita clypeatus. Locally known 
as the Soldier Crab, these crustaceans can 
be found almost everywhere on the 
island. However, I am compelled to 
express my concern for the ones I’ve 
noticed along the Mastic Trail.

Soldier Crabs typically utilize a variety of 
gastropod shells, trading up as they 
grow. Larger Soldier Crabs commonly 
occupy the shells of West Indian Topsnails
(Cittarium pica), locally known as 
Whelks.

The problem, as you can imagine, is that 
suitable shells are usually found by the 
seashore. Quite a hike for a Mastic 
Soldier, especially considering they had to 
walk all that way into the interior to begin 
with! In my three years of working with 
the National Trust for the Cayman Islands, 
I’ve spent quite a lot of time on the Mastic 
Trail. I’ve been noticing quite a few 
Soldier Crabs which are outgrowing their 
shells.

First, I noticed that they weren’t as 
effective when retreating into their 
shells—instead of the large claw guarding 
the opening to the shell, a few legs and 
even the smaller claw would be left 
outside. Some crabs would continue to 
live in such a shell, even though the 
opening would begin to wear down and 
more of the crab would be left vulnerable.

Next, I began to notice Soldier Crabs 
which couldn’t retreat into their shells at 
all! When apprehended by the shell, they

Soldier crab without a protective shell.  Image: Paul Watler

continued to struggle away instead of 
hiding.
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Paul Watler
Grand Cayman

Migrating Egrets

Dear editor,

These guys  were standing around in the 
same spot from 10:30 until sunset on 
Saturday (On the Ironshore near 
Breakers). They were not fishing or 
displaying any noticeable activity, apart 
from fluffing themselves in the sun. There 
were about thirty. Twenty stuck around 
the whole day.

Image: Scott Slaybaugh

Scott Slaybaugh,
Grand Cayman

Editor - Presently, large flocks of Egrets 
can be seen arriving on the Cayman 
Islands.  The birds you have photographed 
are Cattle Egrets Bubulcus ibis, locally 
known as Cattle Gauldin.  This newly 
arrived flock are either visiting for the 
winter, or are passage migrants, and were 
resting after an exhausting flight.

Cattle Egrets colonised the Cayman 
Islands ca. 1957 (Bond, 1957), and on 
Grand Cayman breeding is suspected, but 
not proven (Bradley, 2000). 

Recently, I’ve noticed that some crabs 
have abandoned their shells—and their 
alternatives can be quite interesting. One 
was striding about wearing what appeared 
to be the plastic nozzle of a garden 
hose. Another had secured the deserted, 
hollow claw of another crab! I’ve even 
witnessed a Soldier Crab hustling to and 
fro stark naked!

It can be easy to overlook our crustacean 
friends. They have more than four 
legs…beady little eyes…nasty 
pinchers…in short, they’re creepy. Some
would even argue that the trouble they 
find themselves in is of their own making, 
and that we shouldn’t trouble ourselves 
with their plight. If they’re too dumb to 
make it back to the seashore, then they 
ought to be left to rot!

However, I would humbly point out that 
the season set on harvesting Whelks is due 
to their having been overexploited in the 
past. And while the current size limit is 
enforced by law, this may make it difficult 
for Soldier Crabs to obtain a suitable shell 
past a certain size—if the largest of 
Whelks are harvested, what happens to the 
largest of Soldiers?

As such, I have a tiny recom-
mendation. Instead of simply ditching 
your empty Whelk shells, save them 
up. Add a few to your pocket next time 
you walk the Mastic Trail, and if you 
should spy one of our creepy crustacean 
friends, leave them behind. I’m sure they 
could put them to use. The simple gesture 
is easy and costs nothing, yet it may serve 
to ensure Soldier Crabs persist in interior 
habitats.
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