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“It was amazing to see them transform from 
a graceful soaring bird  to a sleek  fighter  jet 
like  shape  as  they  plunged  towards  the 
surface,  spearing  deep  into  the  water, 
almost  always  coming  up with  fish  in  their 
beaks” he  said.  He  came  away  from  that 
experience  feeling  refreshed  and  ready  to 
tackle  the  stresses  of  the  upcoming  work 
week. 

The  DoE would  encourage  anyone  who 
comes across the Pelicans, especially  if they 
are  seen diving on baitfish  schools,  to  take 
the time to enjoy these magnificent birds.Pelicans holiday in 

Cayman...

The  Department  of  Environment  (DoE) 
Enforcement  Unit  has  been  seeing  an 
increased  number  of  Brown  Pelicans 
visiting  this winter  season.  A  conservation 
officer’s  job  allows  them  to  patrol  around 
the island both by  land and sea.   While not 
an  official  count,  they  estimate  to  have 
seen  between  16  and  18  Pelicans  around 
Grand  Cayman  this  year. Members  of  the 
Enforcement Staff have seen flocks of 4 to 6 
pelicans  on  a  regular  basis  circling  the 
island  searching    for  food,  and  they  have 
heard  of  as many  as  12  flying  and  fishing 
together  along  the  South  Coast  between 
Frank  Sound  and  Pease  Bay.  A  significant 
increase  from  those  seen  during  the  last 
few years.

The Chief Conservation Officer recently had 
the  chance  to  spend  a  couple  of  hours 
watching  and  photographing  two  of  these 
beautiful  birds  along  Seven Mile  Beach  as 
they repeatedly dove on a school of baitfish

Brown Pelican 
Image: Mark Orr

Brown Pelican diving for fish 
Image: Mark Orr

An odd snake?  See page 4
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ecology of other key species will also be ex‐
amined.  Urban,  natural  and  intermediate 
sites, will be compared, in order to find out 
how  habitat  modification  and  vegetation 
type  influence  insect  populations. 
Additionally,  in  support  of  the  previous 
work of Paul Watler1 of  the National Trust 
for  the  Cayman  Islands,  traps  are  being 
deployed  at  established  bat  survey 
locations  to examine  interactions between 
the species. 

With so little known about local insects, the 
exciting  possibility  always  remains,  that 
new species will be discovered.  The project 
is  scheduled  for  completion  by  late  April, 
and  the  results  will  be  published  in  an 
upcoming  edition of Flicker.

1 Watler,  P.  (2010).  Effects  of Habitat Modification  on  the 
Foraging  Activities  of  Insectivorous  Bats,  on  the  Island  of 
Grand Cayman. Flicker (2010) 6, 7‐17.

Black light insect trap 
Image: Sian Rowland

Insect diversity…

With  over  one  million  individual  species 
known  to  science,  insects  are  the  most 
diverse  animals  on  earth.  Paradoxically, 
given  their  enormous  ecological  and 
economic  significance,  very  little  is  known 
about  insects  and  their  role  in  the natural 
and  built  environment.  Indeed,  it  is 
estimated  that  some  six  to  ten  million 
species  remain  yet  to  be  discovered  and 
described. 

In  an  attempt  to  shed  a  little  light  on 
Cayman’s  own  insect  interest,  the  DoE is 
currently undertaking a survey of the aerial 
insects found  in Grand Cayman’s nighttime 
skies.  The  project  uses  UV  light  traps, 
supplied  by  the  Mosquito  Research  and 
Control  Unit,  to  capture  insects  from 
different habitats. The role of insects in the

Cicada
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The Gaudy Sphinx Moth  caterpillar  (Eumorpha labruscae) has  to be one of 
the most fascinating creatures found on the Cayman Islands. Whilst there are 
many weird and wonderful  caterpillars  inching  their way along  the  islands, 
none are quite as masterful when it comes to the art of disguise. Not only are 
the larvae well camouflaged but they are an impressive mimic, deterring any 
potential predators. 

At  only  around  5  inches  long,  the  caterpillar  makes  a  small  but  very 
convincing snake. The main section of the body has a scaly appearance with 
dark  brown  to  grey  colouration  in  pattern  similar  to  a  number  of snake 
species.  Towards  the  head  end  of  the  caterpillar  are  two  eye  spots with 
added  iridescence and even two small nose vents. Although the caterpillars 
true  head  does  not  look  particularly  snake‐like,  it  can withdraw  into  this 
more  realistic  section.  To  add  the  final  touch,  when  approached  the 
caterpillar even performs a  fake strike to convince any suspicious predators 
that it’s the real thing.

1) Caterpillar with its head extended. 4) Scale–like appearance. 

2) Nostril-like spots. 5) Eye spot.

3) True head can withdraw into body. 6) Patterning similar to a snake.
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Mail Box
Letters should be addressed to:

‘Flicker’
Department of Environment

PO BOX 486
Cayman Islands

KY1 1106
Or Email: Kristan.Godbeer@gov.ky

Thank you to Mr. Brown of Savannah, for 
sending us this photo of a Barn Owl.

David Brown
Grand Cayman

We would like to hear from 
you.

Please mail us with your observations 
and views.

Editors
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Zoological Society of London, and Durrell 
Wildlife Conservation Trust, secure 
funding from the UK’s Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(DEFRA).

Read more

Cayman Earth Month

This April 22nd Earth Day celebrates its 
40th anniversary! To commemorate this 
event the Cayman Islands will be 
extending its traditional Earth Week into 
a whole month dedicated to highlighting 
the importance of taking care of Mother 
Earth. During Earth Month the 
Department of Environment along with a 
collection of private corporations and not-
for-profit organizations will be launching 
an initiative that will make a big impact 
on our tiny Island – the reduction of one-
time use plastic bags. This is a huge step 
towards reducing solid waste at our 
landfills as well as making us all smarter 
consumers. To learn what steps are being 
taken and how you can help visit 
www.caymanbecome.ky/ . Also, check 
out http://caymanearthmonth.com/ to see 
what other Earth Month activities are 
taking place.

Saving waterbirds in Barbados

BirdLife International, 30 Mar 2010

Abandoned shooting swamps become 
wildlife havens.

Read more

Ascension Island Conservation 
Department says thank you and 
farewell to departing Raymond 
Benjamin

The Islander Issue No. 1996, 30 Mar 2010

Read more

The Darwin Initiative Commits to 
building a future for Haiti’s 
unique biodiversity

BirdLife International, 01 Mar 2010

A partnership between Birdlife, the
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Essays and Notes

Investigation of the 17 Acre Parcel “Parrot 
Reserve South-west”

J. W. Platts1 and Hugh O’Gara2

National Trust for the Cayman Islands, Cayman Brac
1 weplatts@candw.ky 2 lhogara@hotmail.com

Introduction
This report to the National Trust for the 
Cayman Islands was authorized by its 
Cayman Brac District Committee. Under 
Trust Law and Regulations, Regulation 7 
(2) states “The work of the District 
Committees shall include surveying and  
inventorying significant natural re-
sources”.  The report puts on record a 
description of a unique piece of land, 
added to the Parrot Reserve by its 
previous owner Donald K. Pennie. At 
present, this is the only portion of the 
Parrot Reserve that lies on the west side of 
The Bight Road, the traditional trail that 
people have followed from the north side 
of Cayman Brac (where most lived) to the 
south or windward side.

Part of this land had enough “red mold” to 
convince the old-timers to plant 
traditional vegetables and fruit there. This 
practice probably ceased about 40 years 
ago.

Lands and Surveys department maintains 
a record of this piece: Block 104A Parcel 
23. A map can be purchased for a modest 
fee.

A Cayman Brac parrot takes flight from the South 
bluff edge.  Image; Kristan D. Godbeer

Land Type
Land types along the property, as seen 
from The Bight Road heading south and 
looking west, are as follows:

7
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Parrot Reserve South-west – Platts & O’Gara

the coconut industry;
c) to reach the “grounds” where many 
foods were raised -- yam, cassava, banana, 
plantain, sweet potato, hot peppers, ackee, 
sorrel and anything else one wished to 
attempt to grow.

The history of grounds such as these is a 
cautionary tale. Without inputs (meaning 
fertilizer) the land wore out after very few 
years’ use. “Slash and burn” was used to 
prepare the land and the first year’s crop 
was probably pretty productive if the land 
was well tended. Watering was the biggest 
problem since the drought season is at 
least five months long every winter. The 
second year the land was probably burned 
again, and it would produce less, the third 
even less and finally only the fruit trees 
would bear, the remainder of the land 
reverting to grass. At this point it was only 
good for cattle; or if one waited for 20 
years, the cycle could be repeated but less 
successfully. So cattle were run, with 
makeshift provisions to catch rainwater,  
but the Bight Road area never saw cattle 
until the vehicular road to the lighthouse 
was created, which was in the 1980s. 

The cautionary tale is not ended. The final 
use of much of our cleared land and forest 
is house or commercial development. 
There’s an unfortunate tendency to clear 
every twig and blade of grass before 
building. Thus all of the beauties of nature 
are lost. In the barren tract surrounding 
the eventual house or office, someone will 
likely plant imported flowing plants, the 
same plants that you’ll see in every part of 
the sub-tropics around the world with 

1. High ridge: Running EW along the 
northern boundary of the 17 acres, 
where it borders the property now 
being developed for a housing estate 
of some kind. 

2. Sparsely treed area: Smaller trees 
as if thinned or badly hit by the 
hurricane.

3. Big sinkhole (25 feet deep): With 
large Fig tree, Cherry, Bullhoof, 
Pompero, and others. 

4. Thicker vegetation.
5. Grass Piece (old provision 

ground): Wild cocoplum at the 
border.

6. Old mango trees: Sparse bush, as if 
once farmed; “Licorice”, Agave.

7. South bluff edge close by and an E-
W ridge: Sparse, wind-beaten bush.

8. South bluff edge: Still vegetated but 
the trees are stunted from exposure.

The Provision Ground (“the grass piece”)
The grass piece was once the main farmed 
area on the Bight Road South, and 
therefore one of the three main reasons for 
the creation of the road (footpath) in the 
first place:

a) to reach the south side, climb down and 
search for useful items that floated ashore 
on the south, which is the windward side 
(bamboo, rope, bottles, wood and so on); 
b) to harvest coconuts from trees which 
had been planted on the southern 
lowlands. Coconut was partly processed 
into several useful trade items but 
primarily to ship the “meat” to Palmolive 
in the USA. The disease called Lethal 
Yellowing, in or around the 1920s, ruined

8
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boundary, part way across; 
Feb. 8 Two together hiked Bight Road 
South noting the land types on our west, 
then struck west at the south bluff edge, 
reaching most of the way; 
Feb. 11 Found the SW corner marker 
form the south shore road, using 
binoculars; 
Feb. 16 JWP hiked the south bluff edge 
again, to the SW marker; 
Feb. 18 2 researchers found the NW 
marker, then struck south and did a new
line through rough terrain and deep bush 
on a ridge; 
Feb. 22 3 researchers (including Bruce 
Boyer) walked “the grass piece”, an 
abandoned provision ground. We walked 
through the ground and found the western 
boundary of the 17 acre rectangular NT 
land;
March 1 The same three hikers walked 
across the south bluff edge again, and this 
time struck a diagonal bearing (40 
degrees) along the southern ridge. This is 
an E-W ridge, which corresponds with an 
E-W ridge on the north edge of the 
property; this bearing took us out to a new 
place on the Bight Road. 

Key findings

1. Habitat types
Although the dry Karst forest is the most 
attractive (one place we called 
“biodiversity heaven”) the other two 
habitat types are also very valuable and 
deserve permanent protection. Although 
the trees are stunted, the south bluff edge
is very diverse (see Table 1) and is more 
diverse than the lighthouse (east end bluff 
edge). That bluff has a path and was once

Walking a transect.  Image: J. W. Platts

nothing distinctive of the Caribbean, let 
alone of Cayman Brac.

Methodology
In 2010 two Brac Trust members, Hugh 
O’Gara and Wallace Platts performed this 
survey, and followed a technique they 
previously used to check the West End 
Woods. Compass bearings through 
selected terrain (representing a small 
sample of the total area) were used. 
Transects were 20 feet wide and cut 
across the land and into the bush, and 
came back out the same way. Along the 
and typed up later at home. Only a hand 
way, trees, plants, rock forms and 
creatures were noted quickly in a notepad, 
compass and hand nippers were used since 
trails through the bush are not desirable. 
(Trails make it too easy for cats other 
predators to disturb native life.) Besides a 
couple of field guides, the other main tool 
was a digital camera so species could be 
checked with others.

The researchers made seven visits to the 
area: 

Feb. 1 One surveyor checked the north

9
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purposely burned. The third land type, the 
abandoned farmland, had a much greater 
diversity than expected. Obviously the 
best policy is to let such lands revert to 
nature. This may also be best strategy for 
abandoned rock quarries too – perhaps 
adding a layer of “quarry dust” and 
mulch.

2. Landscape
The heavily eroded, difficult terrain called 
Karst limestone formation is the most 
amazing to hike through, with many 
severe ups and downs while trying to keep 
a straight route. Sinkholes connected to 
underground streams and opening into 
known caves in the cliff face are clearly 
demonstrated in this area, at least in the 
extreme south end. Some of the caves we
came upon have stalactites inside, but we 
never took the time to crawl into them. 

This system no longer shoots torrential 
rain out the face of the cliff but remains 
very important as “edge” cover for birds, 
nesting habitat for boobies and 
tropicbirds, and in general, terrain that is 

Forest floor of Karst limestine. Image: J. W. Platts

safe from most of our imported predators. 
This vertical terrain is Crown land which 
is not always well protected in the 
Cayman Islands.

3. Flora
A good Candlewood tree was 
photographed, measuring about four 
inches in the bole. We saw a relic tree 
from the 1932 storm, but it stands west of 
the western boundary of our Trust land. 
This is a gigantic Mastic that was 
“topped” in the storm, and subsequently 
re-grew a great crown. It does not seem to 
have been hurt by Hurricane Paloma in 
2008. Here and there on the Brac, these 
giant relic trees can be found. They serve 
to show how large the trees grew in the 
primary forest before logging began. (We 
know of only one location of untouched 
forest on the Brac)

4. Fauna
But all three habitat types play a role in 
nature and there were some good 
sightings. These are taken from the fieldThe vertical bluff face. Image: Kristan D. Godbeer

10
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notes:  Zenaida dove, Caribbean elaenia, 
Cayman Brac parrots, Catbirds, 
Mockingbird, Vitelline warbler (only five 
feet from us!), Bananaquit, Thick-billed 
vireo, Little Cayman anole, caterpillar of 
the sphinx moth; large spider with yellow-
banded middle (wrapping a big white 
butterfly).

5. Surprises
Surprises are hidden everywhere in the 
untamed portions of Cayman Brac. Most 
people have never seen a Yellow Sanders 
tree (Satinwood), and to find one that is 
stunted like the cliff-edge Red birches is 
quite amazing. 

There’s another large tree described in our
field notes which is a total mystery - we’ll 
go back and check it. The Polkadot Wasp 
Moth look-alike, Family Arctiidae, will 
puzzle us until someone can identify it 
and a bed of Peperomia needs 
investigation since we were not sure of it.

Additional photographs including 
highlights of the hikes (Polkadot Wasp

Day flying Moth (Arctiidea).  Image: J.W.Platts

Moth (species not yet confirmed) and the 
rare Yellow Sanders or Satinwood tree) 
may be viewed on the 
NatureNotes19n79w website under the 
heading “Parrot Reserve SouthWest”.

6. The Lincoln Penny
The Lincoln Penny markers are small 
treasures waiting to be found. The 
American D. K. Pennie carefully surveyed 
his land, which he treasured (He had a 
crude bench near the south end of The 
Bight Road.) Mr. Pennie made these 
markers out of blobs of cement thrown 
onto limestone, and set a Lincoln penny in 
each.

7. The unknown
The LURE OF THE UNKNOWN still 
exists on Cayman Brac. These 17 acres 
remain ready to be discovered by the next 
explorer, because we only sampled a tiny 
part. What great sinkholes, caves and we 
hope iguanas remain hidden?Spider wrapping white butterfly.  Image: J.W.Platts
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Table 1. Inventory of the tree and plant species present in the dry Karst forest, on the south bluff edge 
and in the abandoned farmland of the Parrot Reserve SouthWest.

Common 
name *

Family Species Dry Karst
Forest **

South 
Bluff Edge 
**

Abandoned 
Farmland
**

Agave Agavaceae Agave caymanensis present present absent

Broadleaf Boraginaceae Cordia sebestena
var.caymanensis

absent present absent

Bluebell or 
Butterfly Pea

Leguminosae Clitoria ternatea absent absent present

Bamboo Grass Poaceae Lasiacis divaricata absent absent present

Banana Orchid Orchidaceae Myrmecophila
thompsoniana var. minor

present absent absent

Bullhoof Fabaceae Bauhinia divaricata present present absent

Bitter Plum Euphorbiaceae Picrodendron baccatum present present absent

Christmas 
Blossom

Asteraceae Lepidaploa divaricata absent absent present

Cabbage Tree Nyctaginaceae Guapira discolor absent present present

N/A Piperaceae Peperomia spp? present absent absent

Candlewood Rutaceae Amyris elemifera present absent absent

Chalice Vine Solanaceae Solandra longiflora present absent present

Sorrell Vine or 
Grape Ivy

Vitaceae Cissus trifoliata absent present present

Clusia Clusiaceae Clusia rosea, flava present present present

Cockspur Fabaceae Ceasalpina bonduc present absent absent

Cherry Myrtaceae Myrcianthes frgrans present absent present

Duppy Bush Euphorbiaceae Phyllanthus angustifolius present present present

Exothea Sapindaceae Exothea paniculata present absent present 
(small)

Fiddlewood Verbenaceae Petitia domingensis present present present 
(dead)

Fig (alba) Moraceae Ficus alba present present present

N/A Cactaceae Harrisia gracilis present absent absent

Headache Bush Capparaceae Capparis cynophallophora absent present present

Jeremiah Bush Salicaceae Zuelania guidonia present absent absent

Parrot Reserve South-west – Platts & O’Gara
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Lancewood Rubiaceae Randia aculeata present absent absent

Licorice Leguminosae Abrus precatorius absent absent present

Mahoe Malvaceae Malvaviscus arboreus
var.cubensis

present present present

Yellow Mastic Sapotaceae Sideroxylon foetidissimum present absent absent

Mango 
(blossoming)

Anacardiaceae Mangifera indica absent absent present

Manchineel Euphorbiaceae Hippomane mancinella absent present absent

Parrot Bill Nyctaginaceae Pisonia aculeata present absent absent

N/A Euphorbiaceae Phyllanthus nutans present present present

Pepper 
Cinnamon

Canellaceae Canella winterana present absent absent

Pickle Wood Rubiaceae Guettarda elliptica present present present

Dildo Cactus Cactaceae Pilosocereus swartzii present present present

Pulmeria Apocynaceae Plumeria obtusa present present present

Pompero Sapindaceae Hypelate trifoliata present absent absent

N/A Apodanthaceae Pilostyles globosa present absent present

Rat Wood Erythroxylylaceae Erythroxylum rotundifolium present present present

Red Birch Burseraceae Bursera simaruba present present present

Rosemary Euphorbiaceae Croton linearis absent absent present

Spanish Elm Boraginaceae Cordia gerascanthus present present present

Japanese Lantern 
Vine

- - present absent absent

White 
Fiddlewood

Verbenaceae Citharexylum fruticosum absent present present

Silver Thatch Palmae Coccothrinax proctorii absent present present

Strawberry Myrtaceae Eugenia axillaris present absent present

Smokewood Erythroxylylaceae Erythroxylum areolatum present absent absent

Snake Berry Celastraceae Crossopetalum rhacoma present present present

Shakehand Salicaceae Xylosma bahamense present present present

Scorn-the-ground Viscaceae Phoradendron rubrum present absent absent

Northern 
Needleleaf

Bromeliaceae Tillandsia balbisiana present absent absent

Wild Cinnamon Euphorbiaceae Croton nitens present absent present

13
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Shamrock Bignoniaceae Tacoma stans absent absent present

N/A Bromeliaceae Tillandsia spp absent absent present

Whitewood Bignoniaceae Tabebuia heterophylla present present absent

Wild sapodilla Sapotaceae Sideroxylon salicifolium present present absent

Wild Cocoplum Euphorbiaceae Savia erythroxyloides absent absent present

Wild pulmeria Apocynaceae Tabernaemontana laurifolia absent present absent

Wash Wood Theophrastaceae Jacquinia proctorii present absent absent

Yellow Sanders Rutaceaea Zanthoxylum flavum absent present absent

Total species 40 28 35

* Not all species were noted or identified, transects were not exhaustive and instead acted as a quick survey. 
Note-takers skipped grasses and some other categories and in general botanical knowledge was quite limited. 

** This habitat type was represented by three different places: a) north ridge; b) western extremity beyond the 
plantation ground; c) south ridge. The south bluff edge was walked more than once and the plantation ground 
only once, plus the return trip.

sailed by. It is a living history lesson at a 
time when children and adults see only 
virtual reality and indoor pursuits. Kids 
can actually enjoy a “Wilderness 
Adventure” without lining up in a theme 
park – and ours is real, not re-created by 
landscape artists.

A high priority should be to purchase the 
land below the Parrot Reserve on the 
south, along its whole length, and to the 
sea. This will prevent a hotel or other 
large building from being built on the big, 
single land-holding below, which would 
threaten the edge, the Yellow Sanders to 
the west of The Bight Road and the 
Banara caymanensis the same distance 
west. The Banara is a tree exclusive to the 
Sister Islands, one of only two “full 
species” Sister Island endemics.  For hist-

Recommendations to the National 
Trust

This is great land and should be left 
strictly “as is”.  The fact that the Trust 
owns land on both sides of The Bight 
Road may help prevent the downgrading 
of this footpath into a vehicular road, a 
fate that has befallen several trails that 
Trust volunteers, have helped keep in the 
public domain. Cayman Brac has seen a 
lot of habitat modification; and has the 
smallest percentage of protected land of 
all three islands (only 3.2%) This 
percentage is only one-third the 
percentage on Grand Cayman. We must 
ADD protected land, since NT ownership 
is, in the absence of a national park 
system, the only sure way to keep some 
land in the state it was in when Columbus

14
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ory buffs, this could allow the National 
Trust to restore The Bight Road trail, 
railing and steps to the foreshore 
leading to the sea. The complete trail 
existed until very recent times when it was 
blocked by a private owner. 

A question for a geologist: The two 
densest woodlands are both on fairly 
narrow ridges, and show signs of ancient 
rivers (above-ground, not undersea since 
they include sinkholes that carried water 
to cave exits in the cliff face). Why do we 
find ancient streambeds on the highest 
areas of the whole 17 acres? We’re not 
used to rivers on top of high ridges!

Another valuable “chore” that should be 
done is to walk the western boundary of 
this 17 acres, end to end. 

Banara caymanensis. Image: Mat DaCosta-Cottam
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The National 
Conservation Law

For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; 
even one thing befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth
the other; yea, they have all one breath; so that a man 
hath no preeminence above a beast: for all is vanity.

KJV -Ecclesiastes 3:19

Click to view the ‘Draft Conservation Law’

http://www.doe.ky/laws/national-conservation-law
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