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from his records is a bleak picture of how
many iguanas are being lost each year. It
seems that during the iguana breeding
season in western Little Cayman alone, there
are around four iguanas run over per week.
Central and eastern Little Cayman road kills
are rarely documented, but are certainly
happening (I have seen the corpses myself).
It’s not yet possible to come up with precise
numbers, but my rough estimations from
Mike’s records leave me thinking at least 200
iguanas are killed on Little Cayman’s roads
each year. Add to that the adult iguanas that
are killed by the island’s few free‐roaming
dogs, and the baby iguanas which are killed
by cats; we are looking at a truly horrific
burden of unnatural mortality.
Sister Isles Rock Iguana
Image: Douglas Bell

Slaughter of the
Innocents Frederic. J. Burton
‐

Closer attention needs to be paid to the
Sister Isles Rock Iguanas. They are now
facing all the same threats that ultimately
led to the near‐extinction of the Grand
Cayman Blue Iguana, and history is
threatening to repeat itself. But it is a
common failing in many areas of human
endeavor, that slowly developing problems
are left unattended until they reach crisis
point, and force themselves on our
attention.

The last population estimate of the Sister
Isles Rock Iguana suggested there were
about 2,000 individuals, almost all on Little
Cayman (the Brac population is almost all
gone already). If 200 of these are road‐killed
every year, then we have ten percent of the
entire population being killed by vehicles
every year. If on top of that startling number,
the survival of their young is being
extinguished by cat predation, then it is easy
to see how a population which seemed to be

I just returned from three days on Little
Cayman. In that short time, one pregnant
female iguana was killed by a free‐roaming
dog, just outside the house where I was
staying. Two more adult females had very
recently been run over by cars or trucks, a
short walk away. And we saw a feral cat
crossing the road in broad daylight. Cats
hunt and kill baby iguanas – very efficiently.
Mike Vallee, who works at Pirate’s Point
Resort on Little Cayman and has a keen
interest in the Sister Isles Rock Iguanas, has
been recording road kills whenever he sees
or hears about them. What is emerging

Killed by a pet dog
Image: Douglas Bell

A death on the road
Image: Michael Vallee

thriving as recently as my own first visit to
Little Cayman in 1980, may now be in
catastrophic decline.
One quirk of iguana behaviour is concealing
from us the extent of this ongoing tragedy.
Iguanas compete for the most preferred
territories. In modern day Little Cayman,
the iguanas’ prize territories tend to be
around areas where people have settled.
This is because people put food out for the
iguanas, and because warm road surfaces
are very effective basking spots, and
because the coastal sites where iguanas
like to nest in are also the preferred places
for humans to settle.
In other words, the iguanas are drawn to
the places where they are most likely to be
run over, killed by a dog, and/or lose their
young to a semi‐domestic cat. As each of
these iguanas is killed, another iguana that
was living in a less desirable territory will
spot his or her opportunity, and take over
the vacated space. The effect over time is
that iguanas are lured from the interior of
the island to the coastal hotspots around
resorts and roadsides. As fast as they are
killed there, others move out from the
interior to take their place.
From the perspective of people living in
Little Cayman, it seems superficially that all
is well, because the numbers of iguanas
around the places where people live and
work seems to stay about the same. The
fact that these groups are being sustained
despite all the mortality, by movement
from the interior, isn’t something that
would necessarily occur to anyone.

Unseen, un‐noticed by most, the interior
population of Sister Isles Rock Iguanas is
being drained away, into a death trap around
the coastal road and areas of human
settlement. Scientists term this a “population
sink”. That’s a dry and un‐emotive term for
something that in real life is grim, ugly, and
speaks alarmingly of serious problems for yet
another of the Cayman Islands’ unique wild
creatures.
A project involving the Durrell Wildlife
Conservation Trust, with the Department of
Environment and the National Trust district
in Little Cayman, is well aware of the
situation. This summer Matt Goetz from
Durrell with a team of volunteers will be
searching the entire coast of Little Cayman to
map the distribution of iguana nesting. This is
an essential start to identifying key sites and
major iguana population groups where the
Trust can then focus efforts towards
stemming the decline.
Plans are afoot for a strategic planning
meeting in 2011 which will draw on local and
international expertise to chart the best way
forward for the Sister Isles’ much‐loved
iguanas. History need not be repeated, we
should remember the lesson of the Blues on
Grand Cayman. For the Sister Isles Rock
iguana, now is time to act. For them, this is
indeed a time of crisis.

A male Sister Isles Rock
Image: Douglas Bell

Stepping into the New Blue Iguana
Reserve
Fred Burton - Director of the Blue Iguana Recovery Programme
fjburton@blueiguana.ky
Some time has now passed since a little
splash of publicity announced that the
Cayman Islands had gained a new
protected area. Since then there hasn’t
been much news about the Blue Iguana
Reserve - as we are calling it for now.
From the Cabinet decision, to negotiating
the lease agreement, to signing the lease,
has taken time, and admittedly the process
hasn’t been material for compelling news.
But the lease has now been signed, and
registered, and the National Trust for the
Cayman Islands is the lessee of 190 acres
of Crown land in the East Interior of
Grand Cayman, for the next 99 years at
least. It’s a hugely significant step
forward, both for conservation of the
Grand Cayman Blue Iguana Cyclura
lewisi, and for its habitat – Grand
Cayman’s unique xerophytic shrubland
environment.

“Gorgeous George”, now well established in the
wild. Queen Elizabeth II Botanic Park.
Image: Frederic J. Burton.

twined with a European Union grant to the
National Trust, which (among other
things) will pay to build a visitor centre in
or next to the protected area. We already
have a design for the visitor centre, thanks
to Trevor Baxter (Rutkowsi Baxter
Houghton) and with ongoing assistance
from the structural engineers, Halcrow
vvvv

Where is it? That’s a question that needs a
map to answer (following page), since
there’s no road you can drive to the gates
of the new Blue Iguana Reserve. Not yet,
anyway.
The Blue Iguana Reserve is closely intervv
4
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Location of the new Blue Iguana Reserve. Map created by: Jeremy Olynik (DoE). Base imagey (2004)
provided by Dept. of Lands and Survey.

Planned visitors centre for the new Blue Iguana Reserve. Design by Trevor Baxter.
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Yolles. What we don’t know yet, is
exactly where in the Blue Iguana Reserve
this will be sited, and that in turn depends
on which suitable access route can be
secured.

Olynik will be combining the field reports
with high resolution aerial photography to
create a detailed habitat map.
Will we find ancient surviving Blue
Iguanas out there? Unlikely, but still
possible! Will we find soil basins where
iguanas could nest? Where will there be
natural fresh water we can draw on, to cut
the need for field staff to carry huge
weights of water every day? What and
where are the notable natural features that
we should consider when planning nature
trails?

In the meantime, there’s a lot we need to
know about the new protected area, and
the only way to find out is to spend time
out there. Blue Iguana Recovery
Programme staff and volunteers are
beginning to trace the boundaries of the
Reserve, and soon will be recording the
natural features and vegetation on a virtual
survey grid set up using a high precision
GPS unit. This fieldwork will be backed
by expertise at the Department of
Environment, where specialist Jeremy
vvvv

We hope as we explore we will soon be
able to define some optimal areas to
release young captive-reared Blue
Iguanas.

Seeing a Blue Iguana in the wild, is like stepping back in time. Image: Frederic J. Burton.
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undeniable. Thanks to the low vegetation
there are long vistas across the landscape,
set off by groups of tall, slender Thatch
Palms. Closer at hand the terrain looks like
an elaborate rock garden, with an
astonishingly diverse array of unusual
plants, many of them unique to the
Cayman Islands and to this specific
habitat.
Apart from a small fragment in the QE II
Botanic Park, this specific environment
was almost completely absent from our
protected area system, until now.
We envisage this special place will be
accessible to all, once we have completed
the access, visitor centre and nature trails.
And wandering around it all, will be the
next generations of young Blue Iguanas.
The new Blue Iguana Reserve gives us
space to bring this once near-extinct
mascot of Grand Cayman back to a
population which can sustain itself
indefinitely, and a place where we can
commune with them and their wild
ancestral home.

The xerophytic shrubland habitat of the Blue
iguana. Image: Kristan D. Godbeer.

The first release is scheduled for July this
year.
Most of the Blue Iguana Reserve is
potential Blue iguana habitat in one way
or another. The area is dominated by dry
shrubland, and lots of it is growing on the
sharpest cliff rock. Add in dense stands of
spiny “Corato” (Cayman’s unique Agave),
Maiden Plum, Manchineel and Lady Hair,
and you could be forgiven for thinking the
land has been designed to repel humans.
But walking through slowly and safely on
a trail, perhaps in the late afternoon
sunshine, the beauty of the landscape is

A view over xerophytic shrubland, Eastern Grand
Cayman. Image: Mark Orr.

7
Flicker May/Jun 2010

The Sister Isles Iguana – assessment
of conservation needs for the Blue
Iguana’s cousin
Mattias Goetz Dipl.-Biol, Deputy Head of Herpetology Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust

Matt.Goetz@durrell.org

A male Sister Isles Rock Iguana Cyclura nubila caymanensis, Little Cayman. Image: Matthias Goetz.
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Among the world’s most endangered
reptiles, West Indian rock iguanas of the
genus Cyclura have attracted considerable
attention
from
the
conservation
community. Monitoring, captive-breeding
and reintroduction efforts or translocation
projects have been initiated for many of
the species. An outstanding example,
obviously, is the Blue Iguana Recovery
Programme which is successfully bringing
the Grand Cayman Blue Iguana Cyclura
lewisi back from the very brink of
extinction.

iguanas in the Caribbean are similar on
most islands and for most species. Notable
threats are loss of habitat due to increasing
development, associated road kills, and
invasive predators like cats, feral dogs or,
on some islands, mongooses.
These
effects (excluding mongooses), again,
were particularly exemplified on Grand
Cayman.
Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust is
undertaking and supporting several
conservation
projects
around
the
Caribbean, including the Blue Iguana
Recovery Programme with which we have

The threats facing all nine species of rock

Female rock iguanas have comparatively slender heads and lower crests than males. Image: Matthias Goetz.
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been involved since 2004. Armed with
our
experience
of
rock
iguana
conservation, we turned our attention to
the sister islands (Cayman Brac and Little
Cayman) and its own rock iguana, Cyclura
nubila caymanensis. This unique reptile is
endemic to the sister islands, and
unfortunately, faces the same threats
which almost drove the Grand Cayman
Blue Iguana to extinction. Until recently,
the Sister Islands Rock Iguanas were of
comparatively marginal interest to
conservation bodies. This began to change
however; and addressing their decline
before the population reached a critical
point, became important.

Cyclura n. caymanensis is listed as
Critically Endangered on the IUCN Red
List due to the very small area of
occupancy and the fact that only around
40 animals are believed to survive on
Cayman Brac. Furthermore, surveys of
the overall population had never been
conducted on Little Cayman. In the mid1990s, about 1,500–2,000 iguanas were
thought to live on this island, although
declines were projected. The little
knowledge we had concerning the
population over the past decade, was from
irregular trips by Fred Burton (Director Blue Iguana Recovery Programme), and
research conducted by Glenn Gerber in
vvv

A juvenile rock iguana, about a year old on iron shore. Image: Matthias Goetz.
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The author about to release a big male after
taking measurements and fitting it with a radio
transmitter (located on its left flank). Image:
Michael Vallee.

1993. A population update, status
assessment, and determination of the longterm conservation needs of C .n.
caymanensis were clearly necessary.
In 2007, in close collaboration with the
Cayman Islands Government Department
of Environment, and the National Trust for
the Cayman Islands, the Durrell Wildlife
Conservation Trust initiated its Cayman
Sister Isles Iguana Project. The overall
goal being to provide knowledge and tools
to the Caymanian Government, and Sister
Islands residents, assisting them in
preserving their unique rock iguana in the
long-term.

Research for basic biological data started
in 2007 with an assessment of the current
population size on Little Cayman. This
was conducted by surveying randomly
distributed quadrats all over the island.
However, it became clear during the
survey that an important assumption (a
randomly
and
evenly
distributed
population) when using this methodology
was not given. In suitable natural habitats
on the island (i.e. dry shrubland and low,
less dense forest), a disturbingly low
number of iguanas were encountered. In
fact, when hiking through the bush almost
daily for two months to reach the sample
quadrats, we encountered or heard only
another five individual iguanas! This
worrying discovery had an impact on the
analysis of the population estimation as
well. We are now estimating a total of
1,800 iguanas on Little Cayman but with a
very low confidence level due to the few
iguanas encountered in the sample
quadrats. The common statement in the
scarce literature (and our initial
assumption) that iguanas reach their maxi-

Taking morphometric and genetic data on the
roadside on Little Cayman: Image: Adam Mitchell.
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mum densities in the interior shrubland,
therefore, can no longer be upheld.
The situation is very different along roads
or in otherwise disturbed areas, mostly
around areas of human habitation. Adult
iguanas are encountered frequently along
roadsides and around houses in the south,
east and west, giving a first impression of
a fairly healthy population coping well
with development.
Disturbingly though, younger age classes
are very rarely seen. This clustering of
adult iguanas in urban areas where they
vvv

find plenty of shelter, basking sites and
food can possibly be problematic. Not
only are hatchlings emerging from their
nests much more vulnerable to predation
(e.g. by cats) but adult iguanas are
frequently found as roadkill. In 2008, with
the limited data we had, we were
estimating a loss of around 50-60 adult
iguanas per year on the roads! This does
not seem much initially, but when taking
into account, that of a given ca. 1800
iguanas not more than half that number
would be reproductively active (and
therefore roaming around) and traffic
would increase with continuing developvv

An image that has become far too common. An accidentally run-over rock iguana on Little Caymans south
coast road. Image: Matthias Goetz.
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Increased development primarily in
coastal areas, threatens important nesting
areas; especially large communal nest
sites. It is essential to identify and protect
as many of these sites as possible. There
might be nesting areas in the islands
interior as well, many females migrate
annually from the interior shrubland
(foraging habitat) to the beaches to nest.

Prime nesting habitat in the coastal shrubland. It's
neither cleared nor overgrown but a mix of open
areas and shade. Image: Matthias Goetz.

ment, the calculations are alarming. Since
2008, a closer eye was kept on numbers of
dead iguanas on the roads and the
calculations now show that up to 200 adult
iguanas per year might be killed on the
roads! Everybody can do the maths…

The survey revealed four areas of interest,
the largest and most important communal
nesting site being at Preston Bay with over
25 nests located during a two week period.
This survey was similarly struck however,
by unforeseen circumstances. The regular
nesting period of rock iguanas in the
vvvvv

Territories of adult iguanas killed by cars
are quickly taken over by other iguanas
moving in from the natural shrubland
habitat. This situation is producing a
deadly sink for the overall population.
Furthermore, juvenile recruitment is
reduced, due to increased hatchling
mortality, killed by cats and dogs roaming
the same area. Therefore, what appears to
be a healthy co-existence of iguanas in and
around human settlements, should to be
viewed with great caution.
In 2008 the main purpose of fieldwork,
was to survey and map the coastline of
Little Cayman, for iguana nesting sites.

Female rock iguanas protect their nest for up to one
week after laying. Image: Matthias Goetz.
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Western Caribbean is late May until July;
we accordingly scheduled our arrival on
Little Cayman for early June. In 2008,
many iguana species, including the Blue
Iguanas on Grand Cayman, and the Sister
Isles Rock Iguanas, were mating and
nesting one month early (and did so again
in 2009). Therefore, we were somewhat
late and the survey was not conclusive and
will be resumed in 2010.
During the second half of the 2008 field
season, we examined home range sizes
and densities of sub-populations in order
to find out about average and maximum
population densities. This is important
vvvv

information when determining future
protected areas large enough to sustain a
viable population of iguanas.
2009 was a gap-year for our iguana
research, enforced by urgent needs at
another Caribbean project. We are back
now throughout May and June 2010 to
mainly undertake another, complete,
nesting survey. We will also be surveying
areas of interest for possible future
protection, and radio-tracking iguanas in
the interior shrubland. We will visit
Cayman Brac again to continue mapping
iguana sightings. Further samples for
genetic analysis will be taken, both to inv-

Inside Little Caymans shrubland Image: Matthias Goetz.
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estigate the amount of inbreeding and
therefore the effective population size of
the two island populations, and also to
scientifically prove whether there is any
significant difference between iguanas on
Little Cayman and Cayman Brac.
It will be far easier to prevent numbers of
iguanas from declining on Little Cayman,
than it would be to increase numbers on
the Cayman Brac. Therefore, in order to
secure a population of Sister Isle Rock
Iguanas, most of our focus has been on
Little Cayman. In the coming years and
with local support we are planning to do
more work on “The Brac” to support and
steer efforts, to bring back iguana numbers
there.

View over Little Cayman’s shurbland.
Image: Matthias Goetz.

or not) must not be taken too late on Little
Cayman. The lessons learned from Grand
Cayman and Cayman Brac are enough to
highlight how suddenly a population of
large iguanas can vanish even with enough
habitat available.

The threats, especially cats, dogs and cars
are much more abundant on Cayman Brac,
as indicated by the very low numbers of
remaining iguanas. It is hoped that the
Cayman Brac iguana population can profit
in the best possible way, from lessons
learned and information gathered on Little
Cayman.
We are most fortunate to be able to work
with an endangered iguana species on
islands so passionate and caring for its
largest, unique land animal. We receive a
great amount of support from the local
community and government alike, and
hope we can give back the information
and tools that will lead to the long-term
survival of this magnificent iguana.
Action to mediate the immediate threats
(road kills and dogs and cats, whether feral
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Notes

Spring at the Blue Iguana Recovery Programme
John Marotta, Head Warden
Blue Iguana Recovery Programme, Grand Cayman
JMarotta@BlueIguana.ky

Spring means it is time for the birds & the
bees… and the Blue Iguanas. For the
Grand Cayman Blue Iguana Cyclura
Lewisi, Grand Cayman’s largest native
land animal, springtime is the only time of
the year that they can mate and produce
offspring. Traditionally the month of May
has been the breeding season for the Blue
Iguana, but in recent years they have
started a few weeks early in the middle of
April.
At the Blue Iguana Recovery
Programme’s captive breeding and
research facility it is important to monitor
this annual behavior.
Through close
monitoring we can determine when our
gravid females will be laying the eggs,
that are so important for the survival of
this extraordinary species of Caribbean
rock iguana.

Female Blue iguana excavating her nest tunnel.
Image: John Marotta.

Blue iguanas mating. Image: John Marotta.

Throughout April and May we are more
attentive to the activities of our breeding
animals.
If a successful copulation is
witnessed it is marked in the facility log.
Approximately six weeks later the
pregnant female starts test digging at
sunlit patches of soil in search of a suitable
nest site. It’s important for us to see this
happening, as it makes it much easier to
locate the nest when it’s time to excavate
the eggs. When she finds appropriate soil
she will commit to digging her nest. A
female iguana will spend about a day
digging a tunnel anywhere from 30cm to
100cm in length and about a 30cm - 60-cm
deep, where she will hollow out a nest
chamber. In that chamber she will spend
up to three days depositing her eggs,
vvvvv
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A female can look quite emaciated after nesting.
Image: John Marotta.

slowly, one at a time. The amount of eggs
per clutch can vary with our breeding females, anywhere from 4 - 20 have been
collected in the past. The eggs are larger
than a chicken egg, but unlike a bird egg
they are soft. When she is finished laying
her eggs she will start to tunnel out,
leaving the nest chamber hollow, but
backfilling the tunnel as she makes her
way to the surface.
Once outside, the
female
disguises her handy-work,
backfilling and scattering leaves, sticks
and stones over the nest area. At that
point, after investing vast amounts of
resources in her eggs she resembles a
rung-out, dirty towel.
Total time
underground: up to five days. She will
proceed to “nest guard” that area for up to
four weeks, making sure no other female
uses that same patch of dirt. This is the
only type of maternal instinct we have
seen whilst observing our female blue
iguanas.
It is at this time, close to the day she
comes out of her nest, that we start to
vvvvv

excavate the precious progeny. It is more
like delicate surgery than an archeological
dig. Instead of petrified artifacts, we’re
dealing with soft, fragile, living eggs.
Using only our bare hands and paint
brushes we slowly remove any soil that
has been obviously disturbed by our
nesting girl. It isn’t as easy as it sounds,
the ground is hard and the soil is rocky.
She packs the dirt very tight when she
backfills making it is almost as hard as the
surrounding soil. Some nest excavations
can take hours, and sometimes days.
Locating the eggs, removing them from
the wild and placing them in the
incubators, is important for our head-start
efforts. If we left the eggs in the wild,
they would be subject to the many
variables that can influence their survival
rate. Fire ants, rats, and Agouti can all
find their way to the nest chamber and
destroy the clutch. Weather, either too
dry, or too wet can also affect the eggs
mortality. Finally, temperature is a factor
that can be inconsistent, manipulating the
outcome of success. By excavating the
eggs, placing them in our incubators, and
monitoring them throughout the day, we
ensure consistent environmental factors of
moisture and temperature.
Breeding and nesting season will last
about two months during spring.
Occasionally, we will have a female
fertilized a second time in a breeding
season, and that means we repeat the
process, for that nest. We will try to
identify and excavate as many nests that
we can, both from our captive breeding
pairs, and from our QEII Park freevvvvvv
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roamers. In the past three years we have
collected over 250 fertile eggs. Ten weeks
after the eggs are laid they will begin to
hatch. All of the hatchlings that emerge
are cleaned, weighed and measured, and
given their “stud book number” or
pedigree name for lifelong identification.
By collecting and incubating the eggs each
year we can make certain that we have
healthy, genetically diverse baby Blue
Iguanas to bring up in the head-start
facility, thus insuring the future release of
breeding age animals into protected areas
on Grand Cayman.
Spring is a very busy time for the iguanas
and us at the Blue Iguana Recovery
Programme. July and August are just as
busy when all the collected eggs have
hatched and we need to house and care for
them in the facility.
Look for that
installment in a future issue of Flicker.

A volunteer, collecting iguana eggs. Image: John
Marotta.

To learn more about our programme, please visit www.blueiguana.ky
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Letters should be addressed to:
‘Flicker’
Department of Environment
PO BOX 486
Cayman Islands
KY1 1106
Or Email, Attn Flicker: doe@gov.ky

Mail Box
Your Letters, views and experiences…

(March 20).
I saw it for the first time on April 11. It
seems to like eating white grubs, the larvae
of major a lawn pest; the Japanese beetle
(they cut the roots of Zoysia grass). It may
also be eating the invasive snails, as empty
snail shells have been found in the vicinity
of the bird. You could say that’s killing
two pests with one bird!
P. A. van B. Stafford
Grand Cayman

A. Van B. Stafford©2010

A First for Cayman!
A bird species new to Cayman, has been seen in
an urban Garden.

My 12 year old granddaughter, Giovanna
Stafford, (Year 7, Cayman Prep & High
School), first saw the Limpkin on the lawn
in her garden in South Sound in midMarch, sometime before Spring Break on

Congratulations to Giovanna Stafford!
This is the first recorded sighting of a
Limpkin Aramus guarauna in the Cayman
Islands.
Patricia Bradley, local
ornithologist and author of the 'British
Ornithologists’ Union Checklist – Birds of
the Cayman Islands', also verifies that this
is a first for Cayman.
Editor
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Mail Box - Flicker (2010)

bromeliads painted in purples and reds, and
beautiful wildflowers displaying all the colors of
creation. Look deeper into the brush, beyond the
tree line, and what you may encounter is a most
peculiar red eye staring back: the eye of a Blue
Iguana.

Blue Iguana. Image: Kristan D. Godbeer.

The Blue Dragons
For those of you unfamiliar with Cayman’s most
famous residents, a 2010 Blue Iguana Recovery
programme Volunteer describes what you will
find on your visit..
Blue skies, azure seascapes and lapping crystalline
waters are generally the first images that come to
mind when one thinks of Grand Cayman.
However, there is a far more mysterious and little
known shade of blue lurking just inside the island’s
verdant interior. Cyclura lewisi, Grand Cayman’s
own Blue Iguana, is a vastly understudied
organism residing deep within the rock and far out
in the bush.
At first glance, this landscape is far less inviting
than the gleaming white sands and gentle waves
encountered by most tourists at Seven Mile Beach
or Rum Point, but for those interested in natural
history it offers far more. Carved by millions of
years of microbiologically influenced erosion, the
phytokarst substrate known locally as “Iron
Shore”, is a jagged and unforgiving terrain that
dominates the landscape. This harsh terrain is
inhabited by some of the most beautiful and unique
examples of biology one can encounter.
Huge agave plants, their towering golden flowers
standing stories above the surrounding scrub, hhhh

The Cayman Blue Iguana is an extremely rare and
little-known animal. Unlike its far more common
green cousin, the Blue Iguana is only found on
Grand Cayman and exists in fewer numbers than
perhaps any other in the Cyclura genus. Tracking
these animals through dense brush and pitted rock,
one comes to have a great appreciation for the
niche they have exploited over the millennia.
Numbering less than 500 individuals in the wild,
“The Blues” as they are affectionately referred to,
reside in the same pointed abrasive rock that gives
Hell (one of Cayman’s most popular tourist
attractions) its name, and they subsist principally
on the island’s vegetation. As juveniles, they are
under constant threat from predatory birds and an
over-whelming number of Cayman’s native snakes:
primarily the Cayman Racer and to a lesser extent
the Cayman ground boa. As adults, the Blues are
threatened only by over development and
anthropogenic encroachment. Conversely, it is
precisely this expansion that has fueled the
Caymanian economy and provided the impetus for
more in-depth study of these elusive creatures.
Scientists like Fred Burton as well as a fanatically
devoted group of volunteers from all over the
world are willing to suffer innumerable brushes
with toxic and irritating Lady Hair, Maiden Plum
and Manchineel plants in order to discover the Blue
Iguana’s closely-guarded secrets. Innumerable
hours have been spent tracking and observing these
reptiles in the wild with the hopes of determining
where they go, how they reproduce and how best to
improve their chances of survival. With the
continued focus on conservation and a growing
attention to the important role these organisms play
in the ecology of the island, new revelations are
made with every trek.

– Joseph Freeman
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Bookshelf
“Wow!” was the first thing I said when I
saw the Little Blue Book.

© International Reptile Conservation Foundation, 2010

The Little Blue Book – A short
History of the Grand Cayman
Blue Iguana
Frederic J. Burton
ISBN: 987-0-578-04308-1

They say you shouldn’t judge a book by
its cover, however, as a confessedly
superficial book nerd, I am not bashful
about
my
own shallow literary
preferences. I like quality hardbacks, good
covers, plenty of pictures and, most
importantly, a substantial heft. In short I
want a book which is a good read and also
one which will not disgrace the delicate
visual aesthetic of my literary collection.
With its truly stunning cover image, the
Little Blue Book immediately prompted
me to wonder whether, in eight years of
working on the outskirts of the Blue
Iguana Recovery Programme, I had really
taken sufficient time to simply sit back
and admire the sheer beauty of these
amazing creatures. (Thankfully, the size
and weight were also “just right” – little
enough to be “Little”, but substantial in a
chunky enduring way, which would
reassuringly lead equally well to a place
on my bookshelf or an emergency gift of
sufficient quality that it would not be
detected as being an emergency).
The Little Blue Book was already off to a
flying start…
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I confess, I also have something of an
aversion to books in which the solitary
colour images are neatly shepherded into
compliant islands, and left to languish
amid vast fields of text. Fortunately, the
cover was very much a taste of things to
come. The Little Blue Book is a full
colour production, with spectacular shots
of the colourful characters (reptile and
human) which have populated the Blue
Iguana Recovery Programme since its
inception some 20 years ago. The Little
Blue Book is, basically, an illustrated
diary of the Programme, (or BIRP as it is
affectionately known), charting is rise
and… rise, from humble backyard
beginnings, to becoming what it is today one of a handful of captive breeding
programs which can honestly claim to be
saving a species from extinction, without
crossing its fingers.

and places, conservation strategies,
milestones, disasters, and the occasional
shaggy-iguana story are strategically
sprinkled throughout - making “The Little
Blue Book” a fast-paced and easy-going
read… but a read from which one emerges
inspired, and, somehow, having learnt a
great deal.
Dr. Mat DaCosta-Cottam

Author, Fred Burton, who is also the
BIRPs long-standing Director, allows the
story of the Blue Iguanas to unfold in its
own time. The meandering, conversational
text intermittently charts the history, prehistory, and development of the Cayman
Islands, providing an easy-going insight
into its people, its culture, and the
burgeoning pressures which modern life is
bringing to bear on, what is to many, the
quintessential Island Paradise. In this way,
Burton provides a simple backdrop against
which the “How and Why” of the decline
of the Blue Iguana gradually emerges.
Information is skilfully imparted. Overly
scientific text and soap-box eulogising are
equally avoided. Facts and figures, names
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Last remaining mangrove wetland
in Barbados disappearing due to
unchecked
pollution
and
government inaction

Cane toad threat spreads beyond
Australia to the Caribbean
BBC News, 09 June 2010, 8:43 GMT

“Now scientists have documented the
cane toad killing rare native fauna in the
Caribbean. ”.

PR Newswire, 06 May 2010

A new environmental study sharply
critical of the Government of Barbados
shows the key Graeme Hall mangrove
wetland is disappearing due to outside
pollution and poor water quality.
Read more

Read more

Font Hill Property set for Massive
Development
Government of Jamaica webpages, 06 May 2010

Nature
loss
economies’

‘to

damage

BBC News, 10 May 2010, 8:27 GMT

“The Earth's ongoing nature losses may
soon begin to hit national economies, a
major UN report has warned ”.

Read more

Green lobbyists bat for Font Hill
Jamaica observer, May 30 2010

Read more
Read more

Newsletters
Mangrove Buffer Ripped up –
Grand Cayman

The Preserver

Cayman News Service, 12 May 2010,

National Trust

“Grand Cayman has lost another
significant stretch of natural habitat from
the North Sound coastline”.

Cayman Islands.

for the

Read more

Click images

Ascension Island
Conservation
Quarterly
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The National
Conservation Law

Image: Kristan D. Godbeer

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

‘Your Questions Answered’

