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This manual must be read by all volunteers before commencing active volunteer work 
in the field.

It is based on experience by many people over many years, and includes lessons 
learned from some serious incidents. It is specifically written to address the risks and 
precautions most relevant to working outdoors in remote areas in the Cayman Islands.
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Hazards

With proper precautions and common sense, it is possible to work for months or years in Grand Cayman’s interior, 
with nothing more serious to worry about than a few scratches and bruises, an occasional brush with Maiden Plum, 
some cactus spines stuck in your skin, and the discomfort of many mosquito bites. However, it is all too easy to forget 
that the combination of climate and terrain is potentially lethal, and safety should never be taken for granted. This 
section lists the main hazards and what to do about them.

Heat and humidity

Especially in the summer months, the combination of temperatures in the 
high 90’s and humidity approaching 100%, can come perilously close to 
overwhelming the body’s mechanisms for keeping cool. Heat stroke can kill, 
and so all volunteers working outdoors in the sun need to know how to avoid 
it, recognize it, and what to do if symptoms appear. See the Heat Stroke Primer 
on page 18. Always be sure to drink enough water to stay well hydrated. 
You may also experience muscle cramps when resting or asleep, if you don’t 
consume enough salt or electrolytes to replace what you lose in perspiration.

Falling

Falling on the sharp rocks of Cayman’s inland terrain almost always results in 
lacerations. Falling headlong, as when tripped by a vine or a boot stuck in a 
crevice, can potentially result in very serious injury. Take extra care walking 
when you are tired, and never walk faster that you feel safe with – if necessary 
ask your team mates to slow down. If you feel yourself losing balance, drop 
to a squat immediately - so if you do fall, you do so from a lower elevation 
instead of crashing down headlong. Cut knees or hands are a small price to 
save yourself from something potentially much worse. Twisting so that you fall 
on your pack can also offer some valuable protection from injury. 

Cuts and Infections

Cuts from encounters with rocks, or tears from thorny vegetation, should be 
cleaned and disinfected within a few hours. Neglected cuts can very quickly 
become infected in tropical conditions, and the consequences can become 
quite serious. Cuts large enough to need holding together should be cause 
to exit the wilds immediately, and find the nearest district clinic for proper 
dressing. See page 15 for more guidance.
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Getting Lost

Small though the three Cayman Islands are, it is still possible to become lost 
and disoriented to an extent that becomes potentially life threatening. Having 
the right navigation and communication equipment, knowing how and when 
to use it, and working in groups are all standard practices that should make 
such a situation entirely avoidable. See page 15 for more detail.

Toxic and Irritant Plants

Three species of plant capable of inflicting serious discomfort are found in areas where Blue Iguana Recovery Programme 
volunteers work.

Maiden Plum (Comocladia dentata) has a resinous sap loaded with urushiols, 
which migrate through the skin, bind to the living skin cells and provoke 
a systemic immune reaction that can leave you scabby and furiously itchy 
for two weeks. The sap can get on you from broken leaves, buds on leafless 
stems, or from an unwisely aimed machete. Avoidance is the best strategy, 
which means learning to recognize it in all its forms. Industrial degreasers and 
products such as “Technu™” only help if the affected area is washed within 
two hours of exposure. Some volunteers have found treatment of affected areas 
with Witch Hazel (extract in isopropyl alcohol, as sold in pharmacies) helps to 
reduce the irritation.

Manchineel (Hippomane mancinella) sap contains an irritant organic acid 
which is soluble in water. It burns the skin in a similar way to sunburn, but 
if it gets in the eyes it can cause temporary light blindness. Try not to walk 
under Manchineel trees in the rain, and if you must, never look up. If you get 
exposed, wash in water as soon as possible. The little green “apples” are very 
poisonous to all mammals, including humans.

Lady Hair (Malpighia cubensis) is a shrub or small tree with small narrow 
leaves clothed with irritant ‘hairs’ on the underside. These are actually spicules, 
sharp on both ends, anchored lightly in the middle, which brush off on skin 
and clothes and prickle viciously like shards of fiberglass. The hairs can be 
painstakingly removed by scraping with a blade, or by pulling them off with 
the sticky side of some duct tape.
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Poison Wood (Metopium toxiferum) is no longer present on Grand Cayman. 
But when undertaking fieldwork in Little Cayman or Cayman Brac you will 
need to know this tree well. Like Maiden Plum above, its sap is loaded with 
urushiols, which can bring you out in a severe and itchy rash that persists for 
over a week. Avoidance is the key, but if you do get exposed, treat as described 
above for Maiden Plum.

Biting and Stinging Insects

Those with allergies to bee and wasp stings should be aware that Honey Bees, 
Paper Wasps, Fire Ants and a variety of other stinging hymenoptera are present 
in the Cayman Islands. In practice most stings happen when brushing under 
Silver Thatch Palm leaves, where paper wasps (Polistes major) often build their 
nests. If you are allergic you should bring an EpiPen™. Make sure it has not 
expired, and that the liquid inside is clear, not cloudy. Be sure to let those 
around you know that you may need it, where you keep it, and how to use 
it. See page 15 for instructions on using an EpiPen™.

If you react badly to mosquito bites and scratch them a lot, you may break the 
skin – in which case again, take care to disinfect and keep clean so the spots 
don’t start festering.

Iguanas

Iguanas will attempt to bite and scratch you if you are involved in catching 
them or restraining them. Iguanas that have become accustomed to being 
hand fed by humans often become indiscriminately aggressive to people. Wear 
appropriate clothing, don’t run away when rushed, and never feed free roaming 
iguanas. See page 12 for more detail.

Distance From Professional Medical Care

In event of a serious medical emergency in the field, it can be very hard to 
move a casualty to somewhere that ambulance services can reach. If there is 
open land which can be cleared to allow a helicopter to land, evacuation by 
police helicopter has been successful in the past. Otherwise arrangements 
will have to be made to escort emergency services to the patient and assist in 
evacuation overland. See page 17 for detailed procedures.
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Standard Precautions

Full Medical Disclosure

When you apply to volunteer, we routinely ask you to state if you have any pre-existing 
medical conditions. This is because if we don’t know, we may inadvertently put you at risk 
and/or be unprepared to help you should it become necessary. If you have a condition we 
should be aware of and have not already disclosed it to us, please do so immediately. If 
you have not already done so, you will be required to complete a DEPARTMENT OF 
ENVIRONMENT PARTICIPATION WAIVER before you enter the field (attached).

Attitude to Safety

One of the least definable but most important factors affecting your safety, is your attitude 
to it. If you don’t feel safety is important, you won’t attend to it and you may put yourself 
and others at risk. Active attention to safety is necessary, serious, and a matter we all should 
attend to.

The other attitude that leads to danger, is personal pride. This is especially problematic when 
it leads to refusal to admit lack of training (e.g. on how to use a piece of equipment), or a 
desire to show off physical prowess at the expense of common sense. So if you are feeling 
exhausted or unwell, say so. If you don’t know how to use something, ask for instruction. If 
you aren’t sure what to do in any situation, ask. 

Put bluntly, your image is far less important than your life.

Health Insurance

You will be asked to sign a liability waiver when you begin your volunteer time with us, 
and you will be financially responsible for your own medical expenses. This means it is very 
important that you have sufficient and appropriate international health insurance. One good 
and affordable option we are aware of is STA Travel, http://www.statravel.com/cps/rde/xchg/
us_division_web_live/hs.xsl/travel-insurance.htm
- but you should shop around and make sure that you are well covered.
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First Aid Training

Let us know if you have received any formal First Aid training. We may call on you to 
attend such training in Cayman (at our expense) in the event we feel we have too few trained 
volunteers at any one time.

Essential Equipment 

Every volunteer operating in the field must have access to navigation and 
communication equipment. Specifically, each person (or each group if we are 
operating in groups which stay together at all times) should have a cell phone, a 
handheld GPS, and a magnetic compass, with sufficient spare batteries / charge state 
to be more than enough for the duration in the field.

Every bit as important as having access to the equipment, every volunteer must 
know how to use it! Specific training must be conducted as needed to ensure every 
volunteer knows how to use a GPS to re-locate the nearest trail if lost, to report his/
her position by phone, and to find a position reported by another volunteer.

If you are entrusted with any equipment that you can not confidently use in this way, 
it becomes your responsibility to ask for training.

Essential Supplies

Potable water is the single most important supply essential for life, which can be hard 
to find in some of the areas where we work. It is therefore necessary to carry enough 
with you to meet your needs. Water typically constitutes the heaviest component in 
your backpack. You should always carry more than you need – just in case you don’t 
get out when you thought you would. Insufficient fluid intake can lead to heat stroke 
(see Heat Stroke Primer, page 18). Adding electrolyte powders, or substituting sports 
drinks, such as Gatorade™, is wise in situations where you expect to perspire heavily 
over long periods.

If fresh ground water is available in the area where you are working, plan your water 
load and resupply strategy very carefully, remembering that the unexpected can strike 
at any time.

What you carry by way of food is less critical and largely a personal matter, but don’t 
attempt to undertake heavy work, especially in the heat, without sufficient food 
“fuel”.

Insect repellent can be pretty important at some times of year, when mosquito populations build up.
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First Aid Kits

Each team working in the field should carry or have very rapid access to a field first 
aid kit. It is your responsibility to ensure that anything used from the kit is replaced 
rapidly.

The kit should contain a minimum of the following:

Band-aids (assorted sizes & styles)
Sterile gauze pads
Absorbent compress dressings
Bandage rolls
Disinfectant fluid
Triple antibiotic cream
Tweezers (for thorn & stinger removal)
Scissors
Oral thermometer (non mercury, non glass)

Working in Groups

As a general rule, you should never work in the field alone. If work requires it, local 
dispersal of workers is OK so long as you remain within earshot or rapid access by 
trail. The principle is, if someone gets into trouble and needs help, their partner(s) 
must be close at hand.

If circumstances require a single volunteer to operate alone for any period, extra 
precautions should be taken. Spares of communication and navigation equipment 
should be carried. At least one support person should be on call to respond rapidly if 
needed. Only very experienced volunteers should be allowed to operate under these 
circumstances.

Timing of Heavy Work

Heavy physical labour, and arduous walks (especially under heavy weight 
burdens) should be conducted only in the cooler times of day. This is especially 
important during the hot summer months. If a team is ready to exit a work area 
on a sunny midday in July, for example, they should wait until ~3pm when 
the sun angle is lower. Avoiding the risk of heat stroke is more important than 
rushing home to shower, however urgent the latter may seem at the time!
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Handling Iguanas and Avoiding Bites

Always wear gloves when handling iguanas, to protect your fingers in event you get 
bitten. Also wear long sleeves to avoid getting scratches on your forearms. All bites 
and scratches should be cleaned and disinfected (see Minor First Aid below). Serious 
bites may require stitches – go to the nearest district clinic.

Wear boots or other stout footwear to protect yourself from bites when working 
in captive breeding pens, or when capturing free roaming iguanas for any reason. 
Open-toed shoes are not appropriate.

Never walk among free roaming or captive iguanas with painted toenails visible – 
these look like berries and attract a feeding response. Likewise, floral designs on 
clothing have been observed to provoke exploratory biting by iguanas.

If an iguana rushes you (typically seen in free-roamers which have been getting hand 
fed), it is best not to run away. Assuming you are wearing appropriate footwear, you 
have little to fear, the iguana almost always stops short of an actual attack. Keep 
your hands away from it, and move away slowly. If the iguana does move to bite 
you, push it away with your foot (don’t kick or ‘punish’ it in any way – that is 
counterproductive).

To minimize your own risk, and risk to others, never hand feed free roaming iguanas, 
and firmly deter others from doing so.

Drugs – Medical and Recreational

Medical disclosure should include letting us know of any medications you are on that might in any way affect your 
fitness and health in the field. If we know, we can take it into account and avoid unknowingly putting you at risk. 
Some common medications can reduce the body’s ability to regulate temperature – one example is the acne treatment, 
Accutane™. If you are allergic to insect stings and carry an EpiPen™, be sure to let your colleagues know where you 
keep it.

Alcoholic drinks should never be consumed during or shortly before field sessions for 
obvious reasons – you need all your coordination and response times to walk safely 
on the cliff rock. Other social drinking should at most be very moderate during 
periods of fieldwork. Remember that alcohol intake tends to cause dehydration, 
which in turn predisposes you to heat stroke.

Marijuana, all forms of cocaine, ecstasy, and other hallucinogens are all strictly illegal 
in the Cayman Islands, and the penalties are so severe you should not ever consider 
using any of these while volunteering with us. “Soft” drugs are penalized here just as 
severely as “hard” ones. Clearly anything that changes your brain has the potential 
to interfere with your mind-body coordination which is vital for safe activity on 
hazardous rockscapes. So just don’t go there.
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Volunteer Vehicle Use

Volunteers 23 years old or higher and who have had a driving license for at least 1 year, 
may be eligible to drive a BIRP volunteer vehicle (registered with the National Trust for 
the Cayman Islands) when available. A visitor driving permit is necessary, and is available 
inexpensively at the vehicle licensing centre on Crewe Road (near the Hurley’s roundabout). 
You will need your own driving license and a photo ID to obtain the visitor driving permit. 
For insurance purposes you also need clear verbal permission from the BIRP Director 
before driving a volunteer vehicle.

Traffic in the Cayman Islands drives on the LEFT side of the road. 

If you are unfamiliar with roundabouts, don’t go at them blindly 
– first ask an experienced local driver about lane and indicator 
conventions, or look them up on http://www.caymanroads.
com/images/pdf/Comprehensive%20Dual%20Lane%20
Roundabout%20Brochure.pdf . 

Under no circumstances may any person drive any vehicle owned by the National Trust for the Cayman Islands while 
under the influence of alcohol or any illegal drug. Illegal drug use and drink-driving are also behaviors which can 
damage the reputation of the BIRP and the National Trust, and can have ramifications regarding vehicle insurance.

For all these reasons, any volunteer who disregards these rules may be subject to early termination of their volunteer 
period, and immediate withdrawal of permission to drive the volunteer vehicle.

Volunteer Briefings

Soon after you arrive we will have briefing session with you, outlining the work we will be involving you in. At that 
time we will go through this manual with you, and ask you to read it all, carefully. Later, but still before you commence 
fieldwork, you will be asked to sign a liability waiver that will also certify that you have read this manual.

Contact Numbers
Make sure you have all the necessary phone contacts stored in the phone you are carrying.

Emergency Services – 911
Bonnie Edwards (Project Field Coordinator) – 929-7377
Mat Cottam (DoE Coordinator) – cell 949-8469, work 949-8469, or  
   UK 01144-1538-365672, email Mat.Cottam@gov.ky
Robert Walton (DoE Local Conservation Officer) – 926-2342, 948-1042
Erbin Tibbetts (DoE Local Enforcement Officer) – 926-0136 / 946-0404
Iguana Hotline – 917-7744
BIRP Director – Fred Burton 916 2418
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When things go wrong

Minor First Aid

The most common First Aid procedure we encounter is cleaning and dressing wounds – particularly skin tears from 
falling on the karst rock, and bites or scratches from handling iguanas. Cleaning such wounds is extremely important, 
because infection can set in rapidly. Encourage some bleeding at first to help flush out the wound, then immediately 
wash with clean (drinking) water to dislodge any obvious dirt or rock fragments. Add disinfectant to cleaning water, 
if available. 

If the wound is too severe to allow you to continue to work, or if you are unable to clean it, then walk out and either 
seek assistance at the nearest clinic, or treat at home base as appropriate. If the wound is minor and on-site cleaning 
and first aid is available, you may defer substantive treatment until the end of the day. Consult with your colleagues 
and make a collective decision as to whether it is safe for you to continue to work with a minor injury.

Home treatment should at least involve a thorough washing of the wound with dilute disinfectant (e.g. Dettol™) and a 
suitable dressing. If you don’t know how to do it yourself, get help. Ask among your group who has First Aid training, 
and look to them for initial advice and assistance.

Using an EpiPen™

An EpiPen™ is an automatic injector which delivers a single dose of epinephrine to counter major allergic responses 
such as to bee or wasp stings. It should be injected into the outer thigh (not the buttocks). You can inject through 
clothing. 

Before use, quickly check it has not exceeded expiry date, and that the liquid inside is clear, not cloudy. Pull off the 
safety cap first, then forcibly press the business end of the tube at right angles into the mid thigh, which pushes the 
needle in. You should hear a click as the spring-loaded needle is triggered. Hold for 10 seconds to allow the injection 
to infuse. Then remove and massage the injection site for several seconds.

If you are allergic to bee or wasp stings and carry an EpiPen™, be sure to show everyone you work with what it looks 
like, how to use it, when to use it, and where you keep it. And remember to bring it with you, when you head out 
into the field!

What To Do If  You Become Lost

If you find yourself in a situation where you aren’t sure where you are, or how to get back to a known point or area, 
first of all, stop moving. Rest a moment and gather your wits. If it is at all likely anyone else is within earshot, 
try shouting – it is quite easy to navigate to the source of a sound.
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Failing that, check that you have a functioning GPS and compass. If so and if you have the information needed, use 
your training to navigate back to familiar ground. Remember the magnetic compass must be kept away from the GPS 
which can pull on the magnetic compass needle.

In Cayman Brac you are never far from the sea – LISTEN and the sound of the sea may help you to orientate. 
Otherwise, remember that a road runs east-west across the centre of much of the island - so if you walk north-south 
you should cross this road. However, if you can’t confidently navigate out yourself, it is better to stay put and get your 
colleagues to come and find you. Read your location coordinates on your GPS, call whoever is likely to be nearest, and 
give them the coordinates. They can then navigate to you and lead you back out.

If your GPS is not working, talk to your colleagues on the phone and devise a plan to reunite.

If your phone and GPS are both defunct and you are lost, resist the temptation to solve the problem for yourself. Stay 
where you are. It is easier to find a stationary target, than a moving one. The further you move from your last known 
point, the wider the search area will become and the harder it will be for a search team to find you.

What To Do If One Of  Your Colleagues Gets Lost

At this stage you should call Mat Cottam (DoE Coordinator) and Bonnie Edwards (Project Field Coordinator). If 
Mat is not available call Robert Walton (DoE Local Conservation Officer) or Erbin Tibbetts (DoE Local Enforcement 
Officer).

In the event you do suspect a colleague is lost, again first attempt to establish phone communication. Ask them to stay 
where they are, and to give you their GPS position. Write this down, and enter it as a waypoint so you can navigate to 
it. At this point you will be able to see on the GPS map where your missing colleague is, and you may be able to walk 
to within shouting range and call them back to the trail. Failing that, carefully navigate to the missing person and lead 
them back.

If you can not establish communication by phone, you must assume the lost person is aware they are lost and has 
stopped moving around. At this stage you should call the Programme Director (or if unavailable, the Blue Iguana 
Wardens) to advise them of a missing person situation. Then try to reconstruct as accurately as possible the last place 
the person was seen. This becomes the centre of the search area.

Get as many people to help as are available. Ensure all have working GPS, compass and cell phones. Agree a radial 
search pattern and fan out, calling the person’s name and listening for a reply. Also involve friends and colleagues who 
can drive around any nearby roads in case the person has found their own way out.

If this initial search is not successful, emergency services must be advised and a major search effort will have to be 
launched.

What To Do If Someone Is Hurt

First assess the severity of the situation. At least call Mat Cottam (DoE Coordinator and Bonnie Edwards (Project 
Field Coordinator) to report the situation, and if it is severe enough that an ambulance will be needed at some stage, 
then don’t delay calling 911.
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Apply First Aid if you know what to do and it is needed, and follow instruction from emergency services.

Determine whether or not the injured person can walk out (independently or with assistance) without causing 
significant deterioration of their condition. It is best to get the injured person to the nearest road where emergency 
services can reach them, if this is possible.

If it is impossible for the injured person to walk out, arrangements will have to be made with emergency services to 
carry him/her out on a stretcher or via helicopter.

Calling Emergency Services

All emergency services in the Cayman Islands can be contacted by dialing 911.

This number should only be used in emergency. Make sure you have the number memorized and preferably stored in 
your phone (remember you may not think as clearly as usual in an emergency situation).

If you have to call 911 for an emergency please do also contact Mat Cottam (DoE Coordinator) and Bonnie Edwards 
(Project Field Coordinator), or if unreachable call any of the BIRP staff, so that all resources available can be brought 
to assist. 

When  liaising with Emergency Services, you will need to give information on the location of the emergency. GPS 
coordinates are not likely to be helpful initially, so street addresses and nearest roadside landmarks are things you need 
to be able to communicate.

Finding Water

If you are running out of drinking water and are far from 
a supply, don’t assume there is none to be found in the 
wilderness. Many sinkholes in the rocky landscape reach 
down to the groundwater table, and groundwater is usually 
fresh and safely potable. Taste a drop to check it is fresh. 
Some tannin staining from decaying leaves is not harmful. 
Be sure not to drink pooled rainwater water in the vicinity of 
a Manchineel tree.

Collect water from beneath the surface and be careful not to 
disturb sediment at the bottom. 
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Heat Stroke Primer

What Is Heat Stroke? 

Working in hot weather puts extra stress on your heart and lungs. Both the exercise itself and the air temperature 
increase your body temperature. To dissipate heat, more blood circulates through your skin. This leaves less 
blood for your muscles, which increases your heart rate. 

If the humidity is high, your body faces added stress because sweat doesn’t readily evaporate from your skin — 
which only pushes your body temperature higher. 

Under normal conditions, your skin, blood vessels, and perspiration level adjust to the heat. But these natural 
cooling systems may fail if you’re exposed to high temperatures and humidity for too long. The result may be a 
heat-related illness, such as heat cramps, heat exhaustion or heatstroke.

Core body temperatures exceeding100oF (37.5oC) are indicative of heat stress, and temperatures exceeding 104oF 
(40oC) are life threatening and should be treated as a medical emergency.

Dehydration, alcohol use, cardiovascular disease, and some medications can elevate the risk of heat stroke.

How To Avoid It

Don’t take any strong diuretics (e.g. strong coffee, caffeine-based energy drinks, alcohol) immediately before 
exposing yourself to heat and humidity outdoors.

Drink plenty of fluids, even if you don’t feel thirst.  Drink a minimum of 64 ounces (2 litres) in normal 
temperature days with average activity, 86-120 ounces (2.5 to 3.5 litres) if ambient temperatures or activity level 
increase. If you aren’t urinating regularly, you aren’t drinking enough.  Your urine should be light colored.  If it 
is dark then this may indicate you are getting significantly dehydrated. If you are perspiring constantly, consider 
adding electrolytes to your water, or taking salt pills, or drinking some sports drinks as well as water.

Pace yourself – don’t work so hard that you overheat!  If you have very heavy work to do, time it to coincide with 
the coolest times of the day. Take regular breaks in whatever shade you can find.

Wear lightweight, loose fitting clothing, and avoid dark colors which absorb heat. Wear a light-colored hat or 
cap. All clothing fabric should be ‘breathable’ – i.e. not airtight or waterproof. Remember your skin needs access 
to air to function properly as a cooling organ.

Don’t get sunburned – use sunscreens. Sunburned skin doesn’t cool very well.

If you feel any hints of the symptoms of heat stress, immediately stop what you are doing, get into the shade and 
cool off.  If you have experienced heat stroke in the past you are more likely to suffer from it again.

How To Recognize It In Yourself

If you start to feel weak or get muscle cramps or a headache, these are the warning symptoms that tell you to stop, 
tell your colleagues, and seek shade. Muscle cramps may indicate you need to replace salt lost in perspiration – 
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drink electrolytes if available. Take your temperature if a thermometer is available: if it is over 100oF (37.5oC) 
you should take measures to cool down.

If you feel dizzy or nauseous, feel an unusually rapid pulse, or have a temperature over 102oF (39oC), consider 
these serious and urgent warning symptoms.

How To Recognize It In Others

You might notice a colleague is loosing coordination, stumbling or some such before they themselves realize 
they are beginning to overheat. Ask them if they are feeling headache, abnormally rapid pulse, dizziness, cramps, 
or nausea, if you have any suspicion that a colleague may be experiencing heat stress. Take their temperature 
if a thermometer is available: temperatures above 100oF (37.5oC) indicate heat stress, and above 102oF (39oC) 
indicate immediate warning of heat stroke.

You should call 911 immediately if you observe dangerously high temperature, confusion, partial or total loss of 
consciousness, or cessation of sweating. This is a potentially life threatening condition. Urgently apply all means 
available to cool their core body temperature.

How To Treat It

 Move the person into the deepest shade available, and improvise added shade if necessary. Lie them down   	    	
     and elevate the legs
 Remove or loosen any warm garments and use them as cushions or to create more shade
 Sprinkle water (cold if available) on head and torso, and fan to create evaporative cooling (e.g., use a thatch 	   	
     palm leaf as a fan)
 Have person drink water (as cold as available) - if they are able
 If person recovers, allow ample time for pulse and temperature to return to normal. Ensure the specific 
	  causes of heat stress in this case are not still present, before continuing – this may for example mean waiting 	  	
 	  until the sun angle is lower

If person faints or begins to lose consciousness, place on side in recovery position to ensure air passages do not 
become clogged if vomiting occurs

• Immediately call 911 if you have not already done so!
• Continue all efforts to cool the person down
• Notify BIRP staff and ask for help
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Case Histories

These case histories are true accounts from volunteers with the Blue Iguana Recovery Programme. All names have been 
changed so the actual players are anonymous, but the lessons these events teach us should be passed on.

Getting Lost

“Adam” is a veteran conservationist who was one of a team of two surveying interior east end habitat for signs of wild 
Blue Iguanas. He was paired with an experienced local, who at 7am on a fateful morning handed Adam a GPS unit, 
and told him to stay on a dead-end trail searching for tracks and scats while the experienced local checked clearings in 
a circle around the trail. The two agreed to meet at the trail head at midday, to go for lunch.
Midday came, and no sign of Adam. He had finished examining the trail early, decided to search a little off trail, and 
rapidly became lost. The GPS was no help because he didn’t know how to use it. He thought he could rely on his 
compass but used it to cross and re-cross the trail without seeing it, after which he moved deeply to the interior out of 
potential earshot. He had one pint of water, and a very heavy backpack. All his water was gone by midday. It was June, 
and the sun was blazing from a clear blue sky.

Search parties assembled, a small fixed wing aircraft search drew blank, and Adam spent the night out in the wilderness. 
By that stage he was getting severely dehydrated. He had dumped his pack, and was trying to walk due east to the 
coast, but there was a barrier of impenetrable vegetation that stopped him in his tracks. He was exhausted, desperately 
thirsty, and began to realize he might die.

Organized search parties worked all morning without success. By midday on day two, the searchers knew that they 
had to find Adam by nightfall or he would be a dead man for sure. They had two options for the last search area, and 
no way to know which was the right one. Luckily the dice rolled in Adam’s favor, and he was found at about 4pm in 
such an advanced state of dehydration that he could not stand unassisted. Emergency Services had to cut a trail to carry 
him out to the waiting ambulance.

The lessons:
Adam should have been offered training on how to use the GPS.
Since he wasn’t, he should have asked for instruction when handed the GPS.
He should have been carrying 2 litres of water, not one pint.
He should have stopped moving as soon as he knew he was lost. That way he would have never ended up so 
far away from the start of the search.
He should have been given a map of the area so even if he decided to keep moving, he could at least have 
planned a more sensible exit route
He would have done well to look around more before he became immobile, because there was drinkable 
groundwater in rock holes all around him.

Ideally both partners would have had cell phones, but at that time the area was devoid of cell phone coverage. 
Lack of communication was a key problem in this event, and could have been avoided by using hand-held 
radios.
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Heat Stroke

“Bill” was a volunteer in his sixties, an active man who enjoys jogging and spends a lot of time outdoors. He was 
helping excavate an iguana nest at the captive breeding facility, in July one year. It was a difficult nest to find – he and 
other staff and volunteers had been working at it all morning and a huge mound of earth had been moved with no 
sign yet of the nest.

It was getting towards noon and the crew decided to take a rest, but Bill was a very determined man and wanted to 
keep going. But as the others walked away, he suddenly felt dizzy, and moments later he abruptly lost consciousness. 
One of his colleagues spotted him falling and rushed over to him.

Bill was quickly moved into the shade and cooled down, using cold water poured on his head, neck and torso. He came 
round quickly, and recovered fully.

The lessons:
Talking it over later, Bill realized he hadn’t eaten breakfast, and hadn’t drunk anything since he started 
working that morning. He was wearing long trousers, a dark shirt, and no hat. He had been stricken 
by a classic case of heat stroke, and was lucky the consequences were not more serious. If his colleagues 
had not been close at hand to help him, he could even have died. 

Football Foot

“Christine” is a local who has walked around on Caymanian cliff rock for most of her life, usually in boots. But one 
day, in rubber flip flops, she espied an artistic looking piece of dead wood just off a new subdivision road, and walked 
the few steps into the forest to collect it. One of the rock pinnacles broke under her weight, and a shard of rock dug a 
little way into her ankle. She pulled it out and thought no more about it. It was a busy day, after all.

Next morning it was swollen and sore. The following afternoon she was at the hospital, paying up for a major course 
of antibiotics and a set of crutches. 

The lesson:
Christine was hobbling around with a foot the size of a football for a week or more, just from neglecting to 
disinfect a silly little wound.

Unspoken Allergy

“Debbie” reckoned she was covered for her wasp allergy, she had her EpiPen™ in her bag and all she was doing was 
helping feed captive breeding Blue Iguanas, anyway. No bee’s nests or wasps to speak of around there, right?

Wrong. Debbie was brushing a thatch palm leaf out of her way when zap! A paper wasp stung her on the neck, from 
a nest under the palm fronds. It hurt, and felt weird. “Wonder if I’m allergic to these critters,” she thought, as she got 
to the iguana food bowls.

Moments later the Blue Iguana wardens are at Debbie’s side trying to talk to her as she hyperventilates. She can’t 
communicate with them very well. She points at her neck where the wasp sting is swelling.
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The lessons:
Debbie should have told the Wardens that she had an EpiPen™, and where she kept it. Also, she should have 
told the Wardens how to use it, because neither of them had used one before. Debbie eventually came out of 
her allergic attack enough to EpiPen™ herself. But she could have saved the Wardens some serious worry!

Urushiol Assault

“Edward” came from Poison Ivy world in the USA, and he was allergic to that, so when he got involved in surveying 
wild Blue Iguanas in Grand Cayman’s east interior, he was keen to learn to recognize Poison Ivy’s Caymanian cousin, 
Maiden Plum. 

But for all his careful attempts at avoiding it, Edward got his first Maiden Plum hit and a day later, found himself stuck 
behind a wall of the stuff with no obvious way out.

Maiden Plum reactions are slow – they start about a day after exposure, and develop over time. But for Edward, the 
multiple exposure turned into a whole-body allergic reaction, and his life became agony.

Edward cut his volunteer tour and headed home to cooler climates and medical assistance. It was a great disappointment, 
and no fun at all.

The lesson: take poisonous plants seriously, they can inflict misery!
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