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Passing of the NCL 
-and why this is excellent news! 

February 5th 2014 turned into one of the 
biggest and most important milestones for 
the Department of Environment. This was 
the day the National Conservation Law 
(NCL) was finally published -after almost 17 
years of dedicated hard work and long 
anticipation! 
 
Here we give a brief overview of the NCL in 
the making, why this law was needed and 
what future steps entail! 
 
So why was the NCL necessary? 
Geographically isolated areas such as 
islands (and mountain tops!) often set the 
scene for what is called allopatric 
speciation. In other words, new species 
evolve as direct results of evolutionary 
periods independent of the rest of the 
world. Having never been attached to a 
greater landmass1, the isolation of the 
Cayman Islands has ensured that they 
provide homes for a great number of 
endemic species of both flora and fauna. 
Unfortunately, per definition, island 
communities also undergo an accelerated 
and higher rate of species extinctions than 
continental habitats and communities2. 
   

 
 

History of the NCL 
 

• 1997 Government acknowledged the need for new up-to-date conservation legislation  
• 1998-2000 The first draft was produced after consultations with key Cayman Islands   
   Government  (CIG) agencies 
• 2002 A White Paper was produced, outlining the main provisions of the Bill along with a  
   Draft Bill tabled in the Legislative Assembly (LA) 
•2002-2004 Meetings were held with key CIG agencies to discuss details of the legislation  
   and the amended Draft Bill was produced  
• 2005-2009 People’s Progressive Movement (PPM) administration conducted a detailed  
   review and amended the Bill. A new Draft Bill was posted on DoEs website and public  
   input was invited. Focus groups were conducted by Government Information Services (GIS) 
• 2010 An extensive round of public consultation was done on the 2009 version  
• 2011-2013 Amendments to the draft Bill were made on basis of public consultation and a  
   review by the Attorney General (AG) for human rights compliance was carried out 
• Dec 2013 The National Conservation Law was passed by the LA 

1:  Perfit, M. R. & B. C. Heezen (1978). “The 

geology and evolution of the Cayman Trench”. 

Geological Society of America Bulletin. 89 (8). 

1155-1174. 

2:  MacArthur, R. H. (1972). Geographical 

ecology: Patterns in the distribution of species. 

Princeton University Press. Page 110. 

Prior to the passing of the NCL, the existing 
legal framework to protect these unique 
species was full of loopholes, it was 
outdated and inadequate to say the very 
least:  
 
• No legal protection was in existence for   
   ANY native or endemic plants 
• Birds and iguanas were the ONLY 
   protected terrestrial animal species 
• No legal framework for environmental  
   impact assessments (EIAs) were in place 
• There were no means of actively putting  
   in place concepts of sustainable  
   development 
• Conservation officers had no enforcement  
   powers 
• The country had no means of fulfilling its  
   commitments to various Multilateral  
   Environmental Agreements (MEAs) 
• Bottom-line: the Cayman Islands fell very  
   short of living up to its own Constitution! 
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Below is a snippet of the wonderfully unique species of the Cayman Islands. All of the species 
shown here are endemics and were unprotected prior to the recent passing of the NCL. From 
top left to bottom right: Turnera triglandulosa, Banara caymanensis, Ground Boa, Silver Thatch 
Palm, Pygmy Blue Butterfly, Western Grand Cayman Blue-throated Anole & Ghost Orchid. 

Endemic and now 
PROTECTED 

Unique flora and 
fauna of the  

Cayman Islands 



What does the future hold? 
 
While the law has been passed and formally 
gazetted, it is not yet in effect. The law 
provides that different parts can be brought 
into effect at different times through a 
commencement order from Cabinet. We 
are hopeful that a commencement order 
for parts 1+2 of the law will be forthcoming 
shortly.  
 
Since the passing of the NCL, the Terrestrial 
Resources Unit (TRU) has started 
prioritizing  the vast amount of work which 
lies ahead to fully implement and enforce 
the new legislation.  
 
A major task is formulating the species 
Conservation Plans in accordance with the 
NCL 17. (1):  
 

“The Council shall formulate and adopt a 
conservation plan for each protected 

species whose range includes the Islands”. 
 
Conservation Plans will, for the most part, 
be based on existing Species Action Plans 
(SAP’s). Each individual SAP is a living 
document under continual reevaluation and 
appropriate updating as surveys continue to 
provide new information such as, for 
example, current population trends. 
Updates are also made if a specific threat to 
a species is gradually managed according to 
the “Proposed Action Steps” or, for 
example, if a threat appears for the first 
time!  
 
For the species which are now protected 
under the NCL but which we generally know 
very little about, the goal is simply put: 
 
• To acquire knowledge as to the current  
   range of existing populations  
• To determine which factors affect the  
   species’ survival  
• To determine how threats can best be  
   mitigated both now and in the longer- 
    term 
• And lastly, to put in place appropriate  
   monitoring to evaluate the conservation  
   efforts. 
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Examples of the Species Action Plans 
of the Cayman Parrot (Amazona 

leucocephala) and the Old George 
(Hohenbergia caymanensis)   

Suffice to say, it is a very exciting and busy 
time for the TRU! If you have any questions 
about the NCL or the work that lies ahead, 
please do not hesitate to contact the editor, 
see page 2. 
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As some of you may have read in the Nov/Dec 2010 issue 
of Flicker, the TRU is involved in a worldwide seed bank 
project in order to safeguard several of our islands’ 
endemic plant species. 
      
The Department of Environment began in 2010 its 
corporation with the Royal Botanic Gardens, in Kew, 
England. It’s Millennium Seed Bank Project (MSB) is an 
initiative to collect seed samples from the world’s plants 
and trees, to store them safely so, should they be needed 
at some point in the future, populations can be restored. 
In October 2009, the MSB celebrated hitting its target of 
banking the seeds of 10% of the world's plant species and 
the project aims to reach 25% by 2020! 
 
So based on a Darwin Initiative grant to further this 
project and share its benefits, the Memorandum of 
Collaboration (MoC) between Kew and the DoE was 
renewed for another 3 years in 2013. TRU’s Jessica 
Harvey together with the National Trust’s Stuart Mailer 
and Christine Rose-Smyth went to Turks & Caicos in 
October 2013 to attend the “Seed Conservation in the 
Caribbean UK Overseas Territories” workshop. Topics 
included how to collect, clean, store and ship seed 
samples as well as how to identify good seeds from bad 
seeds and how to press and package herbarium 
specimens (actual plant parts to go with each seed 
collection). Any equipment needed was supplied via the 
MSB (e.g. seed collecting bags, silica gel drum dryers, 
hygrometers, foil-laminate bags and clips, dissecting kits, 
cleaning sieves or herbarium presses).  

  

 

Storing seeds in airtight containers to control RH (relative humidity) is a commonly used method to 
preserve plant species from all over the world 

 

 Seed Bank Collection Project 
-continued! 
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During the workshop the main goals were 
recognized: 
 
1. To identify Priority Species of Plants 
 
2. To make at least 50 new seed collections 
for banking in both Cayman and at the MSB 
by 2015 (with at least 75% of the collections 
having been previously identified as priority 
species) 
 
In January 2014, seed collections were 
resumed, mainly from the Mastic Trail and 
the Queen Elizabeth II Botanic Park. 
Approximately 10,000 seeds were collected 
from Wild Strawberry (Eugenia axillaris) 
and smaller collections were made from 
Red Heart (Colubrina arborescens), 
Satinwood (Zanthoxlum falvum), Z. 
caribeum and Gymnida latifolia. The seeds 
were processed according to guidelines 
provided by the MSB and the Wild 
Strawberry seeds, in particular, required 
soaking to soften the fleshy seed covering 
before they could be removed by the use of 
sediment sieves. 
 
After the cleaning process the seeds were 
dried to a relative humidity of less than 30% 
using silica gel in an airtight drum. Each 
dried sample was then divided in two – one 
being kept for freezing at the DoE and the 

other sent off for freezing at the MSB.  
A small number of seeds from each 
species were retained in order to 
compare germination success before and 
after the drying process.  

Stuart Mailer and Christine Rose-Smyth 
collecting seeds from Wild Strawberry 

(Eugenia axillaris) 

Sediment sieves used for 
separating seeds from 

additional plant material 
prior to freezing 
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Pesky Woodpeckers! 
-and ways to deter them  

It is that time of year again!  
  
The time where pesky woodpeckers are 
looking for prime real estate to build their 
nest… aka: your house! The TRU is receiving 
call after call from worried (read: irate!) 
home-owners who are having the façades 
of their houses pecked apart. 
 
More often than not most of us enjoy 
seeing the two endemic subspecies of 
woodpeckers which belong to Grand 
Cayman; the West Indian Woodpecker 
(Melanerpes superciliaris caymanensis) and 
the Northern Flicker (Colaptes auratus 
gundlachi). However, during nesting season 
(January to August, but mainly April and 
May), the woodpeckers are increasingly 
favouring houses over natural nest sites, 
especially houses with façades built of 
Styrofoam blocks with a marmoran finish! 
Natural habitats, such as living and dead 
tree cavities (Black Mangroves, Royal Palms 
and Silver Thatch palms in particular) are 
getting increasingly scarce in most areas on 
island and the Styrofoam makes for easy 
excavation. Males exacerbate the problem 
by “drumming” on resonate surfaces such 
as metal gutters in territorial displays, thus 
adding psychological hassle to the home-
owner as well!  
   
Like all wild birds in the Cayman Islands 
(with exception of game birds), 
woodpeckers are fully protected under the 
NCL. It is therefore a criminal offence to kill, 
disturb or move birds and/or nest sites. 
Furthermore, woodpeckers are highly 
territorial and will likely either return to the 
site if moved or new birds will move in to 
your attractive territory.   
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West Indian Woodpecker  
(Melanerpes superciliaris caymanensis) 

at the top and the Northern Flicker  
(Colaptes auratus gundlachi) below. 

Images are from the DoE’s  
Virtual Bird Guide 

http://www.doe.ky/terrestrial/virtual-bird-guide/
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Jessica Harvey from TRU using a fiber optics 
camera to check for eggs in an excavated 

nest cavity in the eave of her house! 

Methods of deterrent 
 
So how do you alleviate the pressure of 
these birds on your house and your 
emotions? 
 
Well, seen through our eyes your best bet is 
to offer the woodpeckers an alternative 
home. If you haven’t already cleared your 
land, perhaps consider leaving a few old 
and even dead trees on your property. 
Woodpeckers are (as you know by now!) 
not picky and are often seen moving into 
abandoned bat boxes and similarly 
constructed nesting facilities. This not only 
allows humans and birds to live side by side 
as is necessary on a small island, but the 
presence of birds also serve to “occupy” the 
territory and keep other birds at bay. The 
TRU is currently building woodpecker 
houses to conduct a pilot study on their 
efficacy. 
 

Secondly, your choice of building material 
for your own house is paramount. 
Alternatives to Styrofoam façades and 
tougher coatings will alleviate this problem 
altogether, although this is probably of 
limited use if your house is currently being 
pecked apart. When considering actual 
deterrents to existing damage, timing is 
everything. It is important to start deterring 
birds as soon as they show an interest in 
your house. As they become more 
established the job only gets harder and 
early signs of holes should be filled and 
painted immediately. Once a female has 
laid eggs in a cavity of your house the bird 
should be left alone to raise her chicks. TRU 
has borrowed a fiber optics camera to 
investigate current excavations for eggs, 
see below. 

Example of nest box building guidelines:  
http://www.beautyofbirds.com/redbelli

edwoodpeckernestbox.html 

http://www.beautyofbirds.com/redbelliedwoodpeckernestbox.html
http://www.beautyofbirds.com/redbelliedwoodpeckernestbox.html
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Other than filling and painting emerging 
holes, there are quite a variety of deterrent 
suggestions –the most helpful of which are 
listed below. Please note that using them in 
combination will be the most effective! 
 
Visual deterrents 
Shiny, metal objects moving in the breeze 
have proved effective as reflective light is a 
nuisance to the birds. Hanging CD’s 
aluminum foil strips or reflective tape (e.g. 
Irri-Tape from Bird-X) are widely used to 
repel birds. The movement in the breeze 
provides continual stimulus triggering the 
birds’ innate behavioral responses and thus 
prevent birds from becoming habituated to 
the deterrent.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sound deterrents 
TRU has obtained an audio file with a 
woodpecker distress call followed by a 
predator (hawk) call. To prevent birds from 
becoming conditioned to this type of 
deterrent it should be played irregularly 
and used in combination with other 
deterrents. If you are interested in 
obtaining the MP3 file please contact the 
editor, see page 2. 
 
Physical barriers 
Bird spikes can be used on ledges and 
façades and bird netting can be used where 
woodpeckers are excavating under eaves. 
Lightweight nylon or plastic netting of 3/4 
inch can be attached to overhanging eaves, 
with a minimum of 3 inches between the 
net and the side of the building to avoid the 
bird reaching through it. Make sure the 
birds cannot get behind the netting and 
secure each end accordingly! See below. 
 
What NOT to do! 
The TRU strongly advise against sticky toxic 
repellents and paints as these probably 
stain your house and can damage and 
entangle the birds plumage. Also, these 
treatments are often developed for colder 
climates and may run in warm weather, 
leaving streaky marks on your façade.  

Reflective tape strips hanging in front of 
areas prone to damage. 

Bird-netting attached by hooks from overhanging eaves and secured taut (but not too 
tight) to the side of the building. The netting is barely visible from a distance and will 

offer a long-term solution to your woodpecker problem. Reference: 
http://icwdm.org/handbook/birds/Woodpeckers/WoodpeckersDamageControl.aspx 
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Aquatic Invertebrate Ecologist is back!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. David Bass, professor and aquatic 
invertebrate ecologist from the University 
of Central Oklahoma is back on his annual 
visit to Grand Cayman! As you may recall, 
the January 2010 issue of FLICKER included 
a short paper on the work done by Dr. Bass. 
 
Since 2010, David has visited the island 
annually and has sampled over 100 sites 
across Grand Cayman. The TRU went with 
him this week when he sampled Blue Hole 
cave (in West Bay), Vetner’s Cistern (in East 
End), Kary’s Pond, and the Buttonwood 
Swamp (in the Queen Elizabeth II Botanic 
Park).   
 
David’s sampling techniques are relatively 
simple yet extraordinary at the same time. 
His findings suggest a total of 77 species 
from the three islands with most of these 
being reported for the first time from the 
Caymans in 2010. He explains that the 
“freshwater macro-invertebrate fauna in 
the Cayman Islands is generally sparse, 
probably due to their oceanic origin, their 
small sizes, limited freshwater habitats, 
natural and human disturbances, and 
challenges colonizing such habitats”. 
 
 
 
 

Top: David Bass collecting samples from 
Blue Hole Cave at the Turtle Farm. Middle: 

Crayfish larvae found in Kary’s pond. 
Bottom: The invasive Blue Crayfish 

(Procambarus alleni), this specimen from 
Buttonwood Swamp. 

Vetner’s Cistern in East End 

To see him in action keep an eye out for 
Cayman 27’s Environment Break! David and 
the TRU were interviewed by Kary’s Pond in 
the Botanic Park and the segment will be 
aired on Monday the 9th of June. 
 
David will send us a full report on his 
findings from this trip when he has analyzed 
the samples back at his lab in Oklahoma –
watch this space! 
 



Since the last issue of Flicker, several 
excellent books have hit the shelves and are 
sure to be MUST HAVES for any keen 
naturalist in the Cayman Islands! 
 
Flora of the Cayman Islands by George R. 
Proctor provides a total revision of his 
classic first edition. 250 drawings and over 
400 color plates makes this an accessible 
and informative field guide which “satisfies 
the needs of the professional botanist, 
while providing the non-expert and eco-
tourist with an attractive introduction to 
the unique endemic flora of the Cayman 
Islands”. It is available from local 
bookshops, from the DoE (for CI$ 30) and 
the National Trust for the Cayman Islands.  
ISBN: 978-1-84246-403-8 
 
Birds of the Cayman Islands by Patricia & 
Yves-Jacques Rey-Millet is a beautifully 
illustrated photographic guide to over 300 
bird species residing or visiting the Cayman 
Islands. “The images have been carefully 
selected to show key features, while the 
concise text is designed to aid field 
identification; in addition to a detailed 
species description, there is information on 
similar species, voice, habitat and 
behaviour, world range and status in the 
Cayman Islands”. It is available from local 
bookshops and from the National Trust for 
the Cayman Islands.  
ISBN: 978-1-4081-2364-5 
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