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On the afternoon of the 13th of May, the 
Terrestrial Research Unit (TRU) received a 
phone call from a distressed citizen who 
had kept a Cayman parrot (Amazona 
leucocephala caymanensis) for over two 
years and only recently discovered it was 
illegal to have a Cayman parrot in captivity. 
Nadine explained that she would like to 
release ‘Jam’ into the wild and she wanted 
our help. Naturally, we were very happy to 
hear from Nadine and we admire her for 
doing the right thing (despite her daughter 
being very attached to Jam).   
 
All birds (except game birds) are protected 
under the National Conservation Law 
(Schedule 1, part 1) as well as the Animal 
Law (Section 80) and as such it is illegal to 
take or keep a wild Cayman parrot. 
Currently, however, it is difficult to enforce 
this legislation, as birds proven to have 
been bred in captivity cannot be 
distinguished from poached birds. Until the 
registration process for captive Cayman 
parrots is implemented (a work in 
progress), TRU is helping captive birds get 
back on their wings. 
 
Before the release of any captive parrot it is 
important to physically examine the bird. 
The reason for this is two-fold, the bird 
needs to be fit enough to survive on its own 
but equally it must not pose a disease risk 
to the already vulnerable wild population.   

 
 
 

Dr. Karen Rosenthal conducts a full health check of the captive Cayman parrot, including 
listening to his heart and visually inspecting his wings. 
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Pet Parrot prepared for take-off! 

Owner Nadine is guiding Jam 
through his first vet check at Island 

Veterinary Services. 

 
The examination of Jam included a visual 
check, weighing, fecal and blood sample 
analysis, inspection of beak, eyes and 
plumage as well as listening to his heart. 
Andreea Sleahtenea from Island Veterinary 
Services carried out the initial examination 
and established that Jam is a very healthy 
parrot! If nothing else, just a little 
overweight. Karen Rosenthal from St. 
Matthew’s University (SMU) brought vet 
students to the DoE and proceeded to take 
a blood sample to test for possible diseases 
to control potential transmission. 
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Once a health check has been performed, 
the remaining process of releasing a captive 
bird into the wild can be slow or relatively 
quick, depending on the life history of each 
bird. Questions particularly important to 
answer include: 
 
• Is it male or female? 
• Where does the bird originate from? 
• How long has it been in captivity? 
• What diet has the bird been given? 
• Has it been housed in a flying cage? 
• Has it been housed with other birds? 
• Does it display natural behaviour?  
• Has it been handled often?  

 
Depending on the answers to these 
questions, the bird will be transferred to a 
‘soft-release’ cage to allow flight and 
interaction with other parrots.  
 
Jam has been in captivity for the last 3 years 
(quite possibly longer) and is not used to 
flying at all. We passed Jam on to a bird 
rehabilitator, Will Chisholm, who is now 
monitoring the pre-release progress.  

Will first began weaning Jam off of his 
commercial parrot feed. This type of pet 
parrot feed is generic and can actually 
cause health risks to a Cayman parrot. 
Natural foods are often very high in sugar 
content and because Jam is overweight a 
maintenance pellet, combined with 
incentives to fly, is used to ease the 
transition. Jam is now also housed with two 
wilder Cayman parrots (one rescued, 
poached fledgling and one recovering from 
being hit by a car). Jam is chatting with his 
new room-mates which is very important to 
ensure he will know how to behave towards 
other parrots once released.  
 
The process of getting Jam fit for release 
may be a slow one considering how long he 
has been in captivity. Not only does he need 
to build muscle for flying long distances 
every day, he also needs to be able to 
locate the right foods at the right time of 
the year. We will follow Jam throughout 
this process and we hope that more parrot 
owners out there will decide to return their 
parrots to the wild. 
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Jam in his home before the pre-release process and how we envisage his future. 
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Mysterious green iguana die-off 

During late April - July 2014, TRU got 
notified of a couple of mysterious localised 
Green Iguana (Iguana iguana) die-offs 
around the western side of Grand Cayman.  
 
The TRU, the director for the Blue Iguana 
Recovery Programme (BIRP) Fred Burton, 
Dr. Samantha Dorman from the 
Department of Agriculture (DoA) and Dr. 
Martha Keller  from the Cayman Turtle 
Farm went to the first location in West Bay 
to investigate the situation. 
 
Around 30 deaths were reported to have 
started around the 18th of April, and the 
majority were buried by concerned citizens 
that following week. Upon closer inspection 
we found another 8 carcasses, most of 
them seemingly dead for weeks while some 
had recently passed away. It was obvious 
that all age classes were involved but that 
no other reptile or bird species were 
affected by the event. The carcasses 
showed no evidence of external trauma but 
had little to no body fat remaining - some of 
them looked like they had fallen from the 
trees. A few enduring live iguanas were 
sluggish and also abnormally thin. 
  
As there were no signs of dead or sick 
iguanas beyond the immediate vicinity of 
the event (and greens were seen to behave 
normally a couple of roads away), we 
assessed the event to be very localised. 
There were no evident clues to what had 
happened; no dangerous chemicals 
accessible, no herbicide use, no large scale 
feeding event, no masses of dead chickens. 
 
We caught and euthanised a large sick male 
green iguana and performed a necropsy 
with the aim to send tissue and blood 
samples to BIRP’s cooperative veterinary 
team from the Wildlife Conservation 
Society in the States.  
  

A small sample of the dead greens 
from three different die-off events. 
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Meanwhile, another two locations (in South 
Sound and by Crewe Road) were called to 
our attention, both proving very similar to 
the first incidence. Both cases showed sick 
and dying iguanas in a relatively confined 
area while no patterns were detected in the 
age groups or the genders affected. 
 
We followed up with two subsequent 
necropsies; vets present for the second 
necropsy were Dr. Samantha Dorman from 
the DoA and Dr. Veronica Boling from St. 
Matthew’s University. The third and last 
necropsy was carried out by Dr. Paul Calle 
from the Wildlife Conservation Society.  
 
Nothing out of the ordinary, except for pale 
muscle tissue and noticeable absence of 
body fat, were seen during the necropsies. 
No abnormal stomach content and no 
obvious deterioration of organs were 
discovered.  
 
All tissue samples were either stored in 
buffered formalin or frozen and sent off to 
the States for further analysis. While the 
incidences seem to have come to a halt, it is 
important to investigate and establish the 
cause of these events. Obvious reasons 
include the fact that green iguana meat is 
consumed on island and also the possibility 
that whatever is affecting the green iguanas 
may well pose a risk to our resident and 
endangered blue iguanas (Cyclura lewisi).   
 
Currently the lab overseas is working hard 
to establish what might have killed the 
iguanas and we are receiving updates 
regularly. It is still too early for a final 
conclusion but as soon as we know more 
we will inform the public. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact the editor 
(page 2) with any questions you may have .  
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

Images from the first and second necropsy 
followed by tissue sample preparation with 

10% buffered formalin prior to shipping. 
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The TRU is currently collaborating on a 
project with longtime partner Royal Botanic 
Gardens Kew (RGB Kew), UK, to locate a 
mysterious Mistletoe species Dendropemon 
caymanensis known to be located only on 
Little Cayman. There is very little known 
about this parasitic plant but records from 
botanist George Proctor, author of the 
“Flora of the Cayman Islands”, indicate that 
it is possibly located within the North 
Eastern interior of Little Cayman. It is 
recorded to be a parasite of the headache 
bush (Capparis cynophallophora), the black 
candlewood (Erithalis fruticosa) and “other 
hosts”. No one has reported seeing this 
plant since 1991 and there is no in-situ 
photographic record – just a single 
herbarium collection – as proof of its 
existence (see below). 

The Hunt for Dendropemon caymanensis.  

In order to find this plant, the TRU and RGB 
Kew decided to use a mini Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicle (UAV). The UAV, commanding the 
entire Little Cayman Airstrip below, is a 
small flying craft with a camera; it weighs 
less than a kilogram (2.2 lbs.) and is 
controlled by a sophisticated remote 
computer system. Once dispatched, it takes 
aerial photographs on a pre-programmed 
course mapped by the use of GPS 
coordinates.  
 
 
 
 

Dendropemon caymanensis herbarium specimen. The label reads: FLORA OF THE CAYMAN ISLANDS, 
Little Cayman, Dendropemon caymanensis Proctor, In rocky woodland c. 1 km. SW to WSW. of 

Sparrowhawk Hill, elev. 3-10m., Parasite on Capparis cynophallophora, Erithalis fruticosa, and other 
hosts. Coll. George R. Proctor, No. 47309, Date: Nov. 12 1991. 
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The DoE worked closely with the Civil 
Aviation Authority (CAA) to establish and 
follow all safety protocols. This included 
ensuring all launch and search sites were 
inspected and approved by the CAA prior to 
the project start date. The Chief Surveyor of 
the Lands and Survey Department also 
approved the project and all flights were 
further coordinated by the Grand Cayman 
and Cayman Brac Air Traffic Control towers 
prior to take-off. This is very important as 
flying UAVs without authorization could be 
a hazard to all types of aircraft including 
police helicopters and mosquito planes. 
Launching and landing sites were also 
granted permission from the relevant land 
owners.  
 
Survey areas included the Colliers Reserve 
and Salina Reserve in Grand Cayman where 
locations of the host plant species are 
already known. Images taken from these 
areas, such as the one Fred Burton is 
looking at below, will be compared with 
images taken in Little Cayman.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Upon completion of this project the DoE 
hope to determine areas in which the 
endemic D. caymanensis is likely to be 
found. Being able to see individual trees 
from the imagery was a very exciting 
prospect which enables efficient and timely 
mapping of ecosystems, plant clusters and 
community structures.   
 
 
 
 

 
During the survey period the UAV was also 
flown over the red-footed booby (Sula sula) 
breeding area in the National Trust Booby 
Pond Reserve. While all chicks had flown 
the nest, the UAV was tested as a 
potentially valuable tool for monitoring and 
gathering data on the status of such seabird 
colonies. This new method of monitoring 
the booby colonies could prove highly time 
and cost effective compared to previous 
monitoring techniques.  
 
Once the vast amount of data has been 
processed and the aerial imagery has been 
organised, Flicker will post an update on the 
hunt for the elusive D. Caymanensis. We 
feel closer than ever to finding this plant 
and also very fortunate to have been able 
to test the UAV for biological surveys!  
 
This project would not have been possible 
without assistance from the Mohamed bin 
Zayed Species Conservation Fund, donating 
just over US$ 3,000 to the project through a 
grant, the Cayman Islands National Trust 
(including BIRP), the CAA, and RGB Kew. 
The search team included (from left to 
right): Species Conservation Assessment 
Officer Steven Bachman and GIS Officer 
Justin Moat of RGB Kew, Research Officers 
Jane Haakonsson and Jessica Harvey of the 
DoE and Frederic Burton of BIRP working as 
our local plant specialist.  
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‘Crab Season’ & Conservation 
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The Cayman Islands are home to three 
species of land crabs;  
 
• The white land crab (Cardisoma 

guanhumi), see picture above.  
 
• The red shank (Gecarcinus lateralis) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• The black land crab (Gecarcinus ruricola) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Although these crabs have successfully 
invaded the land, they are all still seasonally 
dependent on the sea. Most residents are 
familiar with ‘crab season’ throughout July 
and August and this phenomenon is due to 
the fact that all land crab species seasonally 
cross the roads to spawn in the sea. 
 
The reproductive cycle of, for example, the 
white land crab – traditionally harvested for 
food and who’s colour may vary from 
creamy white to darker beige (see above) – 
is closely linked to seasonal weather 
patterns and lunar phases. Migrations are 
often initiated by heavy rains. For the first 
few weeks of the migratory period the 
crabs increase their foraging and gain 
weight rapidly. Males actively court females 
which, in turn, carry external egg masses on 
the underside of their bodies after mating.  
 
The eggs are carried for approximately two 
weeks prior to hatching and will eventually 
be released into the sea to ensure survival 
and larval development. The spawning 
migrations are typically completed within 1-
2 days and the spawning takes place within 
1-2 days of a full moon.  
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The white land crab is slow-growing 
compared to most other crabs, reaching 
sexual maturity only after approximately 4 
years of age. Large individuals may grow to 
over four inches across the carapace and 
over 1 pound in weight. This highlights the 
importance of letting the crabs reproduce 
when they embark on their spawning 
migrations.  
 
It is highly recommended that females are 
left alone if eggs are seen on the underside 
of their bodies (see above) so they can 
spawn and secure the return of many more 
juvenile land crabs. Females and males are 
generally easy to tell apart as males are 
larger and have a noticeably enlarged claw 
(cheliped). You can also gently turn a crab 
upside down to determine it’s gender. If the 
abdomen has a triangular shape you know 
it is a male, while a rounded shape 
embedded in the abdomen means the crab 
is female. 
 
The roads tend to be crowded by many 
crabs trying to reach the beach during ‘crab 
season’. Driving slowly in these areas warn 
the crabs and give them time to get out of 
your way, or give you time to drive over or 
around them without hitting them.  
 
 
 
 
 

Female land crab carrying eggs on the 
underside of her body. 

The Royal Cayman Islands Police Service is 
reminding the public to take safety 
precautions when participating in crab 
season, including parking vehicles at the 
side of the road with their parking lights 
and emergency flashers on. Drivers are also 
reminded not to rapidly swerve their 
vehicles to avoid running over crabs on the 
road as this evasive action could cause 
drivers to lose control of their vehicles and 
cause an accident. 
 
 

Undersides of crabs will reveal their 
gender; top image is a male and 

bottom is a female. 

For more 
information on 
the land crabs 
please visit the 

DoE website 
and the  

Land Crab 
Species Action 

Plan. 
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As some of you may remember, Dr. David 
Bass was in Grand Cayman collecting 
aquatic invertebrates in May 2014. Below is 
a brief report of his findings: 
 
“Water was generally abundant across 
Grand Cayman during the May 2014 trip, 
with 17 sites holding enough water to be 
sampled. Two sites, Vintners’ Well and 
Lawrus Cave, were sampled for the first 
time. Crayfish were collected from the 
eastern end of Grand Cayman on three 
occasions by local residents prior to this 
visit and submitted to the DoE. Altogether, 
30 species of invertebrates were collected 
in May 2014, including two species that had 
not been previously reported from the 
Cayman Islands. 
 
One of the species being reported from the 
Cayman Islands for the first time is the 
predacious diving beetle, Agabus, from 
Lawrus Cave. An unidentified soft-winged 
flower beetle (Melyridae) was collected 
from the water in a Heliconia caribaea 
bract. It is suspected that both these taxa 
have been present on Grand Cayman, but 
were not collected in the past. 
 
The collection at Blue Hole yielded many 
specimens of the endemic isopod, 
Anopsilana crenata, and the endemic 
amphipod, Bahadzia caymanensis, 
indicating both populations are healthy.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of findings by  
Aquatic Invertebrate Ecologist Dr. Bass  
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These specimens will be shared with a 
colleague to be genetically analyzed, so we 
may determine how much variation exists 
within each of these endemic species. 
Anopsilana crenata was also collected from 
McLaughlin’s Cave. Leaf detritus, the 
preferred microhabitat of isopods (and 
amphipods) was limited in this cave and 
that may explain why this population was 
much lower in number than the one at Blue 
Hole. It will be interesting to continue 
monitoring these two cave populations in 
future years. 
 
Unfortunately, no specimens of the possum 
shrimp, Stygiomysis, first reported in the 
2011 Blue Hole collections, were found. 
Capturing additional specimens of shrimp 
would be useful in determining to which 
species they belong and provide a better 
understanding of its distribution. I plan to 
continue searching for these taxa in other 
anchialine caves of Cayman in future 
investigations. 
 
Baited traps to sample for blue crayfish, 
Procambarus alleni (see below), were left 
overnight in several ponds on the east end 
of the Grand Cayman, including the Queen 
Elizabeth II Botanical Park. Specimens were 
collected from South Mastic Wetland Pond 
in the Frank Sound area and represent the 
western most expansion of this species and 
the first report west of Frank Sound Road. 
Several specimens of P. alleni collected by 
local residents during the past year near 
High Rock Road and Lariet Road were 
submitted to the DoE. 
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A snippet of Dr. Bass’ data sheet which includes information on the taxonomy, collection 
sites, number of collections, life stages of invertebrates collected, their occurrence and 

microhabitat as well as their trophic relationship. 
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Taxa / Collection Site Collections Life Stage Occurrence Microhabitat

Trophic 

Relationship

Oligochaeta

Dero  sp. GC90, GC104 A * Heliconia  bract Detritivore

Pristina sp. GC23 A * Detritus Detritivore

Gastropoda

Biomphalaria havanensis GC10, GC12, GC13, GC14, GC15, GC16, 

GC18, GC25, GC26, GC28, GC30, GC36, 

GC40, GC42, GC50, GC61, GC76, GC79, 

GC86, GC87, GC91, GC93, GC95, GC107

J, A *** Detritus Detritivore

Bithynia tentaculata GC10, GC11, GC19, GC20, GC32, GC33, 

GC34, GC37, GC115, CB4, CB7

J, A *** Detritus Detritivore

Cerithdea costata LC13, LC14 A * Detritus Detritivore

Melanoides tuberculata GC10, GC19, GC22, GC23, GC24, GC27, 

GC34, GC35, GC41, GC42, GC50, GC51, 

GC58, GC59, GC61, GC75, GC76, GC86, 

GC87, GC94, GC95, GC103, GC107, GC108

J, A *** Detritus Herbivore

Several years ago, Heliconia caribaea (wild 
plantain), see above, was planted in the 
Colour Garden section of the Queen 
Elizabeth II Botanical Park. Water is pumped 
by its roots to fill the bracts. In turn, an 
aquatic community dominated by several 
species of dipteran larvae develops and it 
may persist up to three months. A single 
species had colonized this microhabitat by 
2011 and three additional species (new 
records to the Cayman Islands) were found 
in 2012. Three taxa were collected in the 
bracts during 2013, with only one of these 
being a new report from the Cayman 
Islands. During 2014, once again, three taxa 
were collected in the bracts and one of 
these was a new record from the Cayman 
Islands. 
 

Two traps for crayfish and shrimps (such as 
the one above), were left with DoE and it is 
hoped there may be opportunities to use 
them while making trips to the Sister Islands 
and around Grand Cayman.  
 
Updated lists of Grand Cayman aquatic 
invertebrates and sampling locations can be 
acquired from the TRU (see contact details 
on page 2), a total of 100 taxa are now 
documented in the 120 collections taken 
from the Cayman Islands.  
 
All collections have been catalogued and 
deposited in the Caribbean Invertebrate 
Section of the University of Central 
Oklahoma Natural History Museum.” 
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Alien Alert! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yellow rat snake, corn snake and spiny lizard 
found on Grand Cayman in June / July 2014. 

Flicker Bulletin # 15 – AUGUST / SEPTEMBER 2014 

Have you seen a bright yellow snake lately? 
Or perhaps a beautifully red-speckled one? 
How about an odd-looking curly tailed lizard 
… without the curly tail? 
 
These may sound like trick questions but 
these are, in fact, all reptiles we have seen 
in the last month! TRU is continuously being 
contacted regarding invasive species found 
on Grand Cayman. 
 
Species such as corn snakes (Pantherophis 
guttatus guttatus), rat snakes (e.g. 
Coelognathus flavolineatus) and spiny 
lizards (Sceloporus spp.) are harmless to 
humans and are most likely escaped pets. 
However, if they are not kept in check they 
may very well be the new “green iguana”, 
and may pose a serious risk to our native 
and endemic flora and fauna. As a tropic 
level island community, the Cayman Islands 
are very susceptible to invasion of alien 
terrestrial species. 
 
What is worrying is that we only see what:  
 
a) people find,  
b) people manage to catch and  
c) what people decide to bring to us!  
 
So chances are we have a lot more alien 
invaders out there. Biosecurity strategies 
and pet-trade licensing are two main 
components in dealing with this timely issue 
and TRU is investigating potential lines of 
attack. 
 
Meanwhile, we are logging all such invasive 
species with GPS coordinates to reveal hot-
spots and problem areas. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, most of these reptiles are seen 
in close proximity to Owen Roberts Airport.  
 
Should you come across one of these stray 
pets -even if you are not quite sure!- please 
contact the TRU at +1(345) 949-8469.  
 
 



Belonging to the family Erythroxylaceae, 
smoke wood (Erythroxylum areolatum and 
E. confusum) are shrubs or small trees 
native to the Cayman Islands. E. confusum is 
critically endangered and is only found on 
Grand Cayman while E. areolatum is found 
on all three islands.  
 
Smoke wood is a characteristic plant with 
numerous small and fragrant white flowers 
and long red berries when ripe. It is 
deciduous in the dry season which means it 
will loose all of it's leaves before both 
leaves and flowers reappear again in April 
and May. These small trees reach a 
maximum height of 8 meters (26 ft.), they 
are hardy plants and as such are very 
suitable for landscaping purposes. By 
planting native trees you save money on 
water, fertilizer and general care compared 
 
 

KNOW YOUR NATIVES 
SMOKE WOOD 
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to many exotic species. Native trees, such 
as smoke wood, are suited to challenging 
habitats and are stress-adapted making 
them resistant to disease. They further 
attract native wildlife to your garden, they 
provide shade and cool down exterior 
surfaces, reducing you’re A/C costs. 
   
Smoke wood also carries historic and 
cultural value as it gets its common name 
from a pleasant smoke when burnt and was 
traditionally used in “Smoke Pots” to keep 
mosquitoes at bay.   
 
Fun fact: A relative to the smoke wood; the 
Erythroxylum coca from South America is 
commercially harvested for cocaine! There 
are no such substances in the Cayman 
species which, internationally, can be 
referred to as “False Cocaine”. 

From left to right: smoke wood bark, scarab beetle (Cetoniinae) pollinating smoke wood flowers, 
smoke wood carrying berries which are a favorite among the blue iguanas. 

Proctor, G. R. (2012) Flora of the Cayman Islands & Burton, F. J. (2008) The Red List  


