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Bats of the
Cayman Islands
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Bats are truly unique creatures, perhaps
even more so in the Cayman Islands.
Besides being classed as the only true flying
mammals of the world, bats are also the
only extant mammals native to the Cayman
Islands.
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Of the world’s approximately 1,100 species
of bat1, evolutionary adaptations show just
how well this peculiar group of mammals
has developed to a worldwide distribution.
Bats can range in size from just 2 grams
(0.07 oz.) like the bumblebee bat to fruit
bats with a wingspan of over 2 meters (over
6 ft.) and bodyweights of up to 1.5 kg. (3.3
lbs.). Food sources vary from insects, frogs,
fruit, fish, pollen and blood. The vampire
bats found in Central and South America
often give bats a bad reputation despite all
3 species being very small and feeding
mainly on livestock. In fact, vampire bat
saliva has properties that prevent blood
clotting2 in stroke patients.
The Cayman Islands have recorded 9
species of bat (listed below), all of which
are either frugivores or insectivores. The
first systematic studies of resident
populations were done between 1976 and
1986 through mist-netting, exploration of
caves and collection of barn owl pellets
from which bones were recovered for
identification of bats on a species level3.

Largest bat, the flying fox (Pteropus vampyrus)
compared to the smallest bat, the
bumblebee bat (Craseonycteris thonglongyai).
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The following 9 species are endemic to the
Caribbean. All have been found on Grand
Cayman and 6 have been found on the Brac
(*) while only 2 have been recorded on
Little Cayman (**)3:
• Brazilian Free-tailed Bat
(Tadarida brasiliensis muscala)
• Antillean Nectar Bat
(Brachyphylla nana nana)
• Red Bat
(Lasiurus borealis)
• Big Brown Bat *
(Eptesicus fuscus minor)
• Buffy Flower Bat *
(Erophylla sezekorni)
• White-shouldered Bat *
(Phyllops falcatus)
• Pallas’ Mastiff Bat *
(Molossus molossus)
• Waterhouse’s Leaf-nosed Bat * / **
(Macrotus waterhousii minor)
• Jamaican Fruit Bat * / **
(Artibeus jamaicensis parvipes)
The Jamaican fruit bat and the Pallas’
mastiff bat are by far the two most
common sightings while the remaining 7
species are extremely rare and uncommon.
An unnamed subspecies of brown bat is
endemic to Grand Cayman and as such
found nowhere else in the world.
Unfortunately, this bat is extremely rare.
Historic colonies of bats in Cayman were
reported to consist of thousands of
individuals – especially the Brazilian freetailed bat which was found in numbers
reaching over 30,000 in a single cave.
Today, the same cave is inhabited only by
approximately 40 Jamaican fruit bats who
live in the entrance.
The drastic decline of bats in the Cayman
Islands is due mainly to habitat loss and
disturbance.
Caves
make
excellent
attractions and human curiosity often
causes bats to leave a cave behind. Fires
inside the above mentioned cave during the
summer of 1995 caused the last Brazilian
free-tailed bats to leave.

Velvety free-tailed bat (Molossus molosus) bigeared bat (Macrotus waterhousii) and whiteshouldered bat (Phyllops falcatus)*
*by Courtney Platt.
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Why are bats so important?
Bats are a keystone species and play many
significant roles in the ecosystem.
Considering that a single insectivorous bat
can consume more than 1,000 insects per
hour, they perform a very effective and
natural pest control, keeping down crop
and garden pests as well as mosquitoes. In
fact, their ecosystem services have been
estimated at more than $3.7 billion/year for
agriculture in North America alone4.
Pollination and seed dispersal of hundreds
of native plants occur through bat activity,
for example the agaves and cacti on the
Bluff are pollinated by the buffy flower bat.
Other native plants relying on bat
pollination and seed dispersal include
calabash, neem, silk cotton, naseberry and
vine pear.
So what can we do to conserve our bats?
With diminishing natural roosting sites
many of our free-tailed bats seek shelter in
houses and other structures; particularly
through crevices, unfinished A/C vents and
roof openings. Bats do NOT ruin or destroy
building material but may be unattractive
from a disturbance and hygiene aspect and
can easily be excluded safely by means of
“bat vents”. These allow bats to exit (but
not enter) the building and the original
opening can be closed once all bats have
left for their nightly routines.

.

It is, however, important to know how to
use these exclusion techniques correctly to
avoid separating mums from their pups
after birth (June to mid November). If you
experience a problem with bats in your roof
please contact the Cayman Islands’ National
Trust for advice.
To ensure bats still have suitable shelter,
the Trust’s Bat Conservation Project, started
by Lois Blumenthal, installed 82 bat houses
around
Grand
Cayman
through
sponsorships and volunteer support. A
survey in 2010 estimated that around
11,000 insectivorous bats use the houses!
By far the biggest bat conservation
challenge now lies in habitat protection for
the forest and cave dwelling species.
References:

1: Bat Conservation Trust.
2: UW Health “Clinical Trial Uses Bat Saliva Enzyme for
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4: Science (2011) “Economic Importance of Bats
in Agriculture”

Started in 1993 by Lois Blumenthal, the Bat Conservation Project has installed 82
bat houses on Grand Cayman
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Short-eared owl release
On the 9th of December 2014, DoE’s
Enforcement Officer, Mark Orr, received a
call from the Cricket Square Management
regarding an owl in distress. The small,
brown owl turned out to be a short-eared
owl (Asio flammeus) and was picked up and
taken to Island Vets to check for potential
poisoning (through digestion of poisoned
rodents) or broken bones.
The owl went through a physical
examination as well as x-rays and no
abnormalities were found. The owl was,
however, weak and hungry and was
subsequently fed and offered rest at the
veterinary clinic for a couple of days. After
full recovery it was released by the TRU in
abandoned pasture land in West Bay as
these birds typically inhabit grasslands,
marshes and open areas.
While the white Barn Owl (Tyto alba) is a
somewhat common sight on all three of the
Cayman Islands, the short-eared owl is
more rare and known to be only a
migratory visitor or irregular breeding
resident. With 10 subspecies of short-eared
owl, it inhabits all the world’s continents
(except
Antarctica
and
Australia).
Considering the recent increase in the
Cuban short-eared owl population, it is not
unreasonable to think that this small owl
was exhausted due to a flight from Cuba.
Main action steps for owl conservation
include habitat protection and safe pestcontrol. The TRU is working in cooperation
with the DEH to ensure rat poison is not
accumulating in the ecosystem after
distribution. This can be achieved, for
example, by the use of electric traps as well
as with closed traps where rodents cannot
escape after ingesting poison. Owls
themselves provide excellent natural pest
control and as apex predators these birds
play an important role in establishing
equilibrium of our ecosystems.

The short-eared owl found at Cricket Square was
taken to Island Vets for examination followed
by rehabilitation before it was released.
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National Conservation Law update
-by John Bothwell

The National Conservation Council was
appointed in late 2014. The Council is
headed by a chairperson, appointed by the
Cabinet who only votes in case of a tie. A
non-voting secretary, a DoE staff member,
is assigned to take meeting minutes and
provide other logistical and technical
support for the Council. All other members,
whether those appointed by Cabinet or
those standing technical members, are
equal on the Council hence giving the
council a very flat structure. However, over
time more council members will doubtlessly
step
forward
to
chair
various
subcommittees such as the first one
formed;
the
Invasive
Species
Subcommittee.
Since their appointment, the Council has
been working assiduously to put in place
the administrative processes needed to
support full implementation of the National
Conservation Law, 2013. At their December
meeting the Council took a number of
decisions to move the Law forward.
Some were internal to the Council, such as
agreeing on their schedule of meetings for
2015 and adopting a manual of policies and
procedures for the Council to follow. These
procedures may not be glamorous but are
important for a new committee starting to
set out how it wants to function. Other
decisions will have more outward impacts
as the Law comes in to force.
The National Conservation Law, 2013,
requires all government entities to:

1) comply with the provisions of the
National Conservation Law and ensure
that their decisions, actions and
undertakings are consistent with and do
not jeopardize the protection and
conservation of a protected area or any
protected species or its critical habitat;
and further
2) in accordance with any guidance notes
issued by the Council, consult with the
Council and take into account any views
of the Council before taking any action
including the grant of any permit or
license and the making of any decision
or the giving of any undertaking or
approval that would or would be likely
to have an adverse effect on the
environment generally or on any
natural resource.
Under the Law, “‘entity’ means any body of
the government and includes the Cabinet,
any ministry, portfolio, statutory authority,
government company or any other body
which exercises a public function”. It also
includes all government departments,
agencies, units, administrations, etc., as
arms of their relevant Ministry.
In order to help government entities
comply with the requirements of the Law,
the National Conservation Council at their
December meeting decided on guidance
notes setting out the actions, permissions,
decisions or undertakings on which
government entities should consult with the
Council.
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These will be published and promulgated to
government entities in early 2015. As the
relevant provisions of the National
Conservation Law will be coming in to force
at dates to be appointed by Cabinet in
2015, the Council will be encouraging
Government entities to proactively begin to
implement consultation with the Council on
the relevant actions, permissions, decisions
or undertakings as outlined in the guidance
notes when they are published. By
implementing consultation processes early,
entities will not be operating outside of the
Law when it comes in to force later in 2015.
Following on from these consultations,
when it is necessary to achieve fully
informed
decisions,
the
National
Conservation Law includes provisions for
requiring
Environmental
Impact
Assessments to better inform decision
making by Cayman Islands Government
entities. To enable that, the Council decided
on an Environmental Impact Assessment
process which is being recommended to
Cabinet for the Cabinet’s consideration.
If it meets Cabinet’s approval it will be
issued as regulations under the Law so that

Environmental Impact Assessments in the
Cayman Islands can continue to be carried
out transparently and in a way that builds
on international best practices.
One of the Council’s strong interests has
been the need for the Cayman Islands to
better deal with invasive species,
particularly green iguanas. The Council has
established a subcommittee to work on
galvanising and directing a public and
private response to invasive species in the
Cayman Islands. From green iguanas to
Brazilian pepper to scale insects infesting
native forest trees, invasive species in the
Cayman Islands are living up to their
potential as one of the ‘big four’
biodiversity threats around the world.
For 2015 the National Conservation Council
has a lot on their plate as they continue to
lay the groundwork for the implementation
of the rest of the National Conservation
Law. The Council’s next meeting open to
the public is expected on the 25th of
February and the DoE wishes them well in
all of the work they have to do.

An example of an invasive species on the
agenda for the first subcommittee of the
Council;
Brazilian
Pepper
(Schinus
terebinthifolius).
This South American plant is threatening to
invade Cayman Brac. New shoots can grow
from old stumps and it is a prolific seeder
with wide dispersal. It can germinate in most
environments, the sap can be irritating and,
when burned, the plant gives off noxious
smoke which can affect people downwind of
the removal site. Though incidences of
Brazillian pepper in Cayman Brac have been
rooted out in the past, this pest is hard to
control and more could be found at any
time. So, please, if someone offers you
Brazilian pepper, aroeira, rose pepper,
Christmas berry or Florida Holly for your
garden, don’t take any of it. If you see it
please contact the DoE on 949-8469.
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Scorpions

-all you need to know!

The Cayman Islands are home to three
different species of scorpion. Only the
Heteronebo caymanensis is endemic to
Grand Cayman, it is very rare and is
protected under PART II of the National
Conservation Law:
The three species are easily identified:
• Centruriodes gracilis (top right) is the
most common scorpion and can be
recognised by its flattened body and
solid ridge along its back.
• Isometrus maculatus (middle right) is
easily recognised by its unusual colour
and very fine pinchers.
• Heteronebo caymanensis (bottom right)
is the endemic species and has fat
boxing-glove like pinchers and cigar
shaped body.
Are they dangerous?
Scorpions are all capable of giving a very
painful sting and should (like any wildlife)
be treated with care and respect.
Scorpions do possess venom which they
inject through a barb on their tail to kill
invertebrate prey and as a defense when
threatened. Only 25 out of thousands of
species have venom which is deadly to
humans. None of those species are found
in Cayman.

The three species of scorpion found on
Grand Cayman.
Flicker Bulletin # 18 - FEBRUARY / MARCH 2015

That being said, people react very
differently to being stung. People with low
immune system responses who are frail or
weak – especially infants and the elderly –
can be seriously affected. Others may be
allergic to the venom much like those
sensitive to bee stings. Furthermore, the
amount of venom injected can vary from
sting to sting, in fact, venom is a precious
resource for scorpions and they often give
a “dry” sting where no venom is injected.
Symptoms therefore vary greatly but begin
with a short and sharp pain from the barb.
If venom is injected, this can be felt by a
spreading feeling of pain and numbness
around the area of the sting. The skin might
swell, burn or tingle and inflammation will
cause tightness of the affected area. Some
people report of mild numbness in the lips
and tongue. Generally these symptoms last
for about an hour and all treatments are
symptomatic – i.e. they treat the symptoms
rather than the actual venom.

Prevention is better than cure because
once scorpions are in your house they are
difficult to find and control. They are
attracted to tight spaces and crevices and
often venture inside during heavy rains as
they prefer dry snug habitats. Make sure
doorframes are properly fitted and that
your house is in good condition without
missing soffits or missing roof tiles etc.
Avoid leaving the doors open in heavy
rains and use brush or rubber guards
around the frame.
Scorpions are magnificent creatures with
astounding adaptations. They hatch their
eggs inside their bodies and as such give
birth and display parental care. They are
also fluorescent under black light – an
adaptation we still don’t fully understand.

Allergic reactions can quickly be identified
through systemic symptoms such as
respiratory difficulties, wheezing and
hypertension.

What to do if stung?
1. Identify the scorpion. If possible, put it in a clear container, secure it and bring it
when seeking medical attention and/or take a picture or the scorpion.
2. If the sting is on the arm or leg, the spread of potential venom can be slowed down
through a tight bandage above the sting. Do NOT elevate the limb.
3. Clean the wound and surrounding area with water and soap.
4. Inflammation can be reduced by using a cloth with cold water or ice cubes.
5. Seek medical attention.
6. If symptoms are mild you can self-treat with a
standard dosage of Acetaminphen (Tylenol).
1-2 tablets will relieve the pain.
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KNOW YOUR NATIVES
RED BIRCH

All three Cayman Islands are home to the
common and fast growing Red Birch tree
(Bursera simaruba). It is commonly referred
to as “Birch” but is unrelated to the trees of
northern temperate regions.
Red Birch is a deciduous woodland species
with straight thin stems and a tendency to
branch near the ground. The bark is
characteristic, red and peeling in sheets
resembling paper and the leaves are
pinnately compound (leaves are paired
symmetrically along the stem). Flowering
twice a year, the flowers of the birch are
small and yellow-white and its fruits are an
important food source for native birds,
especially the endemic Cayman Parrot and
the White-crowned Pigeon.

Reaching a height of over 15 meters (49 ft.),
the tree is found in woodlands but can
tolerate shallow soil and thrive on
dolostone karst and smoother Ironshore
limestone. Being tolerant to disturbance as
well as fire-resistant, the birch is great for
use in landscaping purposes.
The tree is also of significant cultural
importance as it has been used for
medicinal purposes and as living fence
posts. The ability of the plant to grow roots
from fresh cuts makes it an inexpensive and
low-maintenance fencing alternative. The
Red Birch is often referred to as the
“Tourist Tree” because of it’s reddish
peeling appearance 

Red Birch fruits are very attractive to birds, especially to Cayman parrots, its peeling bark makes it
easy to recognise and the tree is straight with pinnate leaves.
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