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There are places in the west of Little 
Cayman where you can easily wander 
off the road into a habitat that is hard 
to find anywhere else in our islands. The 
ground is smooth, flat rock with thin 
layers of soil here and there. The plants 
are low and spaced apart, so you can 
move around freely. 

 

The small trees and shrubs are 
festooned with land snails, and the 
ground is ornamented with clusters of 
their white dead shells. Rock iguanas 
love this habitat, using deep rock holes 
to hide and sleep in. Spider lilies flower 
in the soil basins, and a characteristic 
silvery-leaved bush forms a mosaic over 
the landscape. Evolvulus squamosus to 
scientists, “Crab Bush” to older locals in 
Little Cayman, it’s a characteristic plant 
of these limestone flats. 

 

Look a little closer at the dead snail 
shells, and a mystery emerges. Among 
the fat inch-long shells that are 
everywhere, an occasional much 
smaller and thinner shell can be found. 
This is the shell of Little Cayman’s 
unique Cerion nanus snail, believed to 
be one of the most endangered snails 
on earth. Their shells can be found over 
all the limestone flats throughout 
western Little Cayman, but live ones 
have long been known to be restricted 
to a few tiny colonies close to the Spot 
Bay Road. Once they were obviously far 
more widespread. Whatever happened? 
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Unexpectedly and looking completely 
out of place, lying on the ground in 
these same limestone flats are 
occasional lumps of very old, weathered 
coral. According to DoE’s marine 
biologists Croy McCoy and Philippe 
Bush, these are probably pieces of the 
Boulder Brain Coral, Colpophyllia 
natans, a species found on the slopes 
and tops of reefs. These aren’t fossils – 
they are modern corals from the sea, 
and can only have ended up here in a 
tumultuous storm.  

An update on Little Cayman’s endemic snail 
-by Fred Burton 

Cerion nanus on Lantana. Photo 
taken in July 2011 by Dr. Mat 

Cottam. 



A storm powerful enough to rip the 
corals off the reef and the coastline, 
throw them up to 800 yards inland and 
on to land eight feet or more above sea 
level. All that surging seawater would be 
immediate death for any land snails in 
the way. 

 

So maybe that is why the last living 
Cerion nanus colonies off the Spot Bay 
road are all in areas protected from 
storm surges by a 20-foot ridge of high 
land. The bigger land snails seem to be 
tougher and more mobile, and may 
soon have recolonized the storm-
shocked landscape closer to the sea. 
Cerion nanus seems to be having a 
harder time. 

 

But recent surveys by the Terrestrial 
Resources Unit (TRU) suggest that 
Cerion nanus is recovering too. Mike 
Hounsome and Dick Askew, writing 
about their investigations during the 
Cambridge University/Cayman Islands 
Government biological expedition to 
Little 

Flicker Bulletin # 27 – SEP / OCT 2016 

Little Cayman in 1975, estimated the 
surviving population of Cerion nanus 
was about 88 individual snails, 
perilously close to extinction. But in 
January 2012, Dr. Mat Cottam counted 
266 live snails, noting there were also 
more uncounted ones hiding under 
rocks. And in a short visit by myself in 
June this year, the estimate shot much 
higher again, with a density suggesting 
some 5,000 of these unique snails may 
now be alive. 
 
In August I returned to Little Cayman, 
and with TRU’s Jessica Harvey 
discovered two new colonies of living 
Cerion nanus in the same ridge-
protected area, and another small 
cluster now on the ocean side of the 
ridge. Are the surviving colonies starting 
to spread? This is all great news for 
Little Cayman’s tiny, unique and critically 
endangered land snail. DoE plans to 
develop a Species Conservation Plan for 
Cerion nanus this year, under the 
framework of the National Conservation 
Law. 
 
 
 

Cerion nanus shells lying among shells from their larger “Peanut snail” cousins, Cerion pannosum, 
marking the many generations of snails which lived their lives in this place. 



Bioluminescence has excited biologists 
since Aristotle noted the phenomenon. 
It wasn’t until the late nineteenth 
century that Raphael Dubois, using fire 
beetles and molluscs, showed that the 
chemical phosphorus was not involved 
but rather an oxidative enzyme, 
luciferase, acted on a light emitting 
pigment, luciferin made by the animals 
themselves.   
 
Bioluminescence has evolved as many 
as fifty separate times and is common in 
the ocean, from minute planktonic 
dinoflagellates, to ostracods, squid and 
jellyfish. 
 
Here in the Cayman Islands we are, 
perhaps, most familiar with the 
phenomenon through bioluminescent 
bay, however, also on land can we find a 
source of spectacular bioluminescence! 
 
Ignelater glaesum is a bioluminescent 
click beetle that was first described in 
1980 from specimens originally 
collected by the 1938 Oxford 
Expedition.  In common with all click 
beetles it can snap the front half of its 
sternum against the middle, 
somersaulting itself into the air with a 
loud click sound as it does so. It uses 
this trick to right itself if rolled over, and 
perhaps to escape predators.  
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Bioluminescent click beetles in Cayman  
– one species or two? 

 

By Christine Rose-Smyth & Jane Haakonsson 

Specimen of Ignelater beetle found in 
Cayman, the below photo displays the 

bioluminescence beautifully.   



I. glaesum also shares the power of 
bioluminescence with other elatyrids, 
especially the genus Pyrophorus, the 
fire beetles. The main luminescent 
organs of both males and females are 
located at the rear corners of the 
pronotum and can glow with an intense 
yellow-green light.   
 
Unlike fireflies, which are also beetles, 
click beetles do not flash.  Males of the 
genus Ignelater also have a third light 
organ on the abdomen. Texas A&M 
students have shown that the males of 
a species in Dominica turn this light on 
for courtship.  
 
Pictured on the previous page is a 
specimen of an Ignelater beetle 
collected in Lower Valley on August 4th. 
The first recent specimen to be 
collected was found by the author and 
Vanessa Block in May 2016. At two cm. 
(~ 0.8 inches) in length, both these 
specimens are closer in size, and in the 
proportions of the pronotum and elytra, 
to male Ingnelater havaniensis, a Cuban 
species not previously recorded in the 
Cayman Islands.  
 
If you have photographs or other 
records of specimens please do send 
them to the editor, see page 2 for 
details.  
 
Vanessa Block, right, was a staunch 
supporter of all things arthropod, 
volunteering with the National Trust 
and with the DoE to maintain the 
Insectariums of both organisations. She 
will be greatly missed.  
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Vanessa Block (1980-2016) volunteering at 
the 2014 Migratory Bird Festival. 

 

Example of the more commonly known 
“firefly” (unknown spp.) from the family 

Lampyridae.  
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The editor, Jane 
Haakonsson, presenting 

TRU’s long term 
monitoring of our two 

endemic parrot 
populations and our 
findings on hurricane 

resilience. This 
presentation was a part 
of the BirdsCaribbean 
held “Forest Endemic 
Symposium”. More 
information can be 

found here: 
http://www.birdscaribb
ean.org/2016/08/birdsc
aribbean-at-the-naoc-vi-

largest-gathering-of-
bird-brains-ever/  

Held every four years, this premier 
ornithological conference brings 
together leading scientists, researchers, 
students and world experts in the field 
of ornithology.  Originally created with a 
focus on North America, the North 
American Ornithological Conference 
(NAOC) has now expanded to include 
groups from all over the Western 
Hemisphere, making it one of the 
largest ornithological conferences ever 
held. The NAOC featured lectures by 
world experts, workshops, roundtable 
discussions and interactive sessions and 
symposia on a vast array of topics such 
as systematics and taxonomy, 
reproductive biology, population and 
community ecology, ecotoxicology and 
conservation biology. 

While over 2,000 participants attended, 
TRU still put Cayman on the map as we 
had been specially invited to present 
our long-term monitoring of both the 
Grand Cayman and Cayman Brac 
population of parrots in the 
BirdsCaribbean held “Forest Endemic 
Symposium”. Long-term monitoring is 
hard data to publish and, perhaps, less 
exciting than experimental studies, 
however, these data are of outmost 
importance to, for example, evaluating 
management actions and assessing 
population resilience. The NAOC was a 
perfect forum to meet with experts on a 
countless variety of species and to share 
information as to how we best go about 
conserving our native and endemic 
birds. 
 
areas, or.  
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The National Trust’s Nature Store is now open! 

Enjoy your lunch break in the scenic Dart Park. Cayman's Nature Store now serves coffee, mochas, 
cappuccinos, hot chocolate and tea. Starting on Monday, August 29th grab-and-go sandwiches and 

locally baked goods will also available. There is café-style seating on the Trust’s front porch for those 
who wish to dine and dash or stay awhile.  And even better still? Every dollar you spend goes towards 

the National Trust’s conservation efforts! 



Maiden plum (Comocladia dentata), is a 
noticeable understory tree that most 
explorers are very familiar with! The 
distinctive plant is easy to spot; rarely 
growing to more than 2 m. tall (~6.5 ft.), 
maiden plum has deep dark-green and 
shiny leaves with sharply toothed 
edges. And just as well!  
 
Maiden plum has a poisonous and 
odorous sap which turns blackish when 
exposed to air if, for example, a leaf is 
broken. This sap has the potential to 
permanently stain clothing black, and it 
can penetrate human skin. Though not 
immediately irritant on skin, the contact 
site will develop into a red welt after 24 
hours 

KNOW YOUR NATIVES 
MAIDEN PLUM 
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hours, becoming increasingly inflamed 
and sore over the following weeks, 
developing into an open sore. Sap can 
be transferred unknowingly from the 
hands to the face and eyes, by wiping 
sweat from the face. Sap cannot easily 
be removed from the skin by washing. 
Some neutralizing effect has been 
observed by applying acidic fruit juice 
(lemon and lime) directly to the skin, as 
soon as possible after contact. 
 
Maiden plum is a hardy plant that often 
occurs as the first settler in cleared 
areas. It is a fairly common plant, 
particularly on Grand Cayman, so keep 
your eyes out! 

Maiden plum with deep dark shiny leaves and serrated edges. Photos by Mat Cottam. 


