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World Shorebirds Day
World Shorebirds Day is a celebration of
shorebirds and those protecting them.

Some of Flicker’s readers may
remember Issue #20 describing the “Big
Bird Day” or Issue #21 where I talk
about Citizen Science in the Cayman
Islands. In a similar vein, I would like to
introduce readers to a relatively new
Citizen Science initiative;
World Shorebirds Day

•

To raise public awareness of the
need for continued shorebird
research,
monitoring
and
conservation;

•

To connect people with shorebirds
through wetland sites around the
world

UK based Hungarian conservationist
Gyorgy Szimuly has, for the last 35
years, focused mainly on global
shorebird
conservation,
wetland
restoration, bird monitoring and
shorebird population ecology. 4 years
ago he founded the World Shorebirds
Day with this notion:

As a main event of the initiative, the
“Global Shorebird Count” is held every
year in early September. The count is a
popular event with participants all over
the planet and this year it will take place
between 1 - 7 September. Registration is
already open and available here:
https://goo.gl/9Q9ZSN.

“Some 50% of the world’s shorebird
species are in decline, and vital habitat
is being lost at a higher rate than ever.
We urgently need to raise public
awareness around the world of these
imperiled birds’ plight and the need for
shorebird conservation and research.”

Participants are being asked to count
shorebirds, either on their own, at
scheduled events, or at specific
shorebird hotspots—and to report their
counts through eBird. If you do not have
an account with eBird or you do not
wish to register one, there are several
alternative ways to submit your data,
see here.

The World Shorebirds Day has three
main aims:
•

To raise awareness of the need to
protect shorebirds and their
habitats throughout their life
cycles;

Registering with eBird is quick and easy an eBird start guide can be found here:
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If you are unsure of exactly what you
are looking for, see here for a complete
list of shorebirds. You don’t necessarily
have to visit the shore to see them, this
quote by Tim Boyer reflects just how
diverse this group of birds really are:

“Shorebirds are beautiful, enigmatic,
birds that make amazing journeys
around continents. They are highly
varied, from the 5.5-inch Least
Sandpiper to the 23-inch tall Long-billed
Curlew. From the Black Oystercatcher
that doesn’t migrate very far to the Bartailed Godwit that migrates from the
Arctic to New Zealand in one long single
flight, non-stop. They are little miracles
that connect the world together from
fresh water tundra ponds to the
pampas grasses of Argentina to costal
beaches throughout the world.”
In Cayman we have a nice range of
shorebirds
including
the
Ruddy
Turnstone seen on the front of this
cover. We have several other sandpiper
species such as the yellowlegs and
willets and we also have a range of
plovers

plovers. Black-necked stilts are among
the more common shorebird sightings
around Cayman. For the more
competitive of you, the World
Shorebirds Day webpage also has a list
of the shorebirds that have never been
recorded during the Global Shorebird
Count. See here for the missing species
list! Approximately half of the world’s
shorebird species have been reported
each year during the counting program.
The other half has not been recorded
despite some species being relatively
common.
Your help to put the Cayman Islands on
the map would be a great addition!
“The Caribbean region has been a great
supporter since the beginning,” says
Gyorgy
in
an
interview
with
BirdsCaribbean. “We hope that people
from many different islands plan an
event and again participate in the count.
It would be fantastic to hit an all-time
high in the number of registered sites in
2017!”

The pie-charts show the proportions of reported vs unreported global shorebird species during the
Global Shorebirds Counts in the first three years; 2014, 2015 and 2016.
Flicker Bulletin # 32 – SEP / OCT 2017

Blue Iguana Release in
Colliers Wilderness Reserve
The Island of Grand Cayman is home to
a great variety of reptiles but none is
more famous than our very own Blue
Iguana (Cyclura lewisi).
As most readers will know, the Blue
Iguana Recovery Programme (BIRP),
located in the Queen Elizabeth Botanic
Park, is a joint venture between the
National Trust of the Cayman Islands
and the Department of Environment.
Taking advice from the Iguana Specialist
Group, the effort to save the Blue
Iguana from extinction is supported by a
great array of international expertise
including studbook management based
at the San Diego Zoo and annual
veterinary support from the Wildlife
Conservation Society to name a few.

The very first breeding attempts of this
spectacular species took place in 1990.
A subsequent survey in 2002 revealed
that less than a dozen animals remained
in the wild and thus that the effort to
replenish the species with captive breed
individuals was both timely and crucial.
Since then, successful captive breeding
and releases have pushed the wild
population over the original goal post of
one thousand animals in the wild.
Annual surveys continue to monitor the
re-established populations in both the
Salina Reserve and the Colliers
Wilderness Reserve and both continue
to detect successful wild reproduction.
As all captive bred animals are visually
tagged with unique combinations of
baeds

Left: an animal hatched in 2014 is released into its specially assigned retreat in the Colliers
Wilderness Reserve. Right: each iguana is visually tagged with a unique bead combination.
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beads, surveyors can readily tell if an
animal is wild born or if it is captive
bred. If beads have fallen off in
territorial fights, animals can also be
identified by subcutaneous PIT tags if
caught and scanned. As animals are
generally released as 2 year olds,
younger individuals can also be
determined as having hatched in the
wild.
In historic times, Blue Iguanas faced
little to no predation once they reached
a certain size. Being the largest living
(naturally occurring) land animal on
Grand Cayman, only young individuals
faced threats posed by natural
predators such as birds and snakes. This
is why the Recovery Programme “headstarts” the animals and release them
only when they are 2 years (or more) of
age.

a peppercorn lease on the land
comprising the Colliers Wilderness
Reserve. BIRP also releases animals into
the Botanic Park but the main
populations are found in the 2 reserves.
Both areas have specially designed
wooden retreats placed strategically
inside, see below a grid with yellow dots
symbolizing individually numbered
retreats. Animals are released just
before dusk so they can imprint on the
location overnight and have a point of
reference and a safe base from which to
explore their new home the next day.

As mentioned, the National Trust owns
the Salina Reserve in East End and has
aa
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On August 31st 2017, 9 animals were
released into Colliers as the effort
continues. Recent years have shown
that while we can now successfully
breed, release and monitor the wild
population, the fight is far from over.
Dogs, disease, invasive Green Iguanas
and development are amongst the top
threats to this endangered species. And
the magnitude of these threats continue
to rise.

At this point it is fair to say that the
species will always be needing some
form of management to ensure a
sustained
areas, or. population.
If you want to help there are several
ways to do so! You can donate your time
and volunteer with BIRP or you can
make donations through the National
Trust. Keeping informed on the plight of
this endearing reptile and raising
awareness is free and always needed.

To learn more about the Blue Iguanas, pick up a copy of The Little Blue Book, by Fred Burton, or
take a Blue Iguana Tour in the park, every day (except Sundays) at 11 am.
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Cayman Seabird Project Update
more
-by Rhiannon
Austin

Following on from Flicker Issue #26, we
take a look at the season in review and
get an update from Dr. Rhiannon Austin
on how the two-year Darwin Funded
study of our resident seabirds is going.
As a quick recap, the Department of
Environment (DoE) and National Trust of
the Cayman Islands (NTCI), is in
partnership with a team of seabird
scientists at the Universities of Liverpool
and Exeter, UK, and are uncovering
some of the resident seabird secrets.
Information obtained can be used to
better protect and manage these
important breeding populations.
“We are now a year and a half into the
Darwin Initiative funded project in the
Cayman Islands, aimed at providing
essential information on the at-sea
movements, population status and
ecology of important populations of
resident seabirds. Our activities at
breeding colonies have amassed, and
continue to amass, an impressive
amount of data that will be used in the
near future to help inform the
development of Species Conservation
Plans.
One of our key activities has been the
use of miniaturised GPS loggers to track
the foraging movements of both Redfooted Boobies and Brown Boobies that
nest on the Sister Islands. This work
took place during a period of chick
provisioning when these species act as
central-place foragers, and return
regularly to the colony to feed their
offspring.

Top: Rhiannon with Red-footed Booby,
ready for tagging. Bottom: GPS loggers in
heat-shrunk plastic tubing ready for
deployment.

Flicker Bulletin # 32 – SEP / OCT 2017

The tracking data that we have
recovered, over two subsequent years,
suggests a high degree of spatial
segregation in the foraging movements
of the two species, which nest on
adjacent islands (Red-footed Boobies on
Little Cayman and Brown Boobies on
Cayman Brac). See figure on right.
Additionally, the strategies that these
two species use to locate prey differ,
with Red-footed Boobies undertaking
more extensive offshore trips of longer
duration (red tracks on right), on
average,
than
Browns,
which
themselves engage largely in coastal
foraging strategies (blue tracks).
Dietary studies also suggest a difference
in the main target prey of these two
seabirds: while Red-footed Boobies
predominantly target flying fish, the diet
of sampled Brown Boobies largely
consisted of ballyhoo. The observed
differences in their movement strategies
may therefore be driven by differences
in the distributions of target prey, or
may be a function of either inter or
intra-specific competition for resources
in the marine environment.

Top: Map showing the contrasting foraging strategies used by Red-footed Boobies (red lines) and
Brown Boobies (blue lines) from the colonies on Little Cayman and Cayman Brac, respectively.
Bottom: A flying fish regurgitated by a Red-footed Booby (left) and ballyhoo regurgitate from a
Brown Booby (right).
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This year, for the first time, we also
began tracking the at-sea movements of
adult Magnificent Frigatebirds from the
Booby Pond. Little is known about the
behaviour and movements of birds from
this colony, which is concerning given
the large distances over which this
species is capable of travelling, and the
range of threats (e.g. bycatch in fishing
gear – see next page) that it may
therefore be exposed to at sea.
Frigatebirds have the largest wingspan
of any bird and are not capable of
landing on the water due to a lack of
waterproofing of feathers, and as such
must develop efficient methods of
catching prey above the ocean’s surface.
Remote tags have allowed us to track
the near real-time movements of
Frigatebirds from Little Cayman, and
contrary to what was expected, many of
the recorded foraging trips were highly
highly)

coastal, either off Cayman Brac, or in
distant nearshore areas elsewhere in
the Caribbean, (including Jamaica, Cuba,
Mexico, Florida, and New Orleans!)
See an example below.
A pelagic foraging strategy has also
been identified in the tracking data,
highlighting the within and betweenindividual variation in behaviour, which
our seabird scientists at the Universities
of Liverpool and Exeter are in the
process of investigating.
With the help of local volunteers on
both Cayman Brac and Little Cayman,
we have also undertaken a number of
seabird population surveys during
fieldwork sessions in 2017. Drones (for
capturing aerial images) and ground
counts have been used in tandem to
gain estimates of the number of
breeding birds in both colonies.

Map showing Frigatebird tracks from the colony on Little Cayman. This individual commuted from the
Cayman Islands to coastal foraging areas off Cuba and Florida during the chick-rearing period.
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Processing the resulting data from these
surveys is no easy or quick task, and
students at the University of Liverpool
have been helping the Department of
Environment with this job over the
summer.
Surveys to identify the location of
White-tailed Tropicbird nest sites
(Cayman Brac and Grand Cayman), as
well as a population count of nesting
Bridled Terns (Grand Cayman) were also
undertaken this season, and are being
used to prioritize areas for potential
nomination of protection.
A second round of surveys is planned for
2018, and it is hoped that baseline
estimates of population sizes, gained
through this work, can be used as a
reference for routine population
monitoring in the future.

Photo of dead Frigatebird found at the Booby
Pond hanging from a tree by fishing line: The
pelagic nature of this species, unfortunately
makes it vulnerable to human activities at-sea,
such as fisheries. Bycatch in fishing gear is a
major problem for seabirds worldwide, and
there is a pressing need to understand more
about its influence on local populations in the
Caribbean.

Colony monitoring with the use of a
network of camera traps has provided
additional invaluable information for
management, such as the pressure of
cat predation on both chicks and adult
birds at the Booby Pond (see photo).
Plans are now underway to develop
control measures for this threat to the
internationally and regionally important
breeding colonies on Little Cayman.
In the run up to the end of the project
next spring, staff busily continue to
analyse data to provide information that
will be used to draft Species
Conservation Plans in 2018, and
ultimately increase levels of protection
for seabirds on the islands.”

One of our camera traps in the Booby
Pond shows evidence of feral cat
predation on the seabird colonies.
Here a cat is seen in the left-hand bottom
corner eating an adult
Magnificent Frigatebird.

For more information check out the
Seabird Project’s Webpage here.
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areas, or.

As mentioned in the previous issue of
Flicker, the National Conservation
Council is once again inviting public
nominations for new protected areas in
the Cayman Islands.
Nominations made in 2016 are still
valid, and don’t need to be resubmitted.
Nominations must be submitted in
written form during the nomination
period of the 15th June and 15th
September 2017. For full instructions on
making a nomination and the details
your nomination must include please
click here.
The Council will assess all new
nominations only after closure of the
nominations period.
Nominations should be in the form of a
standard
letter
and
sent
to
conservationcouncil@gov.ky and should
include:

• a description of the area sufficient to
plot its boundaries on a map or chart

• a statement of reasons why the area
should be protected, with reference
to section 8 of the Law (click here for
a summary of section 8)
• a description of any protected
species or species of special concern
that reside in or migrate through the
area
• a discussion of any conservation
problems associated with the area,
and any special protective measures
that might be required.
Council advises that under section 8 of
the Law, nominations should only be for
areas which are predominately natural
habitat, and reminds nominators that
under Section 9 of the Law, in event a
nomination is made for land in private
ownership, the landowner will be
notified, and the nomination cannot
proceed without the landowner’s
agreement.
We hope you will take the time to be
actively involved in conserving the
natural beauty of the Cayman Islands.
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KNOW YOUR NATIVES
Consolea millspaughii
Consolea millspaughii has a variety
unique to Cayman Brac, namely var.
caymanensis. Formerly known to also
occur in eastern Little Cayman, this
cactus seems to have died out on the
smallest of the Sister Islands. It still
exists on Cayman Brac, however, mostly
on top of the easternmost bluff in the
shrubland but it can also be found
scattered on the south coast -both on
top of the bluff and by the bottom.
No fruiting specimens have ever been
recorded and thus the fruit has not
been described. There seems to be an
opinion that all observed individuals
could be males, with some being clones
of the same individual!

This cactus reaches heights of 1.5 - 2.5
meters (4.1 – 8.2 ft.) and has beautiful
reddish orange flowers. It is adapted to
very dry and exposed environments and
can spread both by pads adhering to by
passers but also by having previously
shed pads root and easily transplant.
While this variety is limited in
distribution to Cayman Brac, the species
is now considered to be more
widespread, occurring throughout the
West Indies.

Consolea millspaughii var. caymanensis in flower. Photos by Colin Clubbe.
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