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Back in September last year the TRU 
was approached by Frank Roulstone as 
a “strange iguana” was sitting outside 
his two-story window. 

 

Frank knew it wasn’t a Blue Iguana from 
Grand Cayman nor an invasive common 
Green Iguana and when he sent us the 
photo (on the front page) we realised 
he was looking at a Sister Island Rock 
Iguana (SIRI)! Checking with Thompson 
Shipping, a container had just come in 
to the CDG compound from Cayman 
Brac and it seemed this yearling had 
found herself very far from home! 

 

Wasting no time, Frank promised a case 
of beer to the member of staff who 
could catch the stray animal and before 
long she was in hand.   
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A Rock Iguana’s Journey 
 

Nicknamed “Groot”, the Rock Iguana 
was handed to TRU, she was measured 
and weighed and put into quarantine. A 
blood sample was also taken to ensure 
genetic results matched those of other 
SIRI’s. She was then microchipped and 
beaded according to our standard 
protocols and after a couple of weeks 
“Groot”, Frank and the TRU hopped on a 
plane headed for the Brac. 

 

“Groot” was released in her suitable 
shrubland habitat and she can now be 
recognised with her very own 
combination of beads: yellow, black and 
blue. We hope to see her around during 
future SIRI population work on the Brac. 
Meanwhile, biosecurity risks need to be 
mitigated to limit the interisland 
transportation of all iguana species. 

“Groot”, before beading and microchipping, was fed flowers and natural browse during her 
quarantine stay with TRU staff.  



It would be difficult to find a new 
species of butterfly or a new record of a 
known species in the Cayman Islands. 
On the other hand, the moths here are 
much less understood. This is especially 
true for the medium sized, small, and 
micro moths. The main reasons for this 
situation are that the small moths have 
not been well studied, they are 
nocturnal, and there are significantly 
more moth species relative to 
butterflies.  

 

Our team shares a lifetime interest in 
the Lepidoptera, and are research 
associates of the University of Florida 
univeristy 
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McGuire Center for Lepidoptera and 
Biodiversity. Mark is a radiologist with 
interest in Neotropical and Caribbean 
butterflies and macro moths, Gary is a 
biology professor and expert in moth 
photography and taxonomy, and Rick is 
an iron worker and expert net collector 
with expertise in life cycle studies.  

 

We have studied the Lepidoptera of the 
Caribbean Basin since the early 1980’s.  
We began by evaluating the butterfly 
fauna, but more recently started 
studying the nocturnal Lepidoptera. We 
have found that there is far greater 
moth biodiversity.   

“Hidden” Lepidoptera Diversity               
in the Cayman Islands  

-by Mark Simon, Gary Goss & Rick Rozycki 

Mark, Gary and Rick on Little Cayman, ready for collections. 



Having as complete as possible 
knowledge of the moths is desirable as 
some are pest species on economically 
important crops.   

 

Additionally, introduced or invasive 
species may be “invisible” unless 
surveys are performed regularly.  
Longitudinal sampling is important as 
climate change and human activities 
will alter the environment in the 
Caymans which will change the relative 
abundance of moth species here.  
Comparing the Cayman Island fauna 
with other land masses in the Caribbean 
Basin may yield important 
biogeographical information. 

Importantly, previously undescribed 
species and subspecies, as well as new 
island records may be discovered. 

 

Most people have a mental picture of a 
typical butterfly collector running after 
his quarry net in hand. Moth collecting 
most commonly utilizes a light source to 
attract the night flying species (see next 
page). This is not a perfect technique as 
some species, or one sex of some 
species, will not visit a light source. 
Additional techniques include net 
collecting with a head lamp, collecting 
at nectar, sugar or nitrogen sources, 
and the use of traps, including 
pheromone baits. Many species are 
restricted to special habitats along with 
their host plants requiring sampling of 
all habitat types.  
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Top: Gaudy Sphinx Moth (Eumorpha labruscae) 
 
Middle:  Caicus Sphinx Moth (Phryxus caicus) 
 
Bottom: Yellow-winged Pareuchaetes 
(Pareuchaetes insulata) 



Stony ridges, fresh water ponds, and 
beach strand are just a few examples.  
Certain species are strongly seasonal 
requiring sampling throughout the year.  
Some moths have a restricted period of 
activity, or time they will come to a light 
source, requiring sampling from dusk 
until dawn at each locality. 

 

Our first survey activity here was a 10-
day trip in June 2017. Little Cayman and 
the east side of Grand Cayman were 
visited. Activities included day time net 
collecting for butterflies, and night 
collecting at various times and in 
various habitat types utilizing a portable 
gas generator and mercury vapor light 
system.   

 

30 butterfly species and at least 116 
moth species were encountered. There 
were two new island records for the 
butterflies: 

 

1) Papilio demoleus, an invasive 
species, was found on the west end 
of Little Cayman 

2) The Cayman Islands subspecies of 
Dryas julia is now formally recorded 
from Little Cayman  

 

A new large moth (a sphinx moth) was 
recorded for Grand Cayman, and many 
of the smaller moths are certain to be 
new island records for the Caymans.  
There are several unidentified species 
among the small moths, some of which 
may prove to be undescribed species.  
Photographs of living moths were taken 
and specimens were collected for 
morphologic and DNA analysis.   
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Using a light source at night, flying insects 
including moths can be sampled. Here a light 

trap is used by team members to collect moths 
on Grand Cayman. 

Prepared, labeled specimens will be 
deposited at the DoE for future research 
and reference.  
 
Our plan is to continue survey activities 
here over the next few years including 
Cayman Brac and poorly sampled 
habitat types and locations. Trips will be 
scheduled at various times of the year 
to document seasonal species. We hope 
this project will attract local interest as 
this is crucial to insure the continuing 
study of the Caymanian butterflies and 
moths.  
 
If you need to identify species from your 
outdoor adventures please contact the 
editor (page 2) and we will be happy to 
assist! 

Yet unidentified species of tortricid moth 



Former TRU staff member, Jessica 
Harvey, USFWS’ Frank Rivera Milan and 
the editor recently had a research paper 
published in the Journal of Caribbean 
Ornithology.   

 

The paper describes and summarizes 
the annual parrot surveys carried out by 
the Department and it recommends 
adopting IUCN categories locally for our 
two subspecies of Cuban Parrot. 

 

The abstract can be found below, and 
for the article in its entirety click here. 
For any questions please do not 
hesitate to contact the editor, page 2. 

 

ABSTRACT: Two subspecies of Cuban 
Parrot (Amazona leucocephala; 
hereafter Grand Cayman Parrot and 
Cayman Brac Parrot [for singular] or 
Cayman Islands Parrots [for plural]) 
inhabit the Cayman Islands—the Grand 
Cayman Parrot (A. l. caymanensis) and 
the Cayman Brac Parrot (A. l. hesterna). 
Both subspecies are threatened by 
habitat loss, hunting by farmers, the 
collection of nestlings, and hurricanes. 
Herein, we use before-after 
reproduction distance sampling surveys 
to assess the conservation status of 
parrots in the Cayman Islands. On Grand 
Cayman, estimated density (parrots 
ha⁻¹) increased from 0.172 ± 0.026 SE 
(95% CI = 0.128, 0.210) in August 2005 
to 0.411 ± 0.077 (0.279, 0.578) in 
August 2014 (Z = −2.94, p = 0.002). The 
estimated population size was 6,395 ± 
1,202 (4,340, 8,987) parrots after 
reprod 
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reproduction on Grand Cayman in 2014. 
On Cayman Brac, estimated density 
increased from 0.160 ± 0.021 (0.116, 
0.222) in July 2008 to 0.219 ± 0.028 
(0.171, 0.280) in July 2015 (Z = −1.69, p 
= 0.09). The estimated population size 
was 772 ± 97 (603, 989) parrots after 
reproduction on Cayman Brac in 2015. 
Parrot distribution became more 
concentrated in fewer sites on both 
islands, probably as a result of habitat 
loss, which in combination with other 
anthropogenic disturbances can 
decrease population resiliency to 
hurricanes. The populations’ rates of 
change from before to after 
reproduction suggested a small number 
of breeding pairs on both islands. 
Therefore, based on our results and 
adopting IUCN categories locally, we 
recommend classifying the Grand 
Cayman Parrot as Vulnerable and the 
Cayman Brac Parrot as Endangered. 

Journal of Caribbean Ornithology 
Status of Caribbean Forest Endemics Special Issue 

http://www.birdscaribbean.org/jco/index.php/jco/article/view/407/289
http://www.birdscaribbean.org/jco/index.php/jco/article/view/407/289
http://www.birdscaribbean.org/jco/index.php/jco/article/view/407/289
file:///C:/Users/jane_nr/Downloads/407-1347-1-PB.pdf


World Wetlands Day falls on the 2nd  

February this year, and as the theme 

is Urban Wetlands, this is a great 

opportunity to celebrate the wetlands 

that are intrinsically linked to life in 

the Cayman Islands and the 

numerous services that they provide 

to the whole population. 

 

Protection Against Dangerous 

Weather 

For coastal communities throughout 

the Caribbean, mangroves often 

provide one of the first natural lines 

of defense against storms. So long 

as these coastal habitats are intact, 

the impacts from the high winds, 

waves and storm surge can often be 

mitigated, reducing their effects on 

human habitation. If such habitats 

have been removed, the full force of 

storms will be experienced by those 

without any natural protective barrier, 

endangering lives and property.  

 

Flooding may also be mitigated by 

the presence of low-lying wetlands, 

which occur all over Cayman. 

Mangroves and other wetland 

communities can be seasonally or 

tidally flooded, providing a natural 

basin for both tidal influxes and 

excess rainwater to drain into. 

Without these plains, or the means 

for tidal and rain water to flow freely 

into and out of them, the influx of 

water can cause large-scale flooding 

in urban areas, potentially leading to  

significant property damage and 

considerable disruption. 

water 
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more 
The Importance of Cayman’s  

Urban Wetlands -by Sophie O’Hehir 

Improved Air and Water Quality 

The clear water seen in the North 

Sound in Grand Cayman can, in 

part, be attributed to the surrounding 

mangrove systems. The mangrove 

peats on which these coastal 

ecosystems grow act as a biological 

filtration system, regulating the influx 

of freshwater, absorbing  excess 

nutrients, and other terrestrially 

derived pollutants, before they reach 

open water. Mangrove communities 

support a host of filter feeding epi-

fauna attached to the underwater 

root masses that further contribute to 

improving water quality. Any water 

system connected to mangroves or 

supporting healthy mangrove 

communities benefits from these 

totally free, self-maintaining and 

naturally occurring processes. 

 

Additionally as plants in the Cayman 

Islands photosynthesise in the 

abundant sunlight, they  remove 

carbon dioxide and produce vital 

oxygen, which not only improves air 

quality but also helps counteract 

global warming by removing carbon 

dioxide and storing carbon.  

 

In addition, wetlands also produce a 

lot of moist air through higher levels 

of evaporation, which has a cooling 

effect on the local surroundings. 

When the wind comes from the East 

onto Grand Cayman, the moist air 

produced by the Central Mangrove 

Wetland is carried over the western 

half of the island.  



With the predominately North 

Easterly trade winds the West side of 

the island actually has a cooler, 

wetter climate than the East. 

 

Provision of a ‘Fish Nursery’ 

Many fish species start life as 

juveniles in the safe, food rich, calm 

waters of the protective  mangrove 

root systems before they make their 

way across the adjacent seagrass 

beds to start living as adults on the 

reef. Without a safe place away from 

natural predators and harsh weather 

conditions, fewer individuals of the 

next generation of fish would survive 

to adulthood. The coastal mangroves 

serve as essential juvenile fish 

habitat, replenishing fish stocks for 

Cayman, benefiting fishermen and 

recreational users of the reef. 

 

Aesthetic Value 

The benefits of green spaces in 

urban environments are well 

documented. Wetlands can offer just 

as much biodiversity, recreational 

space and aesthetic pleasure as 

other green spaces in towns and 

cities. The mangroves around 

Camana Bay and Snug Harbour 

provide 
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The Central Mangrove Wetland of Grand Cayman. Photo by Jessica Harvey. 

provide a green backdrop to 

everyday activities. The wetland in 

Barkers National Park is enjoyed by 

both residents and visitors on a daily 

basis as a tranquil place to visit. In 

Little Cayman, the sight of frigate 

birds and red-footed boobies flying 

over Blossom Village would not be 

readily available without the Booby 

Pond and surrounding mangroves. 

While putting a price on the 

recreational value and ecosystem 

services of these wetlands is 

theoretically possible, the actual 

value of green spaces, including 

wetlands, to the improvement of daily 

lives is much harder to estimate, but 

undoubtedly considerable. 

 

A Sustainable Future 

Given the vast benefits and vital role 

that wetlands play in maintaining the 

current way of life for inhabitants of 

the Cayman Islands, the sustainable 

use of wetlands is a priority in 

development planning. Recently, the 

National Conservation Council have 

been working towards identifying key 

areas to nominate for protection, 

ensuring wetlands and their functions 

will continue to benefit everyone in 

the future. 



“Shake Hand” tree is a somewhat 
common name for several different 
plants in Cayman that you do not wish 
to shake hands  with!  
 
Not to be mistaken for Green Thorn 
(Sideroxylon horridum), the Xylosma 
bahamense is easily recognized by its 
relatively small size, its differently 
shaped leaves and its branching spines 
directly from the trunk. See the images 
below. Shake Hand can be found both 
on the Mastic Trail and in the Queen 
Elizabeth Botanic Park but is otherwise 
infrequent in Cayman, inhabiting areas 
with 
 

KNOW YOUR NATIVES 
Xylosma bahamense 
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with rocky forest at lower elevations. 
 
The trunk of the Shake Hand is usually 
straight with branching near the top. 
The bark is often colonised by moss and 
grey lichens and leaves are typically 
shiny and eye-catching but fruit and 
flowers are rarely seen. 
 
This plant is listed as endangered and 
can be found in Cayman, Cuba and the 
northern Bahamas. We recommend you 
enjoy this plant from a distance and 
watch where you place your hands! For 
more information see: CaymANNature. 

Green Thorn left and Shake Hand right. Note that only the Shake Hand has spines protruding straight 
from the trunk itself. Photos by Ann Stafford. 

http://caymannature.blogspot.com/2013/09/spiny-confusem-and-shake-hand-trees.html
http://caymannature.blogspot.com/2013/09/spiny-confusem-and-shake-hand-trees.html

