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Red-footed booby chick has a lucky
start to life.
The Booby Pond Nature Reserve has
been busy over the last several months
and nesting season is finally coming to a
natural end with juvenile red-footed
boobies soaring through the sky over
Little Cayman. However, for one very
lucky little chick, the life of a baby
seabird was not without a dramatic
start.
On January 29th, the Department of
Environment (DoE) intern Tanja Laaser,
was contacted by Greg McTaggart when
a red-footed booby chick was found
along the southern border of the pond
on Guy Banks Road. Another chick had
fallen out of its nest. This one was
probably around 4 weeks old.
As this is a relatively common
phenomenon in seabird colonies, Tanja
previously had help from power plant
staff who operated their crane in earlier
wildlife rescue cases to help chicks back
to safety.

The Beach Resort front loader
was used to try and put the chick back on
the nest.

This time assistance was not available.
She then contacted Little Cayman Beach
Resort whose staff agreed to bring their
front end loader to lift her up while
trying to put the bird back into its nest.
However, it turned out that the nest in
question was guarded by an adult bird
sitting on an even smaller chick!
Trying to put the chick back in another
two nests, Tanja soon realized that the
risk of disturbing or harming other
nesting birds was too great. After a
discussion with DoE on Grand Cayman,
Tanja decided, against all odds, to take
in the baby seabird and try to raise it
herself as a very last resort.
The Terrestrial Research Unit (TRU)
could find no successful records on
hand of anyone trying to raise a baby
booby. It was trial and error from the
get-go, knowing the chances of success
were slim to none.

When a baby bird is unable to go back on its
nest, chances of survival are generally low.
Flicker Bulletin # 42 – JUNE / JULY 2019

During the first week, Tanja kept the
bird at her house and quickly learned
that it mostly slept during the day but
wanted feeding periodically throughout
the night! Squid and ballyhoo, available
at the store in Little Cayman, were cut
in small pieces and placed inside the
chick’s bill as it was unable to take the
food by itself.

Without a wildlife rescue facility at
hand, Tanja built a semi-enclosed
environment by the Booby Pond to
ensure the bird was in natural
surroundings under the circumstances.
However, worrying about predation
from feral cats in the night, Tanja started
bringing the bird to and from the
enclosure on her scooter every day.

The Central Caribbean Marine Institute
on Little Cayman donated lionfish scraps
from their research, in order to increase
the variation in the chick’s diet and a
DoE boat arriving from Grand Cayman
brought tins of Sardines.
At two and a half weeks, the bird was
able to take small pieces of fish by itself
during set feeding times. When it
started walking around the house, Tanja
decided it was time for it to be outside
again.

The booby became accustomed to a particular cardboard box and would be transferred in it daily. A
Sister Island rock iguana was keeping the rescue chick company outside its enclosure by the museum.
Flicker Bulletin # 42 – JUNE / JULY 2019

As the chick kept thriving, Tanja made
efforts to the best of her ability to avoid
imprinting and attachment. She started
making a clicking-noise during feeding
events to associate feeding with a
sound rather than a person.
By seven weeks old, the chick started
becoming very active, climbing trees if
unattended and playing with sticks and
leaves. It was flapping its wings more
and more regularly.
At 15 weeks old it was time for flying
lessons! Tanja and volunteers started
bringing the bird to the Blossom Village
Park dock every day for two weeks and,
little by little, it started taking small
controlled flights.

Eventually the bird was able to take
off on sustained flight and come back
all on its own. It started to take off
around 10am and was gone for most
of the day, but would return straight
into the enclosure by the Booby Pond
to await a feed around 4pm. This
continued for about a week and a half
until the bird no longer returned.
In order to hopefully monitor this
hand-raised red-footed booby and its
survival over time, it was equipped
with a yellow ring on its right leg with
the inscription “P22”.
Little Cayman residents and visitors
alike, please keep an eye out and feel
free to contact the editor (page 2)
should you happen to see “P22”
around, perhaps from the observation
tower at the National Trust house on
Little Cayman.

Tanja Laaser is seen here with “P22” who, equipped with an identifying leg-band, started to fly
around 15 weeks of age.
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Community shapes regulations
The people of the Cayman Islands are
becoming increasingly vocal about
environmental issues, from plastic
pollution to development projects to
invasive species management.
The Department of Environment (DoE)
is often approached by residents who
want to make a change and who seek
advice on how to channel their efforts.
Sometimes this entails proposing a
change to legislation.
In June 2018, Janice Baird came to the
Terrestrial Research Unit (TRU) on
behalf of a small group of residents who
were concerned about the conservation
of Cayman Islands crabs. The group was
called Cayman Crab Conservation and
included Billie Bryan, Jonathan Adam
and Laura Butz.

Worried mainly about the crabs’
population
declines
and
their
vulnerability to unnatural mortality
during spawning events, the group
wondered how to gain community
support for the potential establishment
of effective wildlife corridors for the
crabs. The group was passionate and
willing to spend time and effort to do
something about the problems, but
unsure how to be effective absent a
detailed understanding of crab biology,
or the legislative and planning processes
in Cayman.
Arming the group with the “Land Crab
Action Plan” (2012) and several Flicker
articles (issues# 15, 21 and 31)
describing recent studies on our local
land crabs, they were also given a copy
of the National Conservation Law (NCL,
2013).

This crab is a red-shank land crab, closely related to and sometimes confused with the black land
crab which often appears darker. The red shank is also much smaller and occurs along the dry zone
of sandy beaches and throughout forested areas.
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In order to guide substantial
conservation actions on crabs, a Species
Conservation Plan will need to be
written under the NCL. However, the
absence of the black land crab
(Gecarcinus ruricola) and the red shanks
(Gecarcinus lateralis) from Part 2
protection under the law had been an
obstacle in the process. Only the white
land crab (Cardisoma guanhumi) and
soldier crabs (Coenobita clypeatus) were
listed as protected species and it
seemed appropriate to develop a plan
for all Cayman land crabs.
TRU identified how the group might be
able to help.
To get species added to Part 2 of
Appendix 1 of the NCL, any concerned
citizen does have some scope to act. By
writing to the National Conservation
Council (NCC) referring to section 16(2)
the Council can consider adding species
to Part 2 of the law. “Part 2” species do
not have automatic protection under
the law, but may be offered various
means of protection through a
Conservation Plan.

If Cabinet does approve Council’s
recommendation to add a species to
Part 2, the Council can then propose a
Species Conservation Plan which will set
out rules to protect the species once
the plan has been out for public
consultation and has passed Cabinet
approval (in that order).
Cayman Crab Conservation petitioned
the NCC to move an amendment
forward stating that the two crab
species “are in decline and subject to
possible endangerment and extinction
on island because of loss of habitat,
obstruction of migratory routes, crab
hunting, and use of “crab bait” poisons
in residential developments”.
The concerned residents further asked
that NCC consider the cultural
significance of these species, their
appeal to tourists, their ecological
significance as recyclers and seed
dispersers, and the educational value
related to the species’ ecology.

As the NCC has not set out any
standardized form for such a
submission, the format can be via email
to conservationcouncil@gov.ky. Full
disclosure of the reasons for the request
will be needed.
If the NCC agrees, the Council must seek
Cabinet approval to add the species to
Part 2 of the NCL.

Click here for a pdf copy of the National
Conservation Law, 2013.
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With advice from the DoE, the NCC
decided in February 2019 to forward the
species protection request to Cabinet.
Subsequently, a Cabinet Paper is
currently being prepared for submission
by the Ministry of Environment,
showing that concerned citizens can get
involved and help shape local
conservation laws.
Additionally, at the Council’s February
General Meeting, a group of 51 local
hunters submitted a petition to limit the
game bird hunting seasons.
Concerned that the current hunting
season spills over into breeding season
for the white-winged dove (Zenaida
asiatica), potentially harming fledgling
development, the hunters’ petition to
the NCC seeks to significantly reduce
the open seasons for this species. The
petition seeks to establish a new
hunting season during the months of
August and September, rather than the
current October to March timeframe.
considered

Similarly, the hunting season for the
blue-winged teal (Spatula discors) was
considered insufficient by the hunters to
afford the birds enough recovery time
after these migratory ducks arrive from
their long journeys.
The proposed open season is October to
December, rather than the current
September to April, giving the ducks a
chance to find optimal habitat and
feeding grounds during the rainy
season.
With the sustainable maintenance of
healthy adult game bird populations at
heart, this public petition is another
example of how local expertise and
concern can be incorporated into
regulations. Under section 17 of the
NCL, the NCC began the public
consultation period which will end on
July 15th 2019. The proposal of change
to the Regulations, together with copies
of public input, will be submitted to the
Ministry with a request that the matter
be put before Cabinet for approval.
The TRU would like
to thank both groups
for
their
active
involvement with the
DoE and the NCC, for
taking the time to
understand the legal
framework and for
making efforts to
safe-guard
our
natural heritage for
future generations.

Left: The Public Notice
running for the public
consultation period
ending 15 July 2019.
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Green Iguana Cull Update
Cullers have been bringing in rather
more green iguanas than usual, as the
spring transitions into summer. First,
the leaves falling from the trees at the
end of the dry season made the iguanas
more visible. Second, the weather
turned hotter, making them more active
and third, now the mating season has
begun.
Male iguanas looking for mates seek
exposed areas to survey their
opportunities and size up the
competition. This puts them directly in
the cullers’ sights. Also, the warm
weather appears to have stimulated
previously marginalized iguanas to
migrate into prime territories that have
been almost emptied out by the cullers.
All these factors are currently working
in the cullers’ favour, so rather than the
steadily diminishing returns we might
expect, we are seeing a small surge in
culler success. As we approach the end
of May some 661,000 green iguanas
have been removed from Grand
Cayman and they are being steadily
taken at an average rate of about
17,500 per week.
It is reasonable to expect the next few
months may maintain this trend and
this should then be followed by the late
summer emergence of new hatchlings.
Cullers will have the opportunity to cull
hatchlings in large numbers, which will
hopefully keep us on a trajectory to cull
more than a million iguanas by year’s
end.

We should, however, expect a
significant fall-off towards the end of
the year, when the hatching surge fades,
the weather cools down and the
reduced population becomes less active
and harder to detect. This will mark a
transition into a new phase of the cull,
when we are likely to have to adjust our
cull management strategies to keep up
the pressure.
Looking ahead to 2020, the biology of
green iguanas gives us every reason not
to be complacent about our success so
far.
We are releasing the iguanas from the
competitive pressures of the previously
dense population. We should expect the
surviving iguanas to grow faster, breed
more prolifically and continue to adjust
their behaviour to evade cullers. Clearly,
next year’s culling effort must be
powerful and effective enough to
overwhelm any “push back” and
maintain the rapid downward trend in
iguana numbers over time.
Registration continues to be open for
Caymanians to join during working
hours at the reception facility at the
entrance to the landfill. Cull training
opportunities are also available for
Caymanians who wish to become cullers
but who need to learn the skills and
practices.
Contact Cornwall Consulting at 9491544 or 769-8888, or info@cornwall.ky
for more information.
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KNOW YOUR NATIVES
Salvia caymanensis

Also known as Cayman sage, the Salvia
caymanensis is critically endangered on
the IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species. This plant was actually
considered extinct since 1967 but was
rediscovered in 2007 in two widely
spaced locations on Grand Cayman
only. It was found along the Queens
Highway as well as on South Church
Street in South Sound, although this
second population does not match
entirely the herbarium specimens
collected in the 1960s and could
represent another species altogether.
Unfortunately, the wild individuals have
been lost again since 2006 and this
species exists now mainly in cultivation.

The Cayman sage is easily recognized by
its beautiful purple flowers and bushlike appearance. It is an erect herb that
reaches about 1m. (3.2ft.) and has
strongly aromatic grey-green leaves.
As approximately 9,000 seeds are now
at Kew’s Millennium Seed Bank (MSB)
for long-term storage (and also
deposited at the Queen Elizabeth II
Botanic Park on Grand Cayman), the
plant is considered saved from
extinction. However, a wild population
in situ would have to be protected and
monitored closely due to the transient
nature of this species and its preference
for disturbed sandy coastal patches and
potentially dormant seeds.

The Cayman sage is here seen with its beautiful purple flowers, to size, and in a garden setting in its
entirety. Photos by Mat Cottam.
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