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Tern Monitoring and
Protected Area Management
Two small cays off the coast of Grand
Cayman were nominated for protection
by the DoE under Part 3 of the National
Conservation Law (NCL) in 2016 and
2018.
Vidal Cay, also known as Barkers Cay
(see the image below) has since then
become a protected area. This small
emergent rock islet in the westernmost
North Sound, offshore from the Barkers
peninsula, is owned by the Crown and
supports the only known breeding
colony of Bridled terns (Onychopryon
anaethetus) in the Cayman Islands.
The Cay is a small (approx. 100 x 65 ft.)
oval rocky mound, sparsely vegetated
due to constant saltwater spray. Its
conservation value lies primarily in the
tern colony it supports, and in its
cultural value as a landmark in the
North Sound.

Top: Bridled tern in flight photographed by Mark Orr. Middle: Location of Vidal Cay.
Bottom: Full view of Vidal Cay from the North Sound. Barkers is to the left (south)
and the fringing reef to the right (north).
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Sand Cay, is also a small Crown-owned
emergent rock but with a sand-bank
islet. It is located at the end of the
western entrance to the South Sound
and is surrounded by spiraling reef to
the west and the south.
Sand Cay has yet to become a
terrestrially protected area (TPA) and is
nominated because it is the site of a
Least tern (Sternula antillarum)
breeding colony and because it is a
prominent part of the landscape in
South Sound. Sand Cay is, like Vidal Cay,
also sparsely vegetated - mostly by the
invasive Scaevola (S. taccada).
Because Sand Cay moves significantly
and changes size and shape in response
to storm waves, the TPA includes
surrounding marine habitat sufficient to
encompass all historic locations and
configurations of the cay (defined by
aerial photography since 1971). This is
defined as a circle of 400 ft. (122 m.)
radius with the boundary of the TPA
represented by the yellow circle, see
image on the right.

Top: Least tern photographed by Denny Swaby. Middle: Location and extent of Sand Cay.
Bottom: Full view of Sand Cay from the South Sound facing west.
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Both cays, once fully protected, will
require Management Plans, developed
with input from public consultations,
according to Section 10 of the NCL. As
both cays largely remain in their natural
states and both are so small, the
particular management requirements
are expected to be minimal.
The main task concerns monitoring the
tern colonies during their annual
breeding season. While the terns reside
in Cayman only in the summer months
(from April to September) their main
breeding period runs from May-July
(inclusive).

After 20 minutes the survey was
complete for Vidal Cay and 28 individual
eggs were counted. This constitutes at
least 56 adults, which compares well
with previous observations by Jane of
52 flying adults earlier in the season.
Moving to Sand Cay, the same team
discovered a much larger colony of
breeding Least terns in the South Sound.
Armed with flagging pins, we went
ashore on Sand Cay hoping to mark
nests in the sand as we went along. It
was quickly apparent that the density of
nests was much higher than on Vidal
Cay.

Enforcement officers Chadd Bush and
Casey Keller assisted Research Officer
Jane Haakonsson in the initial DOE
population assessment of both species.
Approaching the cays by boat, we
carefully measured the distance at
which the colonies flew off their nesting
grounds in order to inform pending
regulations to minimise disturbance
during nesting season. Starting with
Vidal Cay, Casey and Jane quickly
discovered the first nests and moved
around the cay in a careful and
systematic manner, using a clicker every
time a nest was detected.
The Bridled tern lays a single egg, often
in a sheltered spot, out of the way of
the sun and the wind under ledges of
karst. However, to our surprise some
eggs were completely exposed to the
elements, bared on the rocks and
somewhat camouflaged by their
speckled appearance.

Top: A single egg on bare rock constitutes a nest
for the Bridled tern. Below: A somewhat more
sheltered nest showing the great camouflage
against the substrate.

Flicker Bulletin # 43 – AUG / SEP 2019

The Least tern nests are barely more
than small indentations in the sand. No
nesting material marks the nesting
event and as such we had to move with
extreme care, placing the pins carefully
by each detected nest.
Least terns lay one to three eggs per
nest, with most of the nests containing
two eggs each. We discovered that
largely the eastern upper ridge of Sand
Cay constituted the main nesting site for
the colony.

resulting 224 adult birds seem to be on
the higher end of previously known
counts.
The TRU will continue to monitor the
tern populations and will feed future
trends into the active management
plans for both cays. If you have any
questions about the surveys, feel free to
contact the editor (page 2).

After a few minutes we found our first
chick and then discovered several more;
often a pair was sitting vulnerably
behind bigger rocks or coconuts that
had washed ashore.
After 28 minutes we were done and had
counted a total of 112 nests. The
resulting

Top: A single camouflaged Least tern chick, taking whatever shelter is offered by the rubble.
Bottom: There are five individual Least tern nests in this picture –can you find them all?
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On July 25-29, BirdsCaribbean held their
22nd
international
meeting
in
Guadeloupe, themed:
“Keeping Caribbean birds aloft”

Every two years this nonprofit
organisation attracts bird educators,
conservationists and scientists from all
over the Caribbean to share research,
work experience, and observations.
With more than 80,000 local people
participating
in
BirdsCaribbean
programmes each year, this NGO greatly
facilitates working groups throughout
the Caribbean. This is particularly the
case as we are all striving toward the
same goals and face very similar issues.

All delegates enjoyed workshops, panel
discussions, working group meetings
and presentations for five 12+ hour
days! Please find the programme and
abstracts here. Topics included survey
design, the latest in Motus tower
technology, effects of hurricane Irma
and Maria and how to prepare
conservation actions to mitigate natural
disasters, to mention but a few. Sessions
also included Caribbean endemics,
invasive species and control efforts and
the illegal trade of Caribbean birds.
At this year’s meeting, the Cayman
Islands was represented by Terrestrial
Resources Unit’s Jane Haakonsson and
seabird expert Rhiannon Austin. We
presented our ongoing population
assessments of Red-footed boobies
(Sula sula) and Magnificent frigatebirds
(Fregata magnificens) using drone
technology, as well as our camera
tracking work on the Brown booby (Sula
leucogaster) colony on Cayman Brac.
This work is carried out in conjunction
with Liverpool University as part of our
recent Darwin Plus grant (DPLUS044).

Developing Population Monitoring
Methods for Arboreal Seabirds
Jane Haakonsson

Jeremy Olynik, Federico De Pascalis, Jonathan Green,
Rhiannon Austin
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The conference was also a rare
opportunity
to
network
with
international colleagues to create the
basis for future collaborations.

This meeting is also used as a forum to
run training workshops on topics related
to bird conservation, education,
management and research.
BirdsCaribbean has not only a number
of active Working Groups and
Programmes such as the Caribbean
Waterbird Census Programme, it also
publishes The Journal of Caribbean
Ornithology (JCO) and a monthly
newsletter. The JCO is a refereed
scientific journal and an excellent
resource for getting your research out
into the public domain.

The Parrot Working Group is one such
example (see above). Chaired by Ms.
Haakonsson, the working group brought
together parrot researchers from Cuba,
the U.S., Trinidad & Tobago, the DR,
Bonaire, Dominica, St. Lucia and St.
Vincent. With several similar objectives,
agreed further studies and a new
platform for sharing of information, we
can move forward ensuring that our
conservation resources can be spent
with the highest chances of success.
Sharing results (including failed
projects) is likely to save critical time for
these important and iconic island
endemics.
BirdsCaribbean
is
an
excellent forum for this ongoing
exchange.

With assistance from the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, BirdsCaribbean has
sponsored the publication of many local
bird field guides and is a constant
source of educational material for
schools and the general public.
Thanks ever so much to BirdsCaribbean
for
encouraging
Caribbean-wide
participation which is so important for
resource managers. If you are simply
interested in birds check out the many
ways in which you can get involved.
Learn more at www.birdscaribbean.org
or find “Birds Caribbean” on Facebook
and on Twitter @BirdsCaribbean.

A group shot of some of the delegates at BirdsCaribbean 2019.
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Praying Mantis in Cayman
-by Sophie O’Hehir

The order mantodea is a distinctive
group of insects. This triangular head,
elongated prothorax and most obviously
their raptorial front legs which usually
are held bent, as if they are in prayer,
giving them their common name
'praying mantis'.
While mantises do not pose any threat
to humans (apart from a pinch from the
strong forelegs legs equipped with
spikes), they have proven they are the
most versatile predators of the insect
world. In laboratory settings they will
recognise and predate upon previously
unknown prey items. In the wild, the
newest observation of deliberate and
adaptive predation was made last year.
In India, the giant Asian mantis
(Hierodula tenuidentata) has been
observed fishing in a pond from a lily
pad. The 2018 paper adds fish to the
known prey list of mantis which
includes hummingbirds, frogs and small
lizards!

Their aerial movement has been studied
to learn how they are able to reach their
target with a high degree of accuracy
when jumping. Using their advanced
vision to gauge the distance of the
jump, they curl up their abdomen to
adjust their centre of mass, jump and
while in the air rotate their abdomen
and legs at a rate of about 2.5 times per
second to keep themselves on target.
The studies of eyesight and movement
of mantis, published in 2018 by the
University of Newcastle and 2015 by the
University of Cambridge respectively,
have supplied opportunities for
engineers to improve the capabilities of
robotics. As insects have a smaller
nervous system to process images and
movement, applying this to robots could
lead to similar capability but requiring
less processing power.

In
addition
to
top
predator
performance, mantises are also
incredibly agile for an insect. Their
vision is stereo, allowing them the
ability to gauge depth and 3D structures
like humans. They are the only insect
known to be able to do so.
This is a case of convergent evolution,
with mantis using movement and
change over time to detect the image in
comparison to humans who match up
details to process the image.

Specimen of praying mantis at the
Department of Environment’s insectarium.
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The most infamous trait of mantis,
however, is the trait of sexual
cannibalism that has been used in many
fictional stories and media.
The reality is that not all species of
mantis cannibalise their mates, and it
only occurs in 13-28% of encounters
when they do. When it does happen, it
is because the female expends so much
energy in producing the ootheca (egg
case) that any available protein is very
useful for the survival of the offspring.
A study by Macquarie University found
that females with developing young
pass a high proportion of amino acids
onto their progeny, and those who
engage
in
sexual
cannibalism
subsequently produce more eggs.
The media portrays female praying
mantis as “femme fatal” figures, but in
reality the cannibalism events are more
of an extreme form of paternal
investment in the offspring.

In the Cayman Islands, no mantis
species
has
been
formally
identified. The specimen records
show that mantises have been
found in several districts in Grand
Cayman, but there seems to be no
formal records from Little Cayman
or Cayman Brac. If you have a good
quality photo or other evidence of a
praying mantis in the Sister Islands,
please contact the editor (details on
page 2).
If you are looking for mantises, it
can be quite difficult, as they go by
the predator rule of usually being
solitary. Their adaptive nature
means they can be sighted in many
habitats, deep in the dry forests or
in a plant pot on a porch. So long as
there are insects worth eating,
there is a chance of seeing a mantis.
In any natural area, especially those
not
treated
with
chemical
pesticides, they will usually be
between knee-height and the top
canopy looking for prey.

This picture is from ‘Photographs of the Wildlife of Grand Cayman’ by Richard Ground, 1989.
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Green Iguana Cull Update
After a sustained surge in cull numbers
through a hot and mostly dry June, rainy
season weather turned against the
cullers in July with sustained hard
rainfall keeping the iguanas inactive and
the cullers indoors. Week 37 of the cull
turned in only 9,232 culled iguanas –
the lowest weekly count since the cull
began. However, with all the weekly ups
and downs, the cull passed an
impressive 800,000 mark in early July
just as the first new hatchlings for the
year began to emerge.
Now the cull will have to fight to keep
ahead of the surge of hatchling
emergence, which could be substantial
as it represents the reproductive power
of the population that was still alive in
May, when numbers of reproductive
adults were significantly higher than
now.
Preparations are now under way for the
annual survey of the Grand Cayman
green iguana population, which takes
place every August. The Terrestrial
Research Unit will be visiting 158 points
throughout the island, collecting
records of the number of iguanas
detected at each point, their age class
and distance from the point center. This
information will be analysed to estimate
the population density and the total
population size. After assessing the
maximum, minimum and most likely
August 2019 estimate it can then be
compared to the ~1.3 million iguanas
that were estimated in August 2018.

Meanwhile, on the Sister Isles, DoE
intern Tanya Laaser and National Trust
volunteers continue together the
challenging task of spotting and
capturing the occasional green iguanas
that make it to Little Cayman on barge
shipments and by other accidental
transport routes.
A similar volunteer network on Cayman
Brac responds to more numerous
sightings of green iguanas, supported by
regular visits from TRU staff. Night
searches invariably turn up most
captures in the Spot Bay area, and green
iguanas have, by now, been spotted and
culled over several locations on Cayman
Brac.
On both Sister islands, timely reports by
residents who see a green iguana are
critical to an effective response, and onisland volunteer teams (some with
licensed air rifle owners on call) are the
front line in an effort to halt an
otherwise inevitable population surge.
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
Turnera triglandulosa

Listed as Data Deficient under the IUCN
Red List of Threatened Species, Turnera
triglandulosa has a highly restricted
range but is found on all three Cayman
Islands.
It appears to occur in a clustered and
sparsely distributed population, with
main records being from disturbed
ground near coastal roads and dry
woodland.
While its main needs include research
(on its status and distribution), ex situ
propagation and habitat protection is of
key importance for this species as it is
likely under severe threat from ongoing
development.

Clearly resembling the related Cat Bush
(Turnera ulmifolia), triglandulosa can be
recognised by its longer and narrower
leaves. It is an upright shrub with
straight slender stems and can grow up
to 1.5 m tall (approx. 5 ft).
Having been successfully propagated in
the Queen Elizabeth II Botanic Park, this
plant is both salt and drought tolerant
and has the added benefits of attracting
butterflies, particularly the Mexican
Fritillary (Euptoieta hegesia).

Turnera triglandulosa found on north and south roadsides of Little Cayman. Photos by Mat Cottam.
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