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The Cayman Islands are most often 
associated with rich marine life and the 
opportunity to have incredible dive 
experiences. However, relatively 
recently our terrestrial ecosystems and 
fauna and flora have received more 
attention. Or have they? 
 
We all know about the parrots, the 
iguanas (good and bad) and some 
people may even know a thing or two 
about our endemic plants. But so far 
very little has been done to study or 
fully document our local Caymanian 
macrofungi, or what most of us know as 
“mushrooms”.  
 
I, the editor, have always been 
fascinated with wild mushrooms, 
perhaps due to hearing adults  warning 
me of dangerous poison as a child! I 
have since continued to make special 
notice of the mushrooms I would come 
across over the past ten years in 
Cayman. It was not until recently, 
however, that I connected with another 
mushroom fan, Dr. Alan R. Franck, 
Curator of Florida International 
University.  
 
While Alan is a cactus expert, he is also 
a mycologist with specialty in DNA 
extraction and systematics. Through 
assisting Alan with a revision of 
Pilosocereus in the Caribbean (see 
paper here), we decided to start a large-
scale study of the macrofungi across all 
three Cayman Islands with the hope of 
cataloguing this vast diversity. 
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Macrofungi study takes off! 
 

Clathrus crispus, a fairly common and 
conspicuous fungus in the Caribbean.  

Photo by Jane Haakonsson. 

Perhaps one reason this field is so 
heavily understudied is the intricacies 
and difficulties involved in the correct 
identification of individual macrofungi. 
It is inherently troublesome! 
 
Simply taking a photo of a mushroom 
in-situ is rarely sufficient for more than 
genus level placement, if that. To place 
a specimen, several details can have 
importance including the substrate 
upon which it grows and its growth 
habit. Some are found as individuals but 
they often occur in groups of two or 
more in characteristic relationships to 
one another and are classed as 
“gregarious”. Some may share a 
common base while others have 
individual stems but occur in large 
quantities together, sometimes referred 
to as growing in a “troop”.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334637489_Revision_of_Pilosocereus_Cactaceae_in_the_Caribbean_and_northern_Andean_region
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334637489_Revision_of_Pilosocereus_Cactaceae_in_the_Caribbean_and_northern_Andean_region
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334637489_Revision_of_Pilosocereus_Cactaceae_in_the_Caribbean_and_northern_Andean_region
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334637489_Revision_of_Pilosocereus_Cactaceae_in_the_Caribbean_and_northern_Andean_region
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334637489_Revision_of_Pilosocereus_Cactaceae_in_the_Caribbean_and_northern_Andean_region


Photos of the underside and close-ups 
of the stem are important. Are gills 
present or absent? Are they 
inconsistently spaced and shallow (like 
in the presumed Cantharellus 
coccolobae? (below): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Or are they deep and more evenly 
spaced in the presumed Lactifluus 
below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Are the gills “bleeding” latex if damaged 
and if so, what does it look like?  
The gills are also referred to, more 
generally, as lamellae and they are 
inherently diagnostic features. 
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A helpful tool is to cut a longitudinal 
section of the individual fungus to 
reveal e.g. a hollow stem, colour 
changes, rounded edges or latex 
production. Another advantage of this is 
that the specimen will dry out faster, 
which is especially helpful for fleshy 
specimens. Fleshy fungi can be cut into 
fours down each half of the cap (see 
below) to assist in the drying process.   
 

Photo by Jane Haakonsson 
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Another characteristic useful in the 
identification process is… taste! 
When I was advised that taking the 
smallest nibble and spitting it out  
(rinsing with water) is a method 
considered safe by mycologists, I was 
reminded of the old joke that:  
 

“All mushrooms are edible.  
At least once!”  

 
Apparently, slightly acidic and/or bitter 
tastes are indicative of certain groups.  
 
Besides looking purely at specimen 
characteristics, including taste and 
scent, the habitat is important too. For 
the mycorrhizal fungi (the ones that 
have symbiotic relationships with 
plants), it is good to record nearby 
plants and trees and overall species 
compositions.  
Time of year is also important, as is 
rainfall and temperature, to better 
understand the fungi’s cycle of spore 
release and spore germination. 

Two magnificent looking specimens of macrofungi found in primary dry forests in Little Cayman.  
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Once specimens are collected they must 
be fully dried out in a dehydrator with 
heat less than 65C/150F. Air-
conditioning and refrigeration can help 
slow down the decomposition process 
before drying. Ideally drying should 
happen quickly, particularly to prevent 
insect larvae from destroying larger 
specimens. If put in plastic containers, 
including zip-locks, while still retaining 
moisture, most specimens will spoil 
rapidly. 
 
Thorough investigation of relationships 
and identification requires DNA 
extraction. It is therefore necessary 
Shipment of dried speciemens 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Old and young specimens of macrofungi found in primary dry forest on Little Cayman. 
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to ship specimens from Cayman which 
is a somewhat delicate affair. DNA 
extraction of current and future 
collections will be carried out by Dr. 
Franck at Florida International 
University and analysis will be done in 
conjunction with extensive reviews of 
Caribbean and Neotropical literature 
especially. Comparative analysis with 
study specimens from other herbaria is 
likely to prove useful also. 
 
Should you have any further questions 
about this (or other) projects, please do 
not hesitate to contact the editor (page 
2). 
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On November 22, 2019, I was leading a 
group of visitors on a multi-stop birding 
tour of Grand Cayman. Our trip began 
with enjoyable visits to Governor Gore’s 
Bird Sanctuary and Meagre Bay Pond, 
followed by a tour of the Botanic Park, 
where we recorded most of Cayman’s 
endemic woodland species.  We then 
visited Handel Whittaker’s estate, 
where a multitude of West Indian 
Whistling Ducks had my guests in awe. 
Malportas Pond was the last stop on 
our itinerary. I had a tip from fellow 
birder Peter Davey that the previous 
day he had recorded several interesting 
species at the site, including a pair of 
American Avocet, a rare, transient 
migrant in Cayman. My guests were 
keen to look for these beautiful birds, 
but there was no guarantee we would 
find them. With mid-day approaching, 
heat was a concern and if the birds 
were not there the result might be a 
disappointing end to our tour.  

A pair of American White Pelicans photographed by Denny Swaby. 
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American White Pelicans visit Cayman –
First recording in over 40 years! 

By Stuart Mailer, Environmental Programmes Manager, National Trust 
 

 As we turned into the entrance road to 
Malportas Pond, I pointed out the large 
orange balls on the overhead power 
lines. I explained how, in 2014, a flock 
of 13 flamingoes had arrived one night. 
Sadly, 5 died after hitting the wires as 
they descended. Our utility provider had 
subsequently installed the balls at the 
request of DOE to reduce the possibility 
of a recurrence.  The surviving 
flamingos, an exceedingly rare bird in 
Cayman, remained at Malportas for 
many months. One carried a leg band 
which confirmed the flock had 
dispersed from a breeding population in 
Yucatan, Mexico.  
When we arrived at the pond, 
numerous birds could be seen wading in 
the shallow water. Some were very 
distant, so I began to set up my 
telescope to confirm the birds’ 
identities. While I was adjusting the 
scope, one of my guests casually asked, 
“Do you have White Pelicans here”?  



I started to tell him no and that what he 
was seeing would be Brown Pelicans. At 
the same time I looked up in the sky 
and there, only a few hundred feet 
away, were a pair of huge white birds 
with black flight feathers and massive 
orange bills. They rapidly descended 
and in moments settled out of sight 
behind a mangrove islet. From their 
overall appearance, they were 
undoubtedly pelicans, but White 
Pelicans? They don’t occur here!  
My first thought was that it must have 
been a trick of the light, causing Brown 
Pelicans to appear white. I grabbed my 
copy of Sibley’s “Field Guide to Birds of 
Eastern North America” and turned to 
the page illustrating both species of 
North American pelicans. Based on the 
appearance and size differential, there 
was no doubt that these were indeed 
American White Pelicans and two of my 
guests had managed to take 
photographs to prove it.  
Vaguely recalling that there had been a 
previous sighting many years ago, I 
referred to our local field guide, Patricia 
Bradley’s “A Photographic Guide to the 
Birds of the Cayman Islands” which 
confirmed one previous recording in 
1977, some 42 years ago. When I 
relayed this information to my guests 
they were euphoric that we had made 
this very brief but amazing sighting. The 
next step was to call local eBird 
administrator Christine Rose-Smyth to 
let her know about the arrival of the 
pelicans. She in turn sent out an email 
to notify our local community of birders 
and nature photographers.     
After a few minutes the pelicans, which 
had disappeared behind the islet, swam 
back into view and made their way 
across to the far side of the lake. This 
gave my entire group the opportunity to 
take more photographs and get 
excellent views of the pelicans through 
the scope.  
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While at Malportas pond, we also 
observed several other bird species 
included our primary target, the 
American Avocet. Far from 
disappointing, our Malportas stop 
turned out to be the highlight of the 
trip!  
(As a footnote, following our report of this 
sighting, National Trust volunteer Nick Ebanks 
submitted to eBird that he had observed two 
White Pelicans flying overhead in South Sound 
the previous evening).    

 
To learn more about the birds of 
Malportas Pond visit the eBird Hotspot 
page for the pond here. To visit 
Malportas, the National Trust’s newest 
reserve, turn off North Side Road onto 
Splendid View Boulevard, and follow it 
to the end. For birding tours with Stuart 
Mailer contact the National Trust at 
749-1130 or tours@nationaltrust.org.ky 
 
      
 

FACTS: American White Pelican  
Pelecanus erythrorhynchos 

 
• A typical weight of 16.4 lbs., given by 

Sibley     is twice that of the Brown Pelican, 
while Wikipedia reports that their weight 
can reach 30 lbs. 

 
• Wingspan of up to 10ft is exceeded in 

North America only by the California 
Condor 

 
• Feeds on small fish, crayfish & amphibians 
 
• Unlike the Brown Pelican, the White  

Pelican does not dive for food,  but scoops 
fish into the bill, which it turns downwards 
to drain, then raises to swallow 

 
• Known to be a kleptoparasite, stealing 

food from other birds  
 
• Nests in brackish and freshwater lakes in 

inland North America 
 
• Generally avoids flight over open ocean in 

migration, but occasionally recorded in 
Caribbean  after being blown off-course by 
hurricanes 

https://www.amazon.com/Sibley-Field-Guide-Eastern-America/dp/0307957918
https://www.amazon.com/Sibley-Field-Guide-Eastern-America/dp/0307957918
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/shop/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/shop/
https://ebird.org/home
https://ebird.org/hotspot/L1061301
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/malportas-pond/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/contact/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/contact/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/contact/
mailto:tours@nationaltrust.org.ky
mailto:tours@nationaltrust.org.ky
mailto:tours@nationaltrust.org.ky
mailto:tours@nationaltrust.org.ky
mailto:tours@nationaltrust.org.ky


You might think that after more than 
twenty years and the milestone 
achievement of 1,000 Blue Iguana 
releases into wild reserves that the Blue 
Iguana Recovery Programme (BIRP) 
could sit back and say “Job done!”  
Nothing could be further from the truth, 
or more likely, to risk reversal of the 
conservation gains won with so much 
effort on the part of the many partners, 
volunteers and supporters of BIRP.  
 
One of the reasons for the BIRP success 
has been the adoption of a rigorous 
planning process involving continuous 
updating of longer five-year plans 
coupled with shorter less formal plans.  
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Workshop Planning for Blue Iguana 
Conservation Future 

By Christine Rose-Smyth – SSAP Secretariat 

 
 

Blue Iguana on land recently purchased by 
the RSPB with the aid of Rainforest Trust 

and added to the Salina Reserve.  
 

In September, the programme brought 
together the largest assembly of BIRP 
partners and expertise in 10 years for a 
four-day workshop to commence work 
on the 2020-2025 Strategic Species 
Action Plan. 
 
The first day saw most of the local and 
overseas stakeholders participate in an 
orientation trip to the National Trust’s 
Salina and Colliers protected areas. For 
some, despite years of involvement in 
the programme, this was their first 
sighting of a wild Blue Iguana in suitable 
breeding habitat.  Afterwards BIRP staff 
gave a tour of the captive breeding 
facility located within the Botanic Park.  
 

Dr. Paul Calle and Dr. Ken Conley of the Wildlife 
Conservation Society. Having played a major role 
in the identification of the Helicobacter disease, it 

was a particular treat for Ken to see a wild Blue 
for the first time.  

 

https://www.facebook.com/BlueIguanaConservation/
https://www.facebook.com/BlueIguanaConservation/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/salina-reserve/
https://nationaltrust.org.ky/our-work/environmental/colliers-wilderness-reserve/
http://www.botanic-park.ky
http://www.botanic-park.ky
http://www.botanic-park.ky
https://www.wcs.org
https://www.wcs.org


They were also able to see the effects of 
a burgeoning human population 
bringing inevitable increases in 
domestic non-native plants and animals 
as well as construction and traffic ever 
closer to the reserves. 
 
The workshop continued with sessions 
and breakout groups to refine the vision 
of the BIRP, update and develop 
objectives for habitat management, 
understand the breeding and dispersal 
of the wild populations and find 
solutions to the increasing threats to 
Blue Iguana survival from invasive 
species and disease. Planning for 
biosecurity and nutrition efficiencies 
were considered alongside public 
outreach and education. 
 
The workshop welcomed back iguana 
specialists and partners: Tandora Grant, 
Conservation Program Specialist in 
populationan 

Population Sustainability, San Diego Zoo 
and AZA SSP Coordinator, and 
Population Management Advisor to 
BIRP; Dr. Paul P. Calle, Chief 
Veterinarian, and Dr. Ken Conley Senior 
Pathologist, Wildlife Conservation 
Society, New York; Dr. Mark Welch, 
Mississippi State University, who works 
on evolutionary and conservation 
genetics of the Blue Iguana, the Sister 
Island Rock Iguana and other Caribbean 
iguanas; Kelly Bradley, Conservation 
Biologist, Fort Worth Zoo who leads the 
Anegada iguana programme for the 
National Parks Trust of the Virgin 
Islands; Jeff Lemm, husbandry specialist 
at the Conservation Program Specialist 
San Diego Zoo Institute for Conservation 
Research.  
Dr. Stesha Pasachnik, Conservation 
Biologist, Fort Worth Zoo and co-chair 
IUCN Iguana Specialist Group (ISG) and 
International Iguana Foundation joined 
the group for the first time.  
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We were fortunate to be able to engage 
professional facilitator Dr. Kathy 
Traylor-Holzer of the IUCN Conservation 
Planning Specialist Group to direct the 
intensive brainstorming and lively 
discussions.   
 
Contributing from the Department of 
Environment were: Director Gina 
Ebanks-Petrie, Deputy Director Tim 
Austin, Terrestrial Research Unit 
members Fred Burton (formerly the 
director of BIRP), Jane Haakonsson, 
Sophie O’Hehir, Tayvanis Oyog and 
Vaughn Bodden as well as John 
Bothwell. DoE intern and programme 
coordinator of the NTCI Green Iguana 
B’Gonna in Little Cayman, Tanja Laaser, 
was also able to join the workshop.   
Other local stakeholders and volunteers 
were: John Lawrus, general manager of 
the Queen Elizabeth II Botanic Park; 
Andrew Bitmead, BVSc, veterinarian at 
Islands Veterinary Services and Laura 
Pageon, DVM, Diplomate, ACVP, 
Assistant Professor of Veterinary 
Pathology, School of Veterinary 
Medicine, St. Mathews  

Medicine, St. Matthew's University;  
National Trust NTCI participants:  
Executive Director Nadia Hardie, 
Environmental Programmes Manager, 
Stuart Mailer and BIRP staff Luke 
Harding, Alberto Estevanovich and Joe 
Jamieson.    
 
In addition to delivering the 2020-2025 
Plan the exercise will update the 
National Biodiversity Action Plan 2009 
for Blue Iguana. The workshop was the 
first element of a key outputs of the 
National Trust’s “Transitioning the Blue 
Iguana Recovery Programme to sustain 
conservation success” project funded by 
Darwin Plus, the UK Overseas Territories 
Environment and Climate Fund.  
 
The development of the Plan will 
continue through online conferencing 
and the draft plan will be evaluated and 
agreed at a meeting to be held in the 
second half of 2020. 
 
The Darwin Plus Initiative implements 
the U.K. Department for Environment 
Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA) 25 Year 
Environment Plan to maintain and 
improving biodiversity in UK Overseas 
Territories. 
 

The Darwin Plus Project for the Blue Iguanas 
can be found here.  
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Luke Harding (middle) greatly benefitted from 
meeting all stakeholders in person as he is the 

new manager of BIRP. 

https://www.darwininitiative.org.uk/project/funding-scheme/darwin-plus/
https://www.darwininitiative.org.uk/project/funding-scheme/darwin-plus/


Since the launch of the Parrot Amnesty, 
the Terrestrial Research Unit (TRU) has 
had overwhelming support for the 
project from all corners of Cayman. 
Now this includes a local business as 
well. 
 
Mariner Surf Co was founded in 2015 by 
best friends Jonathan Crossan and Mica 
Koll who are both Caymanians that 
grew up surfing and enjoying the waters 
around the Cayman Islands.  
 
Mica explains: “The company is based 
on conserving and preserving the 
natural environment of the Cayman 
Islands so all can enjoy it now and for 
years to come. A portion of our sales 
goes towards environmental projects 
that we do directly to impact the 
environment of the Cayman Islands. 
 
“Environmental projects done to date 
include animal conservation signs, 
beach clean ups, kids surf competitions, 
fundraisers and underwater clean ups. 
All our hats and products are limited 
edition and we proudly use local 
photographers’ pictures and paintings 
for each hat design. Each design is 
inspired by the natural beauty of 
Cayman. 
 
“We are both local surfers who grew up 
loving the waves and ocean of Cayman 
and still do. We hope to keep this 
wonderful country pristine and clean 
while at the same time educating the 
younger generation on the importance 
of taking care of the natural 
environment. We are proud to support 
the Cayman Parrot Amnesty by giving 
$2 from each direct hat sale to the 
project.” 
 

Parrot Amnesty coordinator, Jane 
Haakonsson, explains why this initiative 
is so significant:  
“I think we all have a deep 
understanding of what is important 
around us when we are growing up but 
it is not always articulated. Being proud 
of your inheritance, like our National 
Bird, and culturing an understanding 
that help is needed to conserve it and 
then actually doing something about it, 
is a very honorable thing.”  
“The money raised through this new 
collaboration will go directly to better 
the lives of the Cayman Parrots existing 
in captivity; in private homes as well as 
the rescue birds at the Cayman Parrot 
Sanctuary.” 
 
For more information or to purchase 
your own Parrot Amnesty hat, click 
here:  
 
 
Or use marinersurfco345@gmail.com      
             1(345)927-8690. 

The Parrot Amnesty hat design –we love it! 
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Local business supports the parrots  

https://www.facebook.com/pg/MarinerSurfCo/photos/?ref=page_internal
https://www.facebook.com/CaymanParrot/
https://www.facebook.com/CaymanParrot/
mailto:marinersurfco345@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/pg/MarinerSurfCo/photos/?ref=page_internal
https://www.instagram.com/marinersurfco/


 
Tuesday October 29th 2019 marked the 
one year anniversary since the green 
iguana culling program opened its 
counting stations, scales and dumpsters 
at its George Town Land Fill processing 
site! Perhaps even more significantly, 
less than one week earlier the 1 
millionth green iguana was counted into 
the landfill. This was a significant 
achievement for all involved in this 
island-wide effort to reduce these non-
native, invasive and problematic 
iguanas by 1.2 million over 15 months.   
 
As of Saturday November 30th the total 
iguana cull count had reached 
1,085,934 and, based on recent weekly 
culling averages, looks set to reach 
1,125,000 by the end of the calendar 
year, Saturday December 31st.   
 
Weekly average culling rates still remain 
subject to variability based on a number 
of external factors. The Government’s 
own National Community Enhancement 
Project (NICE) seems to be one of those 
variables drawing culling effort away, as 
individuals turn their attention to 
organised community clean ups for two 
weeks or so.  Cold weather, cloudy and 
rainy conditions also seem to influence 
returns, as can be expected.  The 
emergence of this year’s hatchling 
cohorts has helped increase numbers 
over the last few months. With the first 
year’s culling contract drawing to an 
end, it is perhaps interesting to look at 
some of the statistics recorded from the 
daily counts.  
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Green Iguana programme passes  
one year and one million  

By Timothy Austin, Deputy Director, DoE 
 

An eager 470 Caymanians registered as 
cullers, with at least 374 being active 
during the year. More than 88 cullers 
brought in at least 1,000 iguanas each, 
with the top 20 of those cullers (and 
teams) bringing in excess of 10,000 
iguanas each and in many cases 
considerably more.  
 
As iguanas are becoming more scarce, 
feedback from a grateful public on the 
effects since iguana numbers have 
declined are plentiful.  Incentives still 
remain in place to ensure cullers keep 
up their effort.  CI$ 4.50 per iguana 
brought to the site is paid on a two 
weekly basis, with those that meet or 
exceed their agreed commitment quota 
receiving an additional 25 cents per 
iguana at the end of each month. For 
those cullers exceeding their quotas for 
all three months of a quarter, an 
additional 25 cents per iguana is paid  
for their total making it possible to 
receive a maximum of CI$ 5 per iguana.  
 
With the recent passage of the DOE’s 
budget in the Legislative Assembly, 
funding is in place for the programme to 
continue in 2020.  New and innovative 
approaches are being considered by the 
Steering Committee but for the 
immediate future, and while daily 
returns to the landfill remain 
sustainable, the culling programme will 
continue under its existing operational 
model.  
Contact Cornwall Consulting at 949-
1544 or 769-8888, or info@cornwall.ky 
for more information.  

mailto:info@cornwall.ky
mailto:info@cornwall.ky
mailto:info@cornwall.ky


Listed as Endangered under the IUCN 
Red List of Threatened Species, 
Phyllanthus caymanensis has a highly 
restricted range but is found on all three 
Cayman Islands. It was originally 
thought to be endemic to the Sister 
Islands, but has since been found in two 
locations on Grand Cayman. It grows in 
dry shrubland and forest and is found 
only in undisturbed areas. 
 
To conserve this species, research on its 
status and distribution is needed and 
habitat protection is of key importance 
as it is likely under severe threat from 
ongoing deforestation. 
 

KNOW YOUR NATIVES 
Phyllanthus caymanensis 

P. Caymanensis can be recognised as a 
low shrub with an elegant appearance 
of open branching and delicate 
protruding flowers and hanging fruits, 
see below. 
 
Growing up to 2.5 m tall (approx. 8.2 
ft.), this shrub has deciduous branchlets 
with simple leaves. Depending on rain 
patterns, P. Caymanensis sheds leaves 
and branchlets in the dry season. 
  
The global population is thought to be 
around 1,000 individuals but needs an 
updated assessment across all three of 
the Cayman Islands. This endemic plant 
is listed as a Part 2 species under the 
National Conservation Law.  
 

Phyllanthus caymanensis; leaves and flowers.  
Photos by Fred Burton. 
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https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/56500572/56503986
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/56500572/56503986
http://doe.ky/conservation-law/national-conservation-law/
http://doe.ky/conservation-law/national-conservation-law/
http://doe.ky/conservation-law/national-conservation-law/
http://doe.ky/conservation-law/national-conservation-law/
http://doe.ky/conservation-law/national-conservation-law/
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