
BIMONTHLY BULLETIN of the CAYMAN ISLANDS  
DEPARTMENT of ENVIRONMENT‘S  
TERRESTRIAL RESOURCES UNIT 

@ Jane Haakonsson 



The Sister Islands Rock Iguana (Cyclura 
nubila caymanensis) is critically 
endangered due to threats such as 
habitat loss, invasive mammal 
predation, and mortality from traffic 
along roads (Goetz & Burton, 2012).  
 
The last survey of the Sister Islands Rock 
Iguana (SIRI) population in Little 
Cayman, completed in 2015, estimated 
the population size to be 2,915 iguanas 
(95% confidence interval: 1,966 – 4,135) 
(Rivera-Milán et al., 2015). However, as 
threats to the SIRI population have 
increased since 2015, updated 
estimates were needed to inform the 
management of the species.  
From November 13 – 22, 2019, the 
Terrestrial Resources Unit along with 
DoE intern Tanja Laaser and two Little 
Cayman volunteers (Greg McTaggart & 
Tamara Doyle), conducted a distance 
sampling survey across the island to get 
the data needed for this assessment.  
 
.  

Adult un-beaded SIRI and Vaughn Bodden scouting for iguanas with range-finding binoculars on Little 
Cayman. Photos by Jane Haakonsson. 
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Sister Islands Rock Iguana Survey 2019 
 

By Vaughn Bodden 
 

Distance sampling is a method for 
estimating density within a defined area 
which does not assume that detection is 
perfect within that area, relaxing the 
assumption of a traditional plot count 
survey. The main aim of distance 
sampling is to try to estimate a 
detection function which is how the 
detection probability declines with 
distance from a transect line or point 
(Buckland et al., 2001). The data to 
estimate the detection function is 
obtained from recording the distance of 
every iguana from a transect or point. 
This decline in detection probability is 
used to determine what is the effective 
area surveyed (i.e. at what distance is 
the likelihood of seeing an iguana too 
small). Then, the counts along with the 
detection function are used to 
determine density of the surveyed area, 
which can be extrapolated out evenly 
(or based on habitat types) to the entire 
habitable area on the island to get an 
estimate of the total population size. 
  



Using the method described above, the 
population size of SIRI in Little Cayman 
is now estimated to be 1,786 (95% 
confidence interval: 1,274 – 2,576) 
iguanas. This indicates a substantial 
decline from the 2015 and 2014 surveys 
(see figure 1 below).  
Although, there is some overlap in the 
95% confidence intervals, the declining 
trend should hold and is supported by 
external evidence of high traffic 
mortality and feral cat predation.  
 
Iguanas are attracted to roads for 
thermoregulation and social interaction 
which makes them particularly 
vulnerable to vehicle traffic. Traffic 
mortality reports from the last two 
years indicate that at least 40 iguanas 
per year were struck and killed by 
vehicles. Many more road mortalities, 
particularly hatchling and yearling sized 
iguanas, likely go unseen due to being 
scavenged by land crabs and night 
herons.  

Flicker Bulletin # 46 – FEB / MAR 2020 

 
 
 

A hatchling radio tracking study found 
that two out of 18 tagged hatchlings 
(with known fates) were lost due to cat 
(Felis catus) predation (Moss et al., 
2019), while confirmed reports from 
residents of Little Cayman indicate a 
constant loss of hatchlings to cat 
predation.  

Figure 1: SIRI population size comparison between 2014, 2015 and 2019 on Little Cayman.  
Image by Mark Pothier documenting predation event by feral cat, also on Little Cayman. 



Apparent low recruitment levels in the 
population are supported by the 
observed age class distributions from 
each survey (see figure 2 below).  
 
In 2019 hatchlings accounted for only 
4% of our sample while in 2014 & 2015 
they accounted for 19.4% of the 
sample. The future of the SIRI 
population in Little Cayman is at severe 
risk if recruitment does not recover. 
 
Another cause for concern is that the 
estimated population size is likely 
biased due to the even density 
extrapolation across the survey area 
and road bias in the survey design. Most 
transects were placed on roads due to 
accessibility and, because iguanas are 
attracted to roads, the estimated 
density obtained from the model is 
likely biased high (Buckland et al., 
2001).  
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In an attempt to account for the effects 
of roads and habitat type on density, we 
added relevant covariates to the model 
which resulted in a much lower 
population estimate of 886 iguanas 
(95% confidence interval: 144 – 2,473), 
compared to when density is 
extrapolated evenly across the entire 
study area. However, the addition of 
these covariates on abundance 
introduced uncertainty in the model 
and resulted in poor goodness-of-fit test 
statistics so the results should be 
interpreted with caution. The large 95% 
confidence intervals more realistically 
represents our (lack of) knowledge of 
how many animals are using habitat in 
the interior which has limited 
representation in the current survey 
design due to accessibility and time 
constraints. In the next Little Cayman 
survey for SIRI our aim is to increase the 
number of off-road transects to help 
address this unknown.  

Figure 2: Comparison of age structure across the three surveys (2014, 2015 and 2019). What is 
worrying is not only the low number of hatchlings (yellow) but also subadults (grey). This indicates  

low recruitment in the last couple of years. 



Combined, these threats have and will 
continue to cause an unsustainable 
decline in the SIRI population.  
 
The total reproductive output is being 
reduced by high breeding adult 
mortality and recruitment is being 
reduced by high hatchling mortality. The 
key recommendations from this 
assessment are:  
 
(a) Control the feral cat population on 

Little Cayman;  
 

(b) Promote responsible pet cat 
husbandry (i.e. keep pet cats 
indoors);  
 

(c) Use current estimates to highlight 
the need for enforcement of road 
safety laws;  
 

(d) Promote safe driving practices with 
consideration for rock iguanas.  

 
The same threats are also impacting the 
Cayman Brac SIRI population. There are 
management actions required on both 
islands to mitigate these threats and 
safeguard this unique species from 
extinction. 
 
The current population size of SIRI on 
Cayman Brac is unknown but appears to 
be much smaller than that of the Little 
Cayman population size. We plan to 
conduct an assessment for the Cayman 
Brac population in November 2020. Stay 
tuned for an update on those findings. 
 
 

Adult SIRI foot and tail drag print on Little 
Cayman. Photo by Jane Haakonsson. 
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There is still a chance to participate in 
the 11th annual Caribbean Waterbird 
Census (CWC)! Join hundreds of birders 
all over the Caribbean in tracking down 
waterbirds near you this weekend. 
 
More than 185 species of waterbirds 
reside in, or migrate to, the Caribbean. 
Whether endemic and/or globally 
threatened or migratory, all species of 
waterbirds are the object for study 
during this time. Waterbirds can be 
seabirds, wading birds, waterfowl or 
shorebirds –you are sure to know a few 
right away; Magnificent frigatebirds 
(Fregata magnificens), West Indian 
whistling ducks (Dendrocygna arborea) 
and perhaps Blue-winged teal (Anas 
discors) (see front page image by Nicole 
Martin). 
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The 2020 Caribbean Waterbird 
Census 

 

West Indian whistling duck (left) and juvenile frigatebird (right). Juveniles have white heads, adult males 
are entirely black while females have a white chest. Photos by Jane Haakonsson. 

 

The CWC is a programme led by 
BirdsCaribbean. This multi-partner, 
region-wide programme spans many 
communities, individuals and Caribbean 
organisations. The goal is to enhance 
our understanding of waterbirds and 
their range, status and abundance 
throughout the Caribbean in order to 
better conserve and manage these birds 
as well as their habitats. 
 
Waterbirds inhabit areas that are 
increasingly important to human 
civilization. Wetlands, such as 
mangroves, sandy beaches, salt ponds 
and tidal flats protect us from storms 
and floods. In Cayman, such habitats 
provide nurseries for local fish stock, 
they support our economy through 
tourism and they store and sequent 
carbon from the atmosphere to name 
but a few ecosystem services. 

https://www.birdscaribbean.org/category/news/caribbean-waterbird-census/
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/category/news/caribbean-waterbird-census/
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/


Participating in the CWC is easy. For a 
detailed description of logging your 
records please visit here. You need to 
create an eBird account (click here) if 
you haven’t got one already and it is 
important that you log your 
observations as a ‘CWC count’ (see 
screenshot below). 
 
The CWC is designed to encompass 
different levels of complexity which 
means anyone can get involved 
implementing the programme and 
contribute to the overall monitoring. 
This is important as wetlands have 
decreased by 64% globally since 1900. 
Effects of development, degradation, 
pollution and rising sea-levels render 
this group of birds particularly 
vulnerable. Hunting pressures and 
added mortalities from introduced 
predators, such as cats, add to the 
urgency of conservation actions as does 
an increased frequency of hurricanes. 
 
The CWC has already been instrumental 
in identifying and protecting important 
bird areas such as the Bonaire’s Cargill 
Salt Ponds. This area proved to meet 
critera  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Logging your counts and sightings make sure you enter them  as CWC entries. 
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criteria needed for protection as a 
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve 
Network (WHSRN) site of Regional 
Importance as a direct result of CWC 
efforts.  
 
Conversely, it is also important to assess 
if existing protected areas are still 
suitable for waterbirds and if 
management actions are sufficient, or 
perhaps need revision. When 
attempting to understand population 
trends, especially in a small island 
environment where we still have a 
chance to save some of our very limited 
resource of wetlands, knowledge 
generated by programmes such as the 
CWC is invaluable. 
 
On that note, please give the CWC a 
shot and don’t forget to celebrate 
World Wetlands Day on February 2nd. 
“Wetlands and Biodiversity” is the 
theme for 2020’s celebration. Visit your 
favorite wetland and use your social 
media skills to spread the word and 
enjoyment of these important sites with 
 

 #WetlandBiodiversityMatters 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.birdscaribbean.org/our-work/caribbean-waterbird-census-program/count-waterbirds-in-the-caribbean-join-our-region-wide-cwc-count/
https://ebird.org/caribbean/home
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/2018/05/worth-its-salt-bonaires-cargill-salt-ponds-designated-a-shorebird-site-of-regional-significance/
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/2018/05/worth-its-salt-bonaires-cargill-salt-ponds-designated-a-shorebird-site-of-regional-significance/
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/2018/05/worth-its-salt-bonaires-cargill-salt-ponds-designated-a-shorebird-site-of-regional-significance/
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/2018/05/worth-its-salt-bonaires-cargill-salt-ponds-designated-a-shorebird-site-of-regional-significance/
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/2018/05/worth-its-salt-bonaires-cargill-salt-ponds-designated-a-shorebird-site-of-regional-significance/
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/2018/05/worth-its-salt-bonaires-cargill-salt-ponds-designated-a-shorebird-site-of-regional-significance/
https://www.birdscaribbean.org/2018/05/worth-its-salt-bonaires-cargill-salt-ponds-designated-a-shorebird-site-of-regional-significance/
https://www.worldwetlandsday.org/
https://www.worldwetlandsday.org/
https://www.worldwetlandsday.org/
https://www.worldwetlandsday.org/
https://www.worldwetlandsday.org/
https://www.worldwetlandsday.org/
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The Parrot Amnesty project officially began on 
September 1st 2019. Since then the Department 
of Environment’s Terrestrial Resources Unit has 
had an overwhelming response from parrot 
owners across Grand Cayman and Cayman Brac. 
 
This project aims to register all captive Cayman 
Parrots on both islands to allow the 
enforcement of the National Conservation Law 
(2013) (NCL) and enable action on the illegal 
poaching of wild Cayman Parrots. 
 
The registration process involves assigning each 
pet parrot a uniquely numbered leg-band as 
well as an implanted identification chip, called a 
PIT tag (similar to the ID tags used to register 
pet cats and dogs). Every registration is 
accompanied by a health check performed by 
the highly acclaimed avian veterinarian (and 
previous dean of St. Matthew's University 
School of Veterinary Medicine), Dr. Karen 
Rosenthal who is the lead veterinarian on the 
project.  
 
Dr. Rosenthal has been performing health 
screens of all the birds so far and continues to 
provide advice during each visit on how best to 
care 
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THE PARROT AMNESTY PROJECT 
 

care for Cayman Parrots. The service is free of 
charge and helps to ensure that the captive 
birds have optimal conditions and that they are 
living their best possible lives. 
 
An elaborate media campaign using radio and 
TV interviews, newspaper articles, press 
releases, school talks, social media outlets and 
bumper stickers yielded more than 220 birds 
registered or added to the registration list so far. 
Thirteen of these reside on Cayman Brac.  

Dr. Karen Rosenthal pictured here collecting background 
information on a parrot during registration. It is 

important to get all known details of the birds as they 
are all very different and have varying needs. 

http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/National-Conservation-Law.pdf
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During each registration we provide 
further resources including the 
Husbandry Brochure which can be 
found online here.  
 
As of March 1st, 2020, any unregistered 
Cayman Parrots that are still being kept 
as pets will be considered illegal and 
may be seized by DoE conservation 
officers. We estimate that around 85% 
of captive birds have been called in at 
this point, so urge your friends and 
family to sign up for registration if they 
have not already done so.  

Registering existing pets before March 
2020 is a chance to “legalise” the birds 
and this process provides a chance to 
keep the birds with a National 
Conservation Law Permit. This permit 
names both bird(s) and owner and is 
renewed on a two-year basis. 
 
So far, we have seen several homes 
which are caring for very healthy and 
happy parrots. We have also assisted 
with several cases of obesity, upper and 
lower respiratory issues, injuries such as 
broken wings, missing toes and eyes as 
well as cases where supplementation of 
resources such as food and veterinary 
care costs were required. The Amnesty 
Project also provides future planning 
advice for the parrots if needed. These 
are long-lived animals and looking after 
them is hard work. In the event a parrot 
needs to be re-homed, we can provide a 
safe new home with optimal care, flight 
cages and socialisation with rescue 
parrots. Remember, there is no cost for 
this initiative, so please call us at 949-
8469, or contact the editor (page 2) 
should you require any assistance with 
your Cayman Parrot, even after 
registration is complete. 
 
 

The Husbandry Brochure (left) and a captive parrot “Blide” during handling for the health check (right). 

http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Cayman-Parrot-Husbandry-Brochure.pdf
http://doe.ky/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Cayman-Parrot-Husbandry-Brochure.pdf


The Green Iguana cull is continuing in 
2020, with an initial budgetary 
allocation made which enables the cull 
to continue. The same arrangements 
prevail at the start of this year, but all 
cullers must re-register and registration 
remains open to new cullers.  
 
It is important to note that 2019 culler 
cards will not be accepted at the landfill 
reception site after 31st January.  
 
Also, cullers using air rifles will have to 
reapply to RCIPS to renew their 
restricted (culling) permits. Those 
permits expired on 31st December 2019 
and should be renewed immediately. 
When applying to RCIPS for that 
renewal cullers will need their 2020 cull 
card, a current police clearance 
certificate and two passport size photos 
(one must be notarized). Cullers will 
also need to bring and show the safety 
equipment required on those licenses – 
a blaze orange vest with “Green Iguana 
Culling in Process” displayed on the 
back, and “Warning - Active Shooting 
Area, Culling in Progress” warning signs 
at least 24” X 36” on an A-frame or 
tripod. 
 
As the cull resumed in early January, the 
cullers were bringing in about 2,000 
culled iguanas per day, still dominated 
by the young iguanas that hatched last 
year. The total number of Green 
Iguanas culled on Grand Cayman to date 
is 1,185,869. 
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Green Iguana Project  
update 

 

On Cayman Brac the population seems 
to be gaining a foothold. Ten Green 
Iguanas have been taken out by the 
community group on Cayman Brac so 
far this year and 14 have been removed 
by a private individual alone on his 
property. At least three sightings have 
been reported, but not re-sighted. 
Several large males have been seen to 
reside on the bluff cliff along Long 
Beach. This renders the White-tailed 
tropicbird population (Phaethon 
lepturus) particularly vulnerable. 
 
Registration continues to be open for 
Caymanians on Grand Cayman to join 
during working hours at the reception 
facility at the entrance to the landfill. 
Contact Cornwall Consulting at 949-
1544 or 769-8888, or info@cornwall.ky 
for more information.  
 
  

Two large male Green Iguanas were 
opportunistically removed from Long Beach 
bluff cliffs during a Brown Booby assessment 

by Jane Haakonsson and Brac volunteer  
Lance Boley. 

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


Listed as Least Concern, Pilostyles 
globosa var. caymanensis is a variety 
endemic to Cayman found on all three 
Cayman Islands.  
 
It is widespread, predominantly found 
in undisturbed dry shrubland and semi-
deciduous forest. Other varieties are 
found in  Central America and Jamaica. 
 
Very little is known about this very 
peculiar plant. It’s reproduction strategy 
needs further study as this 
endoparasite, which grows mostly 
inside the Bull Hoof (Bauhinia 
divaricata) stems, seems to cause no ill 
effects for its host.  
 

KNOW YOUR NATIVES 
Pilostyles globosa var. caymanensis 

P. globosa can be recognised by its buds 
and flowers as these are the only parts 
of the plant visible outside its host (see 
images below). 
 
Sometimes encrusting all major new 
young stems of its host plant, the Bull 
Hoof carries out its normal growth, 
flowering and seeding cycles. Even scars 
from old Pilostyles attachments often 
grows over with new bark. 
 
The main conservation threats remain 
development and degradation of key 
habitat, thus habitat protection and 
further research is crucial for this 
endemic plant. 

Pilostyles globosa var caymanensis (left photo by Joanne Ross, right photo from 
mycasualsnaps.blogspot.com) 
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