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On the weekend of July 11th a
concerned member of the public called
in a juvenile anhinga (Anhinga anhinga)
which was found struggling on Seven
Mile Beach. After first inspection it was
decided to monitor the bird in the event
it was just tired and would get better on
its own. However, two days later, when
the bird was too weak to feed and did
not move away from approaching
people or even dogs, it was decided to
capture the bird and have it assessed
for possible treatment.

“Inga” spent 5 days at Island Veterinary
Services where she was given
subcutaneous fluid and small pieces of
fish. At first she was too weak to eat on
her own but on day three she perked up
and started eating fish without
assistance. She was signed out of the
clinic and kept in rehab for another
three days to ensure her energy levels
came back to normal.

While it is standard practise to release
wildlife where it is first captured, the
anhinga’s preferred habitat throughout
the year is shallow freshwater lakes,
ponds and slow-moving streams. These
birds occasionally use brackish bays and
lagoons in coastal areas, however, the
expansive open sea is not optimal
habitat for them. It was therefore
decided to release “Inga” in Meagre Bay
Pond. Meagre Bay Pond is already home
to a couple of adult anhingas and
provides plenty of food in the form of
small fry of various fish species as well
as plenty of low hanging vegetation,
mostly mangroves, which anhingas
need for perches to dry as they cannot
fly when wet.

Juvenile anhinga in need on Seven Mile Beach. 
Photo by Sabrina Stecyk.
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“Inga” the Anhinga

Anhingas are also called “snakebirds”
due to their long snake-like necks which
they move rhythmically forwards when
swimming. They are very characteristic
and easy to recognize with thin pointed
yellow bills for spearing fish, fan-shaped
tails (especially visible during flight), and
relatively large size (L 85 cm/34 in).
While historically this subspecies of
anhinga was a rare migrant throughout
the seasons; breeding and residing in
south-eastern United States, Middle
America and Panama as well as in Cuba,
they are becoming increasingly more
common around Grand Cayman. They
can be seen in and around ponds such
as Uncle Sammy’s Pond, Governor
Gore’s Bird Sanctuary and Meagre Bay
Pond.

As soon as “Inga” flew into the pond she
started fishing. Underwater, anhingas
are extremely agile, searching for small
fish while diving. She caught three fish
and then perched on a fringing
mangrove branch, extending out her
wings to dry as is characteristic for this
and other species, such as cormorants.
Almost a week later, on Sunday the
26th, “Inga” was spotted again, doing
swimmingly well in Meagre Bay Pond.
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On COVID lockdown exercise walks in
late March and early April, former NCC
Chair Christine Rose-Smyth and her
husband Stuart Mailer spotted two
unusual wild plants in different
locations on Valley Gardens Drive,
which she recognized in both cases as
belonging to the genus Aegiphila.

Christine sent photographs to me and a
selection of other botanically oriented
friends, as a result of which Hannah
Reid, also on a COVID lockdown
exercise walk, spotted what looked like
another one in flower, in West Bay. She
sent photos to Ann Stafford, who
recognized that one as a match for
Aegiphila specimens known in East End
and North Side.

George Proctor lists two species of
Aegiphila in his Flora of the Cayman
Islands: Aegiphila caymanensis, which is
deemed to be unique to Grand Cayman,
and A. elata (Spiritweed or Spirit Vine)
which has a wider distribution including
the West Indies and Florida to South
America. But ever since 2006 when Ann
Stafford found a strange looking
Aegiphila in Valley Gardens, and we
began to suspect a specimen Ann had
found on Jasmin Lane which had been
identified by Proctor as Aegiphila
caymanensis, was actually A. elata, the
idea has been growing that we actually
might have three different Aegiphila
species in Grand Cayman.

Aegiphila caymanensis: leaves, stems and 
flowers. Photos by Nick Johnson.
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Lockdown Luck – Unravelling the mysteries 
of Spirit Vines and their relatives

By Fred Burton



The breakthrough came when Joanne
Mercille discovered two individuals of
another Aegiphila form at the Health
City site, which was under development
at that time. This one had soft, velvety
leaves and distinctly fuzzy young
growth, and closely matched the
original description for Aegiphila
caymanensis, which was collected in
January 1891 by Alfred Spear Hitchcock
and described by Harold Norman
Moldenke in 1933. Joanne brought the
plants to the attention of the
developers, and a small change to the
layout of the Heron Ridge apartments at
Health City made the protection of
these individuals possible. As a Part 1
protected species under the National
Conservation Law, every individual is
safeguarded, and the Health City
developers worked with DoE to ensure
they were not lost.

A second location was soon discovered
in a private garden in North Side, where
a small grove with several individuals is
growing in former agricultural ground.
These too are being carefully
safeguarded by the property owners,
Sue and Andy Gibb.

Hannah Reid’s discovery this year now
extends the known range for Aegiphila
caymanensis to West Bay.

Meanwhile Ann Stafford’s unidentified
Aegiphila in Valley Gardens was
destroyed as the lot it was growing on
was filled, but Christine Rose-Smyth’s
discoveries this year includes one
mystery plant that may or may not turn
out to be a match for the one that was
lost.

This specimen too was right in the way
of a house development and had been
cut severely several times already, and
by July was close to death. We called on
the QE II Botanic Park’s horticulturist
Nick Johnson, who carefully lifted the
surviving stump and now has it in
emergency care. Signs are promising for
its survival, regrowth and eventual
identification.

The second Aegiphila in Valley Gardens
is, in both my and Christine’s view,
almost certainly Aegiphila elata, and a
close match to the specimen once
growing on Jasmin Lane. The Jasmine
Lane specimen was unfortunately
destroyed by burning yard waste, some
years ago.

Aegiphila elata. 
Photo by Fred Burton.
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DoE has sent specimens of all three
potential species to the Royal Botanic
Gardens, Kew, and Kew scientists have
begun genetic analysis which so far
shows Aegiphila caymanensis to be a
clearly defined species.

The taxonomy of this genus is known to
be difficult, and work on our unique
Grand Cayman species may help
catalyze wider work that will place all
our species in a regional context, and
put a name on the Valley Gardens
plants that at this time have not been
conclusively identified.

DoE is also partnering with the QE II
Botanic Park on conservation of
endangered and protected plants, for
which the Park has been issued with a
Permit under the National Conservation
Law. Nick Johnson has been working
with us to crack what turns out to be a
surprisingly tough problem – how to
propagate Aegiphila caymanensis so we
can establish a conservation collection
and generate new plants for population
restoration.

The seeds, he has discovered, are
extraordinarily difficult to germinate.
Almost every standard seed treatment
has failed, and more radical treatments
that have worked for other Aegiphila
species, don’t work either. The known
plants produce fruit very scarcely, so
this work is slow. The next experiment
will be feeding fruit to captive blue
iguanas at the breeding facility, to see if
animal gut treatment will stimulate
germination.

Cuttings, which should allow “cloning”
of individual plants so that the wild
germination

individual’s exact genetics can be
reproduced in controlled conditions at
the Park, aren’t much easier. So far Nick
has established that for Aegiphila
caymanensis, cuttings are fussy and
excruciatingly slow, and when they do
take, they are extremely intolerant of
root disturbance.

So with Aegiphila caymanensis, we
appear to be looking at a species which
is unique to Grand Cayman, but
distributed from East End and North
Side to West Bay. It can grow on
bedrock, in red soil, or in sand; and in
pristine forest, second growth
agricultural land, or in a road verge. Yet
it seems to be extraordinarily rare, and
strangely reluctant to reproduce.

This is not a conspicuous plant, so
perhaps it really isn’t as rare as it
seems? These Aegiphila seem to have
an extended summer flowering season,
responding to rain, and are most visible
then. If any reader thinks they may
know of a plant like this anywhere on
Grand Cayman, please take some
photos and do let us know!

Aegiphila caymanensis in flower. 
Photo by Nick Johnson.
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On the morning of July 8th, Marine
Research Officer, Claire Fletcher, was
suddenly accompanied by a very curious
bird during her shift of surface support
for the diving team. Claire recorded a
video of the bird as it came within an
arms length of her on the water’s
surface.

Upon closer inspection, and verifying
with bird experts around the world, the
initial identification of it being a Great
Shearwater (Puffinus gravis) was
confirmed. This is remarkable as only
two dead specimens have been
recorded in the Cayman Islands prior,
namely in 1992 and 2002, according to
Bradley, 2013.

The Great Shearwater typically takes a
circular migratory route moving north
along the eastern coast of South
America followed by North America
prior to flying across the Atlantic in
August.

Hereafter it is frequently seen off the
southwestern coasts of Great Britain
and Ireland before it returns south,
however, this time along the eastern
littoral of the Atlantic, see map below.

The strange behavior of this shearwater
is explained by starvation at this time of
the year. Individuals that come off track
are often attracted to boats for food
and can often be handfed. The
shearwater was seen again on the north
side of the island on July 13th but not
thereafter. The diving team is keeping
an eye out, prepared with a small fish-
based meal in case it turns up again.

2014 through 2016 in mmm

The first recorded sighting of a live Great Shearwater in the Cayman Islands. 
Photo by Claire Fletcher.
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Great Shearwater sighting in Cayman

https://www.amazon.com/Photographic-Guide-Birds-Cayman-Islands/dp/1408123649


As readers will recall from the previous
issues, the iguana culling station and
the army of registered cullers were
forced to suspend operations on March
24th 2020 as part of the Shelter in Place
regulations brought about by the COVID
pandemic. With lockdown no longer a
necessity, the 171 active cullers for
2020 have now resumed their efforts.
As of July 27th 2020 a total of 92,497
culled iguanas had been registered at
the culling station, bringing the total
iguanas culled since the program
started in October 2018, to 1,216,203.

As anticipated for this time of the year,
Cornwall Consulting has begun to report
green iguana hatchlings of this season.
Around mid July the first batch of
between 1-5 hatchlings came in which
had risen to batches of over 30 by the
end of July. The daily average iguana
intake for the last eight weeks has been
declining steadily, ranging between 167-
500. The culling has been notably
impacted

Green Iguana 
Project Update

impacted by weather, mosquito levels
and the African dust cloud, however,
numbers are expected to pick back up
as hatchlings emerge across the island.

The annual green iguana island-wide
survey is taking place during the first
two weeks of August. This survey will
provide valuable insights into the impact
of the cull while also allowing the DoE
research team to plan the future efforts
needed to bring this invasive species to
a long-term manageable level.

The regularly scheduled Sister Islands’
DoE led culls are scheduled to resume in
August as inter-island travel restrictions
have been lifted. Biosecurity efforts
continue as normal in Little Cayman.
The barge is inspected continually by
DoE intern Tanja Laaser. Every time the
barge docks (from either Grand Cayman
or Cayman Brac) it is inspected for green
iguanas (or any other stowaway
wildlife).
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Listed as Critically Endangered, the
Encyclia phoenicia is an extremely rare
orchid in the Cayman Islands, now
believed to be functionally extinct.
Previously found on Cayman Brac and
Little Cayman this orchid can still be
found in Cuba, with reported Cayman
specimens still found in private
cultivation. Encyclia phoenicia has
historically been over-harvested for
commercial and ornamental use,
particularly on Cayman Brac.

Growing as an epiphyte (a plant that
grows on another plant but is not
parasitic

KNOW YOUR NATIVES
Encyclia phoenicia

parasitic), it preferred lower elevations
along the coast line.

This plant grows from characteristic
pseudo-bulbs and prefers a drier
environment when not in growth. This
orchid can be recognised by its
distinctive dark red to purplish brown
sepals and petals with white lips striped
by purple lines. The flowers can give off
a strong scent of vanilla.

Habitat protection is key to preserve
remaining extant orchid species in
Cayman.

Potted Encyclia phoenicia from Cayman Brac in flower.
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