Jane Haakonsson, Cayman Islands DoE

Lutino Parrot Discovered on
Cayman Brac
On Cayman Brac a rare discovery was
made around mid-October this year: a
bright yellow coloured Cayman Brac
Parrot!
Pictures on social media, notably those
of James Tibbetts, began circulating
with many speculations forming about
the origin and species of this
magnificent looking bird.
As luck would have it, Terrestrial
Research Officers Jane Haakonsson and
TayVanis Oyog were going to the Brac
to lead another Green Iguana control
effort that same week. Spending
sunrises and sunsets “off the clock”
searching for this mysterious bird, on
the last day, we suddenly heard the call:
“You looking for the yellow parrot?”

Camera in hand we hurried up the road.
Struggling through some bush and
rubble, we were then guided by local
resident Tino to look up into a massive
almond tree – and there it was!
At first this parrot was only just in sight.
Sitting at the very top of the tree and
peering down occasionally it became
clear that a good high resolution picture
was not going to be easy.
Admiring the flicker of yellow and red
and patiently waiting for the bird to
come into full view before it made an
exit, we started to notice the rest of the
flock. This parrot was clearly part of a
large family group of the ordinarily and
predominantly green coloured Cayman
Brac Parrots.
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With a stroke of luck the bird moved,
but not far, finding an almond out in the
open which it greedily attacked.
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Out in the open we finally got a clear visual of
“Murray’s Parrot”

Soon after, it was joined by several
members of the flock and quite a few
people had gathered on the ground to
admire the sighting. It truly was a
spectacular moment none of us will
ever forget.
We can confirm that this is a Cayman
Brac parrot (Amazona leucocephala
hesterna) which displays a rare
phenomenon called a Lutino mutation.
The standard Lutino gene is a sex-linked
mutation

recessive mutation which represents
the same gene as the Albino gene in
mammals. Lutino mutations have been
described in e.g. budgies, lovebirds and
cockatiels and also in the Cuban Parrot
(Amazona
leucocephala)
but
is
extremely rare in the wild. The Cayman
Brac bird is believed to be a young male
from the 2020 nesting season. He is also
thought to be particularly vulnerable to
predation by raptors as the standard
green colour has evolved to camouflage
even large flocks who settle in
vegetation once danger is discovered.
Affectionately named “Murray’s Parrot”
after the late Murray Graham Martin,
local residents feel protective and are
keeping a close eye out for this
extraordinary wild bird. The DoE and
the local community wish to remind the
public that all Cayman Parrots are
protected by law and that it is an
offense to disturb, take or harass our
National Bird.
Should you be so lucky to spot this rare
bird, feel free to contact the editor; p. 2.
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The lutino parrot and a flock member seemingly unaware of who owns the spotlight or why.
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Ghosts of COVID:
persevering with Project Seeding
-By Christine Rose-Smyth
Verdant Isle Orchid Research
April 2020:
It’s April 21st, almost a month after
COVID-19 lockdown began in Grand
Cayman.
Armed with a CurfewTime@gov.ky
letter of permission to go to the QEII
Botanic Park I pass through two
checkpoints between Lower Valley and
Frank Sound. At the Park I am greeted
by horticulturalist Nick Johnson. We
ride to the collection site in the long
golf cart. I sit on the rear bench to
maintain six feet distancing. We are the
only people in the 65 acre grounds.
Our mission is to collect the Ghost
Orchid

Orchid (Dendrophylax fawcettii) seed
pod that has been maturing for eleven
months and has begun to split and will
soon shed seeds.
July 2018:
It all begins when the organisers of the
23rd World Orchid Conference, due to
be held in Taiwan in March 2020,
announce Project Seeding – US$2,500
each for conservation projects aimed at
propagating and reintroducing 50
threatened orchid species – funded by
the Dr. Cecilia Koo Botanic Conservation
Center and the Taiwan Orchid Growers
Association.

Figure 1: Dendrophylax fawcettii: a 2020 bloom floats adjacent to the seed pod formed by hand
pollination in May 2019.
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The purpose of the grant matches
closely with objectives in the Cayman
Islands National Biodiversity Action Plan
(2009) for Dendrophylax. Given also
that the iconic endemic species
continues to be under intense pressure
from habitat loss and degradation it
seems obvious that an application
should be submitted. Thus is born the
project: “Out of flask, outcrossed, and
out of danger: ensuring the survival of
Dendrophylax
fawcettii,
Grand
Cayman’s endemic ghost orchid.”
May 2019:
With funding finally secured, a National
Conservation Law Protected Species
Permit in hand and partners on board, I
set out to make the hand pollinations
necessary to provide ecologically-sound
outcrossed seed. The Ghost Orchid is
notorious for the rarity of wildproduced seed pods. Only two
examples are recorded, one observed in
the Ironwood Forest and one found
among the plants re-located to the
Botanic Park from land in the Windsor
Park area prior to development for
housing some years ago.
Peak
blooming season is ordinarily early to
mid-May, but in 2019 many plants do
not bloom or have already “gone over”.
Nevertheless,
hopeful
out-crosses
among ten flowering individuals are
made within and among the remaining
flowers and populations.
December 2019:
From previous experience I know that
Dendrophylax seed pods take from 9-14
months to mature. During that time
many threats to survival may occur in
the wild.

Initial apparent successful germination
may give way to a failed pod. Herbivore
damage may cause the pod to shrink
and
dry
prematurely.
Despite
monitoring, pods may disappear or
dehisce much earlier than anticipated.
On the positive side, orchid seed pods
contain many thousands of seeds, so
even if the objective of a wider range of
genetic material cannot not be met I am
still optimistic that the first year of the
project is on track to provide seed for
sowing in the new year. I have also
begun to prepare for the presentation
of the work at the conference in the city
of Taichung. After submitting the
abstract, the practicalities of travel
options, places to stay, and side-trips to
see
the
amazing
floral
and
ornithological diversity of Taiwan need
to be sorted out.

By January, however, the news from
Wuhan is beginning to cast doubt on
whether the conference and the
associated huge international orchid
show can go ahead, or even if it can, will
travel to the Far East from Cayman be
feasible in March? The organisers act
quickly
and
offer
international
attendees the option to present posters
rather than in-person talks and also to
submit papers for the printed
proceedings. The poster is displayed on
the following page.
May 2020:
The tiny, golden brown, 0.3 mm, seeds
collected on the 21st and sown on the
22nd and 23rd of April have germinated.
The conference has been postponed.
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Years of lower than average rainfall may
be affecting flowering phenology.

Figure 2: Poster submitted to the 23rd World
Orchid Conference, January 2020.

Flowering of Dendrophylax at the
Botanic Park is even more unusual than
last year. Some plants bloomed in
March, just before lock-down began.
Only a few remain when Nick and I get
the opportunity to try pollinations again.

November 2020:
Seedlings continue to grow in sterile
flasks. Roots are extending with the
characteristic green tips ahead of
whitish to greying velamen. An
experiment to use vented flask closures
has not been a success but has pushed
attempts at out-of-flask acclimatisation
ahead of schedule, which may lead to
unexpected results. Overall, I remain
optimistic and I am planning for
adjustments to the project for the 2021
flowering season, which I hope will be
better than the previous droughtaffected years. The 23rd World Orchid
Conference is now scheduled for the
end of April 2021 and will offer virtual
as well as in-person options, which is
very welcome now that the timing
conflicts with field work.
COVID-19 has had a profound impact on
the world, the Cayman Islands, and
conservation research everywhere. It is
a privilege to be able to continue with
research towards preserving and
protecting our iconic Grand Cayman
Ghost Orchid.

Figure 3: Like the seeds of almost all of the approximately 25,000 orchid species, ghost orchid seeds
are tiny, composed only of a seed coat and an embryo. Lacking an endosperm they have no source of
food of their own and rely on contact with symbiotic mycorrhizal fungi to provide nutrients once
they begin to germinate. Figure 4: A four month old Dendrophylax fawcettii seedling still displays the
original core germination tissue with pointed apical shoots and green tipped growing roots.
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Iguana Specialist Group
Publication
The International Union for the
Conservation
of
Nature
(IUCN)
facilitates a science-based network of
over 9,000 expert volunteers from
around the globe who together makes
up the Species Survival Commission
(SSC).
The IUCN SSC consists of over 160
Specialist Groups, Red List Authorities
as well as Task Forces. Some groups
address conservation issues related to
particular groups of plants, fungi or
animals while others focus on broader
issues such as reintroduction of species
into former habitats, climate change,
wildlife health and sustainable use and
trade. One such specialist group is the
Iguana Specialist Group (ISG) which was
officially recognized in 1997 and which
guides and implements effective
conservation measures for all 45
species of iguanas worldwide.

Including the expertise gained from the
Cayman Islands and our control efforts,
this letter is intended to raise awareness
and urge action to restrict and reduce
the spread of invasive alien iguanas.
The letter highlights the problem,
underscores the consequences of
inaction, provides case studies and
lessons learned from affected countries,
and offers recommendations for
proactive strategies to prevent and
mitigate the spread of invasive iguanas.
We hope to shed light on both failed
and promising strategies to address
invasive iguanas (which can also be
adapted to other invasive species), and
we urge readers to distribute the letter
as a tool to raise awareness of this
important problem.

Recently the editor (page 2) and several
members of the ISG and colleagues
submitted a letter “The global need to
address threats from invasive alien
iguanas” to the journal Animal
Conservation.
The letter (next page) is co-authored by
13 conservation practitioners from 10
countries all of whom have been
working to mitigate the persistent
human-caused spread and impacts of
invasive iguanas around the globe.

Jane Haakonsson
A handful of green iguana hatchlings
caught on Cayman Brac during a DoE lead
culling effort in October.
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The Open Access early view is available online by clicking on the image or this link.
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Green Iguana
Project Update
With Christmas just a few short weeks
away the Green Iguana Culling Program
and its army of approximately 50
dedicated cullers will be getting ready
for a well-deserved short break before
resuming in January 2021.
The recent storm activity and the
resulting weather in Grand Cayman has
taken its toll on the daily culling with
numbers ranging dramatically between
100 – 400 iguanas per day. Hatchlings
from the 2020 reproduction efforts still
make up approximately 70% of culled
iguanas brought to the station. As of
28th November 2020, 136,309 iguanas
have been removed from the wild in
2020 which brings the total of iguanas
removed since the start of the program
in October 2018 to 1,259,835.
In an effort to bolster culling efforts and
to focus efforts on larger animals as
they diminish, a number of incentives
have

have been recently introduced. As of
October the amount paid per iguana
was adjusted to CI$7 for an iguana
weighing over 5lbs and hatchlings and
juveniles remain at CI$5 per iguana. In
addition, a monthly tournament held on
the last Saturday of every month has
been introduced with 1st and 2nd prizes
for the heaviest iguana and the heaviest
batch of iguanas brought to the station.
At the second tournament held on
Saturday November 28th the top prize
for the heaviest iguana came in at 14lbs
4 oz. and the second prize was received
at 13lbs 8 oz. The heaviest batch prize
went to a culler with 75 iguanas
weighing in total 344.5lbs.
A TRU team headed to Cayman Brac
where, together with volunteers, 82
green iguanas were caught over 5 nights
in Spot Bay. Most were hatchlings which
confirms that several breeding pairs
have become established in this area.

Flicker Bulletin # 51 – DEC / JAN 20-21

KNOW YOUR NATIVES
WILD FIG
All three Cayman Islands are home to two
native wild fig trees: Ficus aurea and Ficus
citrifolia. F. aurea is more common and will
be the focus here, F. citrifolia looks similar
to a Manchineel and is listed as endangered
on the IUCN Red List.

and inland thickets and can grow very fast
in favourable conditions at lower to middle
elevations. It is well suited to challenging
rocky habitats; being stress-adapted makes
it very suitable for landscaping purposes –
but make sure you leave enough space!

Wild fig is a characteristic plant with large
tangled and exposed roots and multiple
trunks. The bark is smooth and pale and
common to most species within the genera
Moraceae, the leaves contain milky white
latex (sap) revealed when broken. Dispersal
of this species happens through wild birds
as the fig fruit is a very popular food source
year round. Seeds dropped in branches of
other trees can sprout and send aerial roots
(beginning trunks) to the ground and
eventually engulf the supporting tree
entirely!

The wild fig is famous for leading settlers to
water as this deep-rooted tree searches for
groundwater. This is why old wells are often
seen very close to wild figs.

Reaching a maximum height of 20 meters
(65 ft.), this enormous tree inhabits coastal
same

Wild figs are very attractive to birds and the characteristic root system shows above ground.
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