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DANCING
TO THE
BEAT

OF A
DRUM

AS THE BOAT MOVES CLOSER TO
Little Water Cay, the sound of the out-
board motor draws an unusual welcome
party. Along the line where the bush
starts togrow, heads popup and wrinkle-
rimmed eyes gaze at us seriously. A few
bodies scuttle out to the beach, their
hefty hind legs setting a side-to-side
rhythm and tails drawing squiggly lines
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in the sand. The greeters pause and wait,
their magnificent spikes gleaming in the
sunlight, as we splash ashore for a closer
look at the Turks & Caicos rock iguanas.

It takes a while for most people to
appreciate these miniature dragons. They
aren’t prettily pink like flamingos, near-
human like JoJo the dolphin, nor jewel-
like as hummingbirds. But these

cold-blooded natives of warm, deserted
cays are, on closer examination, amaz-
ing creatures that epitomise the exotic
beauty and determined strength of the
Turks & Caicos Islands themselves.
The large, stocky lizards that popu-
late TCI cays are one of several subspe-
cies of rock iguana, and are known by
the scientific community as Cyclura
carinata carinata. They are related to the
rhinoceros iguanas found in American
pet stores and to all other rock iguanas
found throughout the Bahamas, Cuba,
Virgin Islands and Greater Antilles.
Averaging from 18 inches to two
feet in length, the Turks & Caicos rock
iguana is primarily greenish-brown in
colour, with a relatively short brown tail
that is banded on its upper half. A single
row of dorsal spikes is sea-green and can
be quite impressive on the males, with
some spikes over two inches high. The
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iguana hasa thick body and neck, and its
large dewlap is on display at all times,
not just when threatened or in the pro-
cess of mating.

The lizards live and feed among
scrubby bush and dry, rocky areas, eat-
ing whatever vegetation is available and
surviving with very little water. They
dig their nests and lay eggs in the sandy
beaches of remote cays, with a female
laying between 5 and 20 eggs.

In the past, these large land animals
were an important source of food for the
Lucayan Indians, and even today there
are a number of people who recall eating
iguanas. They describe the meat as tast-
ing "like chicken, only sweeter," and one
North Caicos resident says there are still
folks who will put iguana on their din-
ner table.

For the most part, however, iguanas
are left to themselves, and even though
they are not officially a protected spe-
cies, they have been able to withstand a
number of negative influences on their
existence — most notably development
and foreign predators. But iguanas are
not invincible. The U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service describes most rock iguanas
as "threatened," and another regulation
lists them as "vulnerable." Even a casual
observer can track their disappearance
as islands become more populated and
predator mammals like dogs and catsare
introduced.

Theiguanas’extinctionon Pine Cay
is a prime example, says Ken Wiley,
Director of the Turks & Caicos National
Trust. Those developing the privately
owned island, Wiley says, "have done a
pretty good job of managing on the cuff
betweendevelopment and preservation.
Yet 20 years ago, they had a dense popu-
lation (of iguanas), and now they’re to-
tally extinct." While some stories
circulate of iguanas there being poisoned,
Wiley believes the iguanas’ disappear-
ance on Pine Cay was primarily due to
predation by dogs and cats, non-native
mammals that arrived as pets.

The director notes, however, that
such conjectures are part of the prob-
lem. Making guesses about iguanas and
estimating their numbers has actually
hindered better understanding of the
native reptiles. "I don't think that any-
body really knows what their situation
is," he comments.

Using funds raised in the Trust's
Islands in Time campaign, Wiley will en-
gage an expert in wildlife survey tech-
niques to plan and conduct an iguana
count. Theidea, he says, istoget a better

Some say a whistle will coax iguanas
from the bush; the "old folks" say you
can beat a drum and they'll dance.
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idea of the animal’s status in the Turks
arr

& Caicos Islands. "I would envision a for
project somewhere in between a long, olc
detailed scientific survey and calling up da
and asking people, 'How many iguanas
haveyou seen¢" he explains, noting that C:
he does NOT want the kind of study g
that takes many years and many dollars. ph
Yet acertain level of scientific method is sk
important, so that people’s impressions i
of iguana density don’t mask the real H:
situation. Al

Wiley says it's easy for people to ‘ fie
think iguanas are in abundance because ks
of their conspicuous presence on certain | éli
islands like Little Water Cay, where tour-
ists from Provo had been feeding them | &5
bread often enough that the animals run be
out to the beach to greet boats. (This -
practice is now discouraged.) "We hear et
the names of places where they’ve been w
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Wiley says he also hopes the project
will heighten awareness of the Turks
and Caicos rock iguana, which he calls
"an amazing animal." "They live with no

TURKS & CAICOS water, they eat indigestible-appearing

. leaves and the odds against their sur-
NAF[ONAL CAR RENTAL vival have been tremendous,” he says."]

would like to get peopleinterestedin the
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them out of the bush, although just the |




arrival of the boat wasenough of a signal
forseveral of them. Dickinson said, "The
old people say you beat adrum and they
dance. That’s how you catch them."

Another North Caicos Islander, Joe
Gardiner, has opened the North Caicos
Iguana Centre where folks can visit and
photograph the animals. Gardiner keeps
about a dozen iguanas, gathered from
various cays, in an enclosure at Major
Hill and charges a small fee for visits.
Althoughrockiguanas are reported to be
fiercely territorial, Gardiner says he has
had no problems with fights in the en-
closure.

Showing an interest in iguanas is
only a beginning, however. Without a
better understanding of how they inter-
act with each other and what their di-
etary and propagation needs are,
well-meaning interest might contribute
to the iguanas’ problems. "The iguanas
fitin with ourecotourism future," Wiley
agrees, but he emphasises that mere ex-
ploitation could spell their doom. "They
are totally, completely defenseless," he
says. Without an informed study of the
reptiles, those who care about iguanas
could hurt them just as much as un-
thinking development would.

Cenerating concern for the Turks &
Caicos rock iguanas requires increasing
awareness ol the importance of each

species in any ecosystem. While the liz-
ards don’t appear to perform any major
role that affects humans directly, it's a
dangerous proposition to assume that
theirextinction would have noeffect on
other wildlife. Even though they are
largely vegetarians, rock iguanas of some
other island groups, for example, con-
trol the larva numbers of certain butter-
fly species, preventing mass defoliation.
It is possible that the TCI iguana simi-
larly maintains the balance of nature —
but currently, the facts are unknown.
In the Turks & Caicos Islands, Wiley
says, "An interest in the environment is
relatively new and extraordinarily rare."

His hopes for the National Trust are to
expand awareness and care for the Is-
lands' delicate ecosystem. Where igua-
nas are concerned, there are some
precedents for the National Trust to
follow. In the Cayman Islands, Wiley
points out, the iguana has been named
the national animal, and the Cayman
Islands Trust is involved in a captive-
breeding program.

Even if the population count finds
that the Turks & Caicos rock iguana is
doing fine, it will be worthwhile just to
call attention to the animal, Wiley says.
It is, after all, a true native — and a
wonderfully fascinating one. £
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