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Fred Burton:
The Man Behind the
Blue Iguana Recovery Plan

Sandy Echternacht
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Conserving endangered species is a task
fraught with scientific, economic, political, logistic,
and sometimes cultural and even religious imped-
iments that can make the undertaking difticult at
best. Such efforts ultimately involve many people
— but the impetus and success of each is quite
often dependent on the dedication and persever-
ance of a single individual. In their book, Last
Chance to See (Harmony Books, 1990), Douglas
Adams, better known for his Hitchhiker’s Guide to
the Galaxy, and co-author Mark Carwardine doc-
umented the heroic efforts of a few of these dedi-
cated individuals to save some of the rarest animals
on Earth. This is the first in a series of articles in
which we will profile a few of the dedicated indi-
viduals who are devoting a significant part of their
lives, and sometimes their bank accounts, to the
study and conservation of some of the most
endangered of the world’s iguanid lizards.

The Grand Cayman Blue Iguana, Cyclura
lewisi, is the largest native land animal on Grand
Cayman Island and one of the most highly endan-
gered vertebrates in the world. A census con-
ducted in 1992 estimated the wild population to
be 175-200 individuals — but, by 2002, a follow-
up survey reduced that number to fewer than 25.
Fortunately for the iguanas, Caymanians have a
strong conservation ethic, and fortunately, they
also have Fred Burton.

Fred was born in England’s Lake District, but
spent much of his early life in Kuwait, where his
father was employed by the Kuwait Oil Company.
There he developed a keen interest in reptiles and
other animals of the Arabian desert. He eventually
enrolled in Gonville and Caius College of
Cambridge University where he graduated with an
honors degree, and subsequently a Master’s degree
in Natural Sciences. Although he was encouraged
to apply for the Ph.D. program at Cambridge,

In a thoughtful moment, Fred Buton discusses captive
management at the Blue Iguana breeding facility during the
ISG meeting on Grand Cayman, November 2002.
Photograph by John Binns.

Fred was not attracted to the academic life nor to
the research he would have had to pursue. Instead,
he was hoping to have a more direct impact on the
world around him. His attention was drawn to an
advertisement that appeared on the biology
department notice board about a position for a
Graduate Research Assistant with the Mosquito
Research and Control Unit (MRCU) in the
Cayman Islands. Neither Fred nor his friends knew
where the Cayman Islands were, but more-or-less
as a joke, Fred applied anyway. Things took a seri-
ous turn, however, when he received a telegram
from the MRCU and, in 1979, he began what he
assumed would be a two-year sojourn in the
Caribbean.



Beginning as a Research Assistant at the
MRCU, Fred conducted field studies of mosqui-
toes in mangrove swamps, monitored oil pollu-
tion, and was, for a while, the sole staff member of
the MRCU Natural Resources Study, which even-
tually evolved into the Cayman Department of
Environment. He was subsequently promoted to
Deputy Director of the MRCU and served as
Acting Director when the Director became seri-
ously ill. While working in the mangroves, Fred
became fascinated by the ecosystem but disturbed

A very young-looking
Fred Burton at his desk
in the old MRCU facility
adjacent to the hospital
in George Town, Grand
Cayman, in May 1990.
Photograph by Sandy
Echternacht.
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by the fact that his study sites kept being torn up,
dredged, and filled for real estate developments.
When the National Trust for the Cayman Islands
(roughly equivalent to the Nature Conservancy in
the U.S.) was founded, Fred was often asked for
technical information on the environment and
ended up volunteering for all sorts of conserva-
tion-related activities. Eventually, he was “loaned”
by the MRCU to the Trust and became a regular,
full-time member of the Trust staff in 1993. As
Director of Science, and later Environmental
Programmes Director, his major emphasis was on
establishing a system of protected areas in the
Cayman Islands equivalent to an existing system of
marine areas, and he initiated the Trust’s environ-
mental programs. These programs grew out of
ideas developed by Fred and other members of a
group of environmentalists, notably Gina Ebanks-
Petrie, who also had been on the MRCU staff
and currently is Director of the Department of
Environment in the government of the Cayman
Islands.

In 1990, while still a volunteer at the Trust,
Fred founded the Blue Iguana breeding program
with a breeding pair received from a private col-
lector in Florida. The animals were initially housed
in two cages at the old MRCU facility behind the
hospital in George Town. The breeding program
was immediately successtul and the facility at the
hospital had to be expanded. At the same time,

¥

Bl oo o Fayea

he latest addition to the Blue Iguana facility at the

Mosquito Research and Control Unit facility at the hospital in George Town, Grand Cayman
(May 1990). Photograph by Sandy Echternacht.
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international interest was picking up. With fund-
ing and research assistance from the (U.S.)
National Zoo, facilitated by its then Curator of
Reptiles, Dale Marcellini, field studies of wild
iguanas were initiated. Additional assistance and
funding has come from the zoo community, par-
ticularly from the Ft. Worth Zoo and its Curator
of Reptiles, Rick Hudson, and the Center for
Reproduction of Endangered Species of the San
Diego Zoological Society and Allison Alberts, who
is the Society’s Head of Applied Conservation. In
1995, with funding from the Milwaukee Zoo and
the Foundation for Wildlife Conservation, a much
larger breeding facility was established at Queen
Elizabeth II Botanic Park (QEIIBP) and the
release of two-year-old iguanas into the Park began
shortly thereafter. The QEIIBP facility is currently
undergoing a major expansion and additional
release sites are being sought. The latter is a defi-
nite problem since Grand Cayman is undergoing
explosive development.

The Blue Iguana program has been a resound-
ing success and Fred has been the driving force
behind that success, but Fred’s activities have not
been limited to the iguana program. He has been
heavily involved in conservation efforts directed
toward native plants of the Cayman Islands and to
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Fred Burton and Rachel Goodman, University of Tennessee
graduate student, built enclosures in 2001 to catch
hatchlings as they emerged from nests of released female
iguanas in QEIBP. Photograph by Sandy Echternacht.

Fred Burton holding a Blue Ilguana named “Santa” at the
Queen Elizabeth Il Botanic Garden on Grand Cayman in
2002. Photograph by Rachel Goodman.

the two subspecies of parrots endemic to the
Cayman Islands (Amazona lencophaln caymanen-
sisand A. L hesterna). He has mapped vegetation
in the Cayman and Turks & Caicos islands and
conducted floristic surveys and other botanical
studies in the Caymans. He has authored a field
guide to the wild trees of the Cayman Islands. In
2001, he left the Trust to spend more time as a
private citizen pursuing conservation initiatives in
the Cayman Islands and elsewhere. He continues
to lead the Blue Iguana Recovery Programme
(http://www.Bluelguana.ky) and hopes to see the
day when Blue Iguanas have recovered to the
point that they can be removed from the list of
endangered species. In whatever spare time he has,
and it obviously isn’t much, he handcrafts hard-
wood sea-going kayaks and plays classical violin.
Fred is clearly a dedicated conservationist and envi-
ronmentalist and a consummate naturalist in the
best sense of that word. The Blue Iguanas of
Grand Cayman are fortunate indeed that he ulti-
mately took the job opening with the MRCU as
something of a joke! 3{
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A male Ctenosaura bakeri (Swamper or Utila Iguana) on Utila Island, Honduras, March 2003. Photograph by John Binns.





