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“Swampers,” as the endemic Utila Spiny-tailed
lguanas (Ctenosaura bakeri) are called locally, are
arguably the most remarkable inhabitants of little Utila
Island. Differing from all other species of Ctenosaura,
which live almost exclusively in dry, open, sunny areas,
C. bakeri is limited to mangrove swamps.

Maximum known size is 315 mm (head-body
length) and 923 g for males and 229 mm and 424 g for
females. Although ctenosaurs often are called "Black
Iguanas,” Swampers are relatively colorful. Juveniles are
largely uniformly blackish-brown with a few darker
brown stripes on the upper side of the body and tail
(coloration that renders them quite cryptic against the
muddy substrates of the swamp). Adults, in contrast,
vary from grayish-brown to an amazing turquoise,
which is most obvious in bright sunlight.

Living exclusively in a mangrove swamp requires
special adaptations, including the need to deal with a
salty diet and the lack of
freshwater. In addition,
the substrate is muddy
and frequently sub-
merged during high
tides, forcing Swampers
into the trees — where
the only retreats are nat-
urally occurring tree

An adult male “Swamper"” (Ctenosaura bakeri) basking
on a mangrove stump near the canal. Photograph by
A.C. Echternacht.

holes. Suitable trees with holes are very much in
demand. Juveniles and adults are strongly territorial and
will strenuously defend their home trees even against
larger opponents. Tree holes are mostly restricted to
older mangroves, especially Black Mangroves (Avicennia
germinans), which are scattered on Utila. The result is a
patchwork-like distribution of C. bakeri, even in other-
wise apparently suitable habitat.

The few other reptiles known to be mangrove spe-
cialists are exclusively carnivorous. Swampers, however,
are omnivorous. Mangrove leaves and, if available, man-
grove flowers form the main part of the diet. The second
largest part of the diet is fiddler crabs, which have been
found in 72% of analyzed scat. To catch crabs, iguanas
wait for low tide and either forage actively for prey or,
usually with more success, employ a sit-and-wait strat-
egy until a crab crawls within range. The fact that man-
grove leaves contain only 7% crude protein versus 34%
in crabs may explain the
intensive efforts to hunt
crabs. Both mangrove
leaves and crabs are salty,
which creates an osmotic
problem for Swampers.
Since freshwater is avail-
able only during the rainy
season, water usually is

acquired  with  food
(50-70% water) or by
drinking  the  brackish

swamp water. Reptilian
kidneys are unable to
excrete excessive salt, so
most is eliminated by spe-
cialized salt glands located
in the nasal cavity. In effect,
the salt is sneezed out.

Reproductive activity
occurs during the dry sea-
son. Triggered by decreases
in rainfall (to <200 mm/m?2)
and increases in air temperature (to >24°C), usually from
late January through March, adult males begin patrolling
the invisible border around a mating territory, using dis-
plays and aggressive behavior to exclude male intruders.
Egglaying takes place from mid-March through early
May, when the ground temperature is about 30°C.
Hatching usually occurs from mid-June to early August,
before the onset of the next rainy season. In association
with recent warming trends, a shift of the entire repro-
ductive season to as much as two weeks earlier has been
recorded.

Because of the saturated substrate, gravid females
must migrate to nesting sites, which are restricted to a
few sandy beaches. Females may travel up to 1.3 km

Adult male Ctenosaura
bakeri from Iron Bound.
Photograph by Robert
Powell.
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(direct line) to lay their eggs before returning to their
home tree in the swamp. Nesting sites must have sandy,
well-drained soil and realize an average incubation tem-
perature of 30.5°C. Females stay at the beach for sev-
eral days, searching for a suitable nesting site at up to
50°C surface temperatures. Nesting tunnels range from
510-1240 mm in length and nesting chamber are at
depths of 150-450 mm. Clutches contain 6-16 eggs.
Three months later, hatchlings emerge and head
straight for the mangroves.

Large Brown Basilisks (Basiliscus vittatus), Great-
tailed Grackles (Quiscalus mexicanus), raptors, and
snakes all prey on juvenile iguanas, but only large boas
(Boa constrictor) pose a significant threat to adults.
Consequently, the major threats to C. bakeri are
increases in uncontrolled human development and the
consequent loss of habitat.

The total range of C. bakeri on Utila consists of
three separate mangrove areas with a total area of
about 10 km?. Egglaying areas are much more limited
and have a total size of less than 1 km?. As a result,
Utila Iguanas have the smallest and most threat-
ened distribution of any ctenosaur. Population
numbers will invariably decrease in the near
future if the habitat, especially the nesting areas,
becomes unavailable.

Although, hunting still occurs despite regulations
against it, tourism and land sales that are increasing the
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A female Ctenosaura bakeri on a mangrove stump. iguanas even before construction begins. Invasive

Photograph by John Binns. plants also overgrow the open nesting sites and must
be controlled.
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The distribution of Ctenosaura bakeri on Utila Island (gray areas) corresponds closely to critically  endangered
stands of old mangrove forest, especially large Black Mangroves with tree holes. Females Loggerhead and

must migrate to nesting beaches {dark gray) in order to lay their eggs. All nesting beaches Hawksbill turtles
are in imminent danger of development. Other threats to the species are indicated with '
X's: the area near West End is being deforested; Utila Town, especially near the new

airstrip, and Pretty Bush are expanding into Swamper habitats and garbage is being

dumped into the mangrove forests; iguanas in areas near East Harbor, Rock Harbor, and

Red Cliff remain vulnerable to hunting, which continues despite prohibitions. Modified

from a figure by Alex Gutsche.
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A male Ctenosaura bakeri (Swamper or Utila Iguana) on Utila Island, Honduras, March 2003. Photograph by John Binns.





