Anomalous Hatchlings

All photographs by Matthew Morton.

As part of the effort to protect and conserve the
current population of St. Lucian Green Iguanas,
Matthew Morton of the Durrell Wildlife Conservation
Trust has been regularly checking hatchlings on the
nesting beach at Louvet. Among this year’s hatch-
lings, Morton observed a number of anomalies.

Hatchling St. Lucian Iguanas; the individual on the left
suffers from patches of gray scales that most likely were
caused or exacerbated by bacterial or fungal agents, the
hatchling on the upper right suffers from possible
hydrocephaly or an abscess, whereas the youngster on
the bottom right is quite healthy.

Multiple "nest sites” are located at Louvet, at most
of which multiple females have nested. Four of the
main sites and five of the less heavily patronized ones
have been fenced. Thus, certain effects can be
described as “per nest-site” and others as “per
clutch,” and have a higher probability of being due
to nesting conditions or to circumstances originating
with the parents, respectively. However, causative
agents remain in all cases speculative.

Some individuals appeared grubby and
unhealthy with patches of gray scales in various loca-
tions on their bodies. Some clutches seem to have
many individuals with this condition, whereas most
have no affected animals. This condition also was
observed in a few of last year's hatchlings. This does
not appear to be normal shedding and preliminary
observations suggest that the affected hatchlings also

tend to have hatching weights toward the low end
of the scale.

One suggested cause for the grey patches was a
bacterial infection acquired in the nest. This would
account for some clutches being affected more than
others. The mother could pass a bacterial infection to
the developing embryos. Bacteria will incubate in the
developing eggs and can produce systemic infections
in the hatchlings. Secondary opportunistic organisms
can localize topically and result in the skin discol-
oration. Fungal infections also may be responsible,
particularly given the damp nesting environment.

A different potential cause is poor nutritional sta-
tus of the mother. The absence of necessary trace
minerals such as selenium or vitamins such as B; may
singly or in combination result in problems such as
malabsorbed yolk sacks or too little yolk to support a
hatchling in the last hours before hatching and the
first days thereafter.

Morton also observed some overt birth defects,
mainly tails that were kinked very slightly in the ter-
minal few millimeters and occasionally a more pro-
nounced kink higher up. Again this seemed to affect
several individuals in some clutches and none in oth-
ers. This is most likely attributable to extreme incuba-
tion temperatures, although the possibility of
inbreeding within a small population exists as well. A
single individual displayed what appeared to be
hydrocephaly, a condition that, in humans at least,

These hatchling St. Lucian Iguanas emerged from a
single nest; the missing portions of their tails probably
fell victim to a rat or land crab invading their nest.



can be congenital. However, one observer suggested
that this might simply have been an abscess.

Yet another unusual observation was made ini-
tially in nine hatchlings, all of which emerged from a
single, closely watched nest with various portions of
their tails missing. Without a stabilizing tail, these ani-
mals were a lot slower and clumsier, fishtailing from
side to side as they attempted to run. Consequently,
they were much easier to catch (and photograph).
The most likely culprit in this instance is a rat or a land
crab that burrowed into the nest, a conjecture sup-

to get the message to adults and children at the
same time.

On some islands people are brought up eating
iguana as a delicacy. This is not sustainable.

“Actually, we've always recognized that the St.
Lucian lguana was in dire straits in terms of its
numbers and its chance of survival because
we've had a history of hunting iguanas in St.
Lucia. Even [though] we had the wildlife laws
passed in 1980 with a fine of 5,000 [Eastern
Caribbean] dollars for anyone convicted of
catching or killing an iguana [St. Lucian law also
allows for fines and imprisonment for possession
of an iguana], it is very difficult to catch
somebody ‘in the act,” because the areas are
very remote and [representatives of the Forestry
Department] are stretched in terms of numbers:
we don’t have the Forestry Officers to police
everywhere. When you go to investigate an
area, people are tight-lipped — they won't
speak out. It's hard to get any firm evidence. We
have been trying to source funding for a long
time to get extra help. In the Wildlife Section, |
am the only person working there until recently.
Now Alwin Dornelly is my assistant. With aid
from Durrell Wildlife [and funding grants

from the Iguana Specialist Group and the
International Ilguana Foundation], we're now
able to do the things we always wanted to do
... doing surveys, finding out where the
population is, finding the threats where they are
nesting, and other things.

“l can say right now that we have a pretty good
handle on where the iguanas are located and a
pretty good idea as to where they are nesting,

ported by the fact that more hatchlings with missing
tail portions were subsequently observed emerging
from other nests.
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and I'm sure that we will get a pretty good idea
of the size of the population.”

— Donald Anthony,
Wildlife Officer, St. Lucia

Much work remains. This is only the second year
of research and plans are in place to conduct exten-
sive observations of hatchlings on the main nesting
beach this year. With time, a much better picture
regarding the status of these lizards will emerge.

Species are disappearing at an alarming rate
and we now know that we must act immediately
when warning signs are seen. The California Giant
Condor (Gymnaogyps californianus) and Spix’s
Macaw ( Cyanopsitta spixii) are two high-profile
species that have disappeared in the wild. The
Grand Cayman Blue Iguana ( Cyclura lewisi) also
is on the brink of extinction.

On St. Lucia, hope prevails. Enough iguanas
survive at the moment and the means by which
their numbers are being depleted are now well
known. The right people are in place to deal with
the situation. This beautiful and distinctive Green
Iguana is one of the jewels of the Caribbean —
and it deserves a future. g
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Adult male St. Lucian Iguana (lguana iguana) (story on p. 71). Photograph by Matt Morton, Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust.






