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When 50 Jamaican iguanas, raised at the Hope Zoo, were released back into the wild
on March 6, they were regarded as perhaps the healthiest batch of the reptile to be
released under the Head Start and Reintroduction Programme for the endangered
species - highly regarded internationally as one of the best examples of
conservationism at work.

The programme to save the Jamaican iguana is now nearly 30 years old. The animal
was rediscovered in 1990 after it was thought to have been extinct from as far back
as 1940!

At the time they were rediscovered, it was immediately decided to use the Hope Zoo
as a captive breeding facility.

“However, a decision was soon taken to use the Head Start programme instead where
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the babies are caught as they emerge from their nests and then raised at the zoo for
several years before they are big enough not to be eaten by the mongoose that preys
on them when they are released back into the wild,” said Tandora Grant, a member of
the San Diego Zoo Institute for Conservation Research in the United States.

Grant said the first iguanas were released in 1996 after six years in confinement. For
the next 10 to 12 years a small number of iguanas would be released each year. Since
2006, following a species recovery planning meeting, “we have been able to do about
40 head started babies – about 40 out and 40 in every year,” she explained.

According to Grant, because it is such a well known programme, it’s easy for her to
get volunteers to travel to Jamaica. Her team was in the island from February 26 to
March 9 this year.

The volunteers spent the first week at the zoo doing health checks on all of the
iguanas to determine which ones are big enough and healthy enough to be released
into the wild. Typically, the lizards that are released are on average six years old but
anywhere from four to eight years-old depending on their individual growth rate.
They must be no less than 900 grams and 28 centimetres long (minus the tail).

"That’s the size that we have determined that they can defend themselves from the
mongoose,” said Grant.

The Head Start programme is getting more successful with each passing year.
However, it remains a delicate balance and a constant battle to save the lizards who
are vulnerable to feral cats and the mongoose that stalk the Hellshire hills.

The Jamaican iguana, unlike some others, does not climb. It makes its home and
nests in burrows in the ground, making them easy prey for the mongoose that “just
moves right in behind them,” said Kenny Benjamin, executive chairman of the
Guardsman Group of companies that manages the Hope Zoo.
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