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Island-hopping for iguanas
By Deborah Sullivan Brennan (/staff/deborah-brennan/) 04:15p.m. Aug 30, 2013

There are more than 300 islands on the Fiji Archipelago, and Robert Fisher, a herpetologist with the U.S.
Geological Survey, has visited a quarter of them in search of rare iguanas.

Over the summer he and a crew of researchers from the survey, the San Diego Zoo and other agencies, went
island-hopping to find the reptiles before they disappear under pressure from resorts, commercial
development and invasive species.

“There’s kind of a race against time right now,” Fisher said. “We’re trying to document this stuff before it’s
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A male Lau banded iguana from

eastern Fiji, shows a rare flash of

anger in protest at being handled

by scientists. Photo courtesy of

Robert Fisher, U.S. Geological

Survey

-

lost.”

There are three known species of iguanas on the island, including one that Fisher
and his team named in 2008. They've discovered five new species since then.
There’s a pygmy iguana, a green one with turquoise bands, and another with spots
on just one side of its head. Curiously, they are more closely related to iguanas in
the American Southwest than to those in Asia, suggesting that the creatures may
have drifted there on flotsam in prehistoric times, Fisher said.

Archeological records show far more diverse fauna in the island in that era. Three
thousand years ago Fiji hosted a 10-pound iguana and a giant forest frog, before
native islanders ate them, Fisher said.

“These are spectacular extinctions they had out there,” he said. “What we see now
is the surface of what was there.”

The San Diego Zoo, which joined the expedition this summer, has bred banded
iguanas from Fiji since 1986, and received an award from the Association of Zoos and Aquariums for that
effort in 1991, said zoo spokeswoman Christina Simmons. Zoo scientists are interested in reintroducing the
captive bred animals in the wild, she said.

Fisher is working with the government of Fiji to set up reserves to preserve the remaining iguanas. That may
include a swath of land on the island where Tom Hanks filmed his movie “Castaway.”

If conservation efforts go as planned, it could be paradise found for the iguanas
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