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[From our Overseas Territories Team...]

Out of sight, and to many UK citizens out of mind, the islands in the UK overseas territories harbour an enormously rich variety of

plant and animal species that often live on only a handful of islands. Despite being in remote corners of the Atlantic, Pacific, or the

Caribbean, humans discovered and colonised these islands hundreds of years ago – and took pets and livestock with them. Other

species, such as rodents and alien plants, hitched a ride as stowaways. Today, there are more than 2000 plant and animal species

living on UK overseas territories that do not belong there and only arrived with the help of humans. Some of these species cause

severe problems to the native species that evolved on those islands in the absence of competitors or predators. For example, most

seabirds breeding on oceanic islands are not used to defending themselves or their nests against land-dwelling predators such as

rats or carnivorous mammals. This lack of innate defence behaviour leads to seemingly grotesque scenarios where large birds (eg

albatrosses) are eaten alive by much smaller mammals (eg rats or mice). Smaller birds, reptiles, and invertebrates are even more

vulnerable and many species have gone extinct on many islands around the world.

Landslide caused by grazing goats, British Virgin Islands (Susan Zaluski)

To prevent further extinctions, it is sometimes essential to remove non-native invasive species from islands. Eradications of non-
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native species can, however, be very complicated and expensive, and require very careful planning. Removing all non-native species

from the >2500 islands in the UK overseas territories is therefore not feasible. The RSPB, together with colleagues from BirdLife

International, Island Conservation, and the University of California Santa Cruz recently developed a priority list of islands, where the

eradication of non-native vertebrates would have the greatest conservation benefit for the native vertebrates, such as birds,

mammals, reptiles and amphibians, living on those islands.

Forest thrush and ground lizard, Montserrat (Alistair Homer)

The team assembled data on all of the native and non-native species on 2499 islands throughout the UK overseas territories, and

critically assessed whether the non-native species occurring on each island posed a threat to the native species. They then examined

which non-native species could be eradicated from which island, considering that some islands are too large, or that local people

may not want to eradicate certain non-native species, such as pigs or goats, which are used for food. This exhaustive work then

resulted in a list of islands where the eradication of non-native species was both feasible and highly beneficial to safeguard species

threatened with extinction.
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Magnificent frigatebird, Dog Island, Anguilla (James Millett)

The top 25 islands identified as priority for eradication ranged from chilly waters in the South Atlantic to tropical islands in the

Caribbean. The most threatened animal groups on these islands were seabirds and endemic reptiles, which are frequently killed by

feral cats, dogs, and rats. Two islands that the RSPB has been involved in, Gough in the South Atlantic, and Henderson in the South

Pacific, scored very highly in this prioritisation.

The RSPB will use the output from this study to guide future work and invest in large-scale island restoration programmes where we

can save the most vulnerable species.

Rock iguana, Turks and Caicos (Eric Salamanca)
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