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Staying high and dry: a unique
nesting strategy for an insular iguana

Successful reproductive strategies are a fundamental
contributor to lifetime fitness in all living organisms.

Reproductive strategies associated with nest-site selec-
tion are assumed to be under strong natural selection
because they can have major effects on embryo and post-
hatching survival (Jensen et al. 2009; Reedy et al. 2013).
Unfortunately for researchers studying free-ranging
lizards, nest-site selection and the behavioral mechanisms
driving this selection are challenging to investigate, pos-
sibly because of the difficulty in observing nesting behav-
ior in the wild. 

Northern Bahamian rock iguanas (Cyclura cychlura)
living on one particular island make use of an unusual
nesting strategy. This iguana inhabits several islands in
The Bahamas – an archipelago in the western North
Atlantic Ocean – and is recognized taxonomically as
three subspecies. Two subspecies (C c inornata and C c fig-
ginsi) are genetically and morphologically similar
(Malone et al. 2003) and inhabit the Exuma Islands,
while a third subspecies (C c cychlura) is endemic to
Andros Island. The two subspecies from the Exuma

Islands inhabit cays – small sand and limestone islands –
typically covered with dry shrubland vegetation (Iverson
et al. 2004). These two subspecies share the same nesting
strategy as all the other 44 species in the subfamily
Iguaninae (ITWG 2011), which typically includes
migrating from normal areas of activity to specialized
locations suitable for oviposition, excavating nest bur-
rows in sand or soil, depositing eggs in underground
chambers, and then defending their nests against other
females (Wiewandt 1982; Iverson et al. 2004). 

The third subspecies, the Andros rock iguana (C c cych-
lura), is unique in that it is the only iguana that deviates
from the usual nesting strategy; it instead uses termite
mounds as incubation chambers. Andros is the largest
island in the Bahamian Archipelago (~165-km long by
65-km wide) and consists of a mosaic of pine woodland,
dry shrubland, and mangroves. Ninety percent of the
island’s limestone surface is less than six meters above sea
level (Knapp and Owens 2005). 

Female Andros iguanas deposit their eggs primarily
(96% of 45 documented nesting events) in active termite

(Nasutitermes rippertii) mounds (see
Knapp and Owens [2008] for full
description). After choosing mounds
with the greatest accumulation of sur-
rounding soil and leaf litter, females dig
laterally into the termitaria at ground
level, deposit eggs at the tunnel
entrance (Figure 1), and then push
them into the central mound chamber
using their forelimbs and snout. The
depth of soil surrounding the mound is
important because the female backfills
the tunnel and entrance opening with
soil, pine needles, leaf litter, and lime-
stone fragments from the adjacent area.
She continues backfilling until she has
amassed a large, conspicuous buttress of
material against the side of the mound. 

Termite mounds are fairly rare on the
island (0.147–0.875 mounds per hec-
tare; Knapp and Owens 2008), and this
may be a factor limiting reproductive
success. Females are therefore ex-
tremely aggressive and protective of
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Figure 1. A female Andros rock iguana (Cyclura cychlura cychlura) prepares to
bury her eggs in a termitarium.
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their mounds, both before and after they lay their eggs.
The female remains with the nest (often sitting on top of
the mound) for 6–10 weeks following oviposition (Figure
2), and will repair the buttressed backfill if it is disturbed.

After about 76 days, the young iguanas hatch and
remain inside the mound until the entire clutch has
emerged from their eggs. They then dig collectively out
of the mound, through the remains of the entrance bur-
row, and disperse rapidly in straight lines away from the
nest (Knapp et al. 2010). Although adult iguanas have
been observed eating termites (W Auffenburg, unpub-
lished data), it is not likely that the neonates consume
termites prior to their departure because they are still
receiving energy from their yolk sacs. It is unclear
whether the young iguanas are attacked by the termites
while digging out of the nest, but we don’t believe so,
since those that emerge from the eggs first can remain in
the mound for at least a day while waiting for their sib-
lings to hatch.

Within about a week of the iguana depositing her eggs,
the termites have usually repaired the tunnel opening.
However, in some instances, the opening is not restored
but instead remains occluded with nest backfill. Land
crabs (Cardisoma guanhumi) are the primary predator of
iguana eggs, and there may be a relationship between egg
predation by crabs and the degree of mound reconstruc-
tion by resident termites. We have observed crabs digging
into mounds through the excavated burrow and remov-
ing eggs on consecutive nights until entire clutches are
depleted. Selecting termite colonies that re-encapsulate
nest tunnels, and thus presumably provide greater protec-
tion to eggs, could possibly confer fitness advantages for
the iguanas – but this is speculative.

Soldier termites from different colonies seem to vary in
their reactions to disturbance. In some colonies, soldiers
defend the mound vigorously and will attack human
excavators, while at other mounds the attacks are less
intense or nonexistent. The degree to which soldier
aggression affects the defense of the iguana eggs from
predators warrants further investigation. 

The reproductive strategy of nesting females using ter-
mitaria has been documented in other reptiles (Riley et
al. 1985) and birds (Weaver 1982; Reed and Tidemann
1994). Indeed, this nesting strategy is an obligate behav-
ior in some species of Varanus lizards (King and Green
1999; Rismiller et al. 2010). Because termites are able to
regulate the environmental conditions within their nests
(Korb and Linsenmair 2000), using termitaria for nesting
could provide ideal humidity and temperature conditions
for the eggs (Riley et al. 1985). Nevertheless, there may
be other factors influencing this unusual choice of nest-
ing site. This possibility is especially intriguing for the
Northern Bahamian rock iguana, where the behavior is
specific to just one population.

There is a thermal advantage associated with using
mounds on Andros Island. Temperatures within the
mound are on average 3°C warmer and are less variable

than ambient air temperatures (Knapp and Owens
2008). Yet even more interesting is the adaptive flexi-
bility of the nesting behavior in the Andros iguana – it
is this trait that has facilitated this animal’s ability to
inhabit areas that would be unsuitable if they relied on
the typical iguana nesting strategy. The use of termite
mounds as incubators observed on Andros most likely
reflects the effects of local climatic history and topogra-
phy on reproductive attributes such as embryo physiol-
ogy and survival. Andros offers little vertical relief, and
the limestone topography provides few areas for soil
accumulation (mean elevation where the behavior is
documented is only 1.5 m above sea level). During the
wet season, when the eggs are incubating, heavy rainfall
often results in a water table that continually rises
above the limestone surface. Therefore, the lack of dry,
well-drained, sandy nesting sites has favored individuals
nesting in mounds, which remain dry and provide rela-
tively high and constant internal temperatures for egg
incubation. This unique behavior may be beneficial in a
future characterized by rising sea levels associated with
climate change.
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Figure 2. The female will defend the mound against others
looking for a place to lay their eggs.




