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FOR several years the International Union for the Conservation of Nature has labelled Fijian crested iguanas

critically endangered.

In recent years, more efforts have been placed by local environmental organisations to protect the Brachylophus

vitiensis.

Brachylophus vitiensis is the scientific term for crested iguanas. Brachylophus is derived from two Greek terms —

brachys meaning short and lophos meaning crest while vitiensis is the Latin term for Fiji.

Last month, collaboration between the National Trust of Fiji and the mataqali Vunaivi of Yanuya Village in the

Mamanucas saw the release of 48 crested iguanas bred in captivity back into the wild on Monuriki Island.

The project spanned seven years and saw the return of 17 iguanas taken initially from Monuriki Island to be bred at

then Kula Eco Park now rebranded to Kula Wild Adventure Park along with 31 of their offsprings.

Two years ago, 32 iguanas produced in captivity were released on the same island.

The project was initiated because iguana specialists had found that crested iguanas on Monuriki Island were on the

verge of extinction.

The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, which is the world's most comprehensive inventory of the global

conservation status of plant and animal species, indicated other than Yadua Taba Island in Bua and Macuata Island

in Ra, Fijian crested iguana populations on all other islands were barely detectable and could become functionally

extinct if no immediate action was taken.

The National Trust of Fiji has since been working to ensure the protection and conservation of the species.

Types of iguanas found in Fiji

NTF projects officer Jone Niukula said iguanas were native only to the Americas and the Fiji Islands and that there

was more than one type of iguana found in Fiji.

"There are three native iguanas in Fiji," he said.

"The Fijian crested iguana that's only found on islands in the west of Fiji's mainland, the Lau banded iguana

(brachylophus fasciatus) that is found in the Lau Group and also in Tonga and the Fiji bulabula iguana

(brachylophus bulabula) that is found on the central islands of the archipelago and also has a small population in

Vanuatu.

"There is an introduced iguana on the island of Qamea and Matagi — the green iguana (iguana iguana) that we now

call the American iguana due to its origin."

There is estimated to be more than 10,000 Fijian crested iguanas in Fiji, 90 percent of which are found on the tiny 70

hectare island of Yadua Taba.

Researchers have indicated that about 1000 of the species are scattered across 14 islands in Fiji.
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Yadua Taba

Mr Niukula said for the people on Yadua Taba, the iguana was their traditional animal totem and was known locally

as saumure.

He added there was also a Fijian legend surrounding the iguanas on Yadua Taba.

"Volivoliti Yadua was a legendary God from Yadua in Bua who resided in a cave guarded by two herons on Yadua

Taba Island.

"Once, he was called to attend a meeting in America and embarked on a journey that took him away for several

days. On his return, he had brought with him a gift for his people — a striped green iguana that he decided to put

only on Yadua Taba, his home island and not the other three islands in the group."

Yadua Taba has the largest population of crested iguanas in the world.

He added the species had never been found on the neighbouring larger island of Yadua even though natives can

wade across at low tide.

The island is Fiji's first wildlife sanctuary declared in 1980 and is managed by the NTF.

Iguana DNA

Iguanas from a particular island have a genetic imprint that tells them apart from those found on other Islands.

Mr Niukula said it had been established through DNA study that Fiji's iguana populations were genetically distinct

from each other because of isolation.

"This means that an iguana population from one island is a race that is different from other islands and some

differences in population can be identified by the human eye.

"For instance some of our female iguanas have white bands while some are all green even though they are of the

same species. Some island races are much larger while some islands have dwarf iguanas.

"That is how special our Fijian iguanas are. Some researchers believe that some of these races are so distinct they

should be considered a new species."

Threats

NTF along with researchers have established that the biggest threat to iguanas in Fiji today is predation by cats and

rats.

Prior to the initiative of captive breeding of iguanas from Monuriki Island, goats and cats were seen as major threats.

The cats ate iguana hatchlings and the goats ate the vegetation they depended on for survival.

Mr Niukula said introduced animals had led many species into extinction and had certainly caused the

disappearance of native species from some of our Islands.

He added continuous loss of habitat through infrastructure development expose native animals making them easier

targets for the predators.

Wildlife traffickers have more recently become a major concern for the Trust.

"The iguanas are our heritage and this has also been threatened by wildlife traffickers who constantly visit our

islands offering payment for capture of this rare and critically endangered lizard."
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Habitat

Crested iguanas thrive only on tropical dry forest vegetation.

The continued threat to their habitat from forest fires and development endangers both the iguanas and vegetation.

"Tropical dry forest vegetation is one of the most threatened vegetation type in the world today.

"We have very few remnants of this vegetation remaining in the western Fijian islands and these are the only places

where National Trust researchers go to record and study these iguanas.

"The other two native species occur mostly in large stands of undisturbed primary rainforest of larger islands in the

East and also on the coastal forests on smaller islands that are yet to be invaded by cats, rats and mongoose."

Conservation

In an interview NTF chairman, Robin Yarrow, said crested iguanas were an iconic feature for Fiji and their protection

was vital.

"In fact, our crested iguana in many ways parallels the panda of China in that it is specific to Fiji only and is therefore

more iconic or special than it might initially appear. Simply put, is a rare iguana of genuine global significance."

He stressed the conservation of the species and their habitat was everyone's responsibility.

Mr Yarrow said for the next six months iguana specialists would continue to monitor iguanas released into the wild

on Monuriki Island to see if they thrived in their new environment.
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