Evidence of Felis catus Predation on Protected Wildlife in Little Cayman

General Wildlife Predation

There is much evidence globally of high levels of predation on wildlife from both feral and domestic
cats (Loyd et al. 2013, Tim S. Doherty et al. 2015). Little Cayman is no exception given presence of
cats with little to no intervention since introduction. Prey items on Little Cayman can be varied,
dependent on seasonality, and include a mixture of both native and non-native wildlife.

From the current feral cat control operations, stomach content analysis has been conducted post-
mortem to further examine the diet of feral cats on Little Cayman. Out of 24 cats trapped and
humanely euthanised between 16" and 18" January 2018, 6 showed recent evidence of ingesting
wildlife (3 showing bird remains, 1 showing reptile remains, 1 showing crustacean remains, and 1
showing insect remains) (unpublished report, Department of Environment & Department of
Agriculture). Extrapolating the brief, dietary analysis of a few individuals indicates many further
circumstances of wildlife predation occurring. This opportunistic and varied feeding is likely
dependent upon the availability and ease at which the item is captured.

Predation of Sister Island Rock Iguanas (Cyclura nubila caymanensis)

A native, endemic, reptile species residing on both Cayman Brac and Little Cayman, the Sister Island
Rock Iguana (SIRI) population is vulnerable to non-natural pressures. The largest population
currently resides on Little Cayman, as the more extensive human habitation on Cayman Brac
increases instances of habitat loss, disturbance, traffic collisions and more numerous alien, invasive
species.

An external researcher, Jeanette Moss, a PhD candidate from Mississippi State University (USA) has
been in collaboration with the Department of Environment (DoE) from 2015 to 2017. Her studies
include researching population dynamics, recruitment and threats. Where there is no current
evidence to suggest that cats predate upon the larger, adult iguanas, there is evidence indicating
that the juvenile iguanas within the first year of hatching are substantially more vulnerable.

As part of the research, the spatial dynamics of hatchlings were investigated immediately after
hatching. 28 hatchlings were fitted with transmitters and then the locations were sought after for a
maximum of a 2 month period. From the 28 deployed, 18 fates could be determined, including 2
that could be directly attributed to predation by cats. One transmitter pictured below (figure 1), was
traced and found within cat regurgitate.



Figure 1: Circle and arrow indicating location of

transmitter found in cat regurgitate.

The problem of predation for the SIRI population is replicated on Cayman Brac. Figure 2 below was
taken in 2017 by a volunteer, responding to a report of cat predation on a juvenile iguana. Cat teeth
are found embedded in the flesh of the deceased iguana.



Figure 2: Deceased iguana with cat teeth embedded in flesh, clearly

indicating cause of death to be trauma from cat predation.

There is evidence from around the Caribbean that if left uncontrolled, large feral cat populations
have the potential to easily eradicate rock iguana (Cyclura sp.) colonies from islands. The Turks and
Caicos rock iguana, Cyclura carinata, has successfully been reintroduced to historic territory after a
feral cat eradication initiative in this location (Mitchell et al. 2002). Due to the endemic nature of the
SIRI, however, eradication of both colonies on the Sister Islands would result in an extinction of the
species.

Predation of Red-Footed Boobies (Sula sula) and Magnificent Frigate Birds (Fregata magnificens)

The Little Cayman Booby Pond is the nesting area of approximately one-third of the Caribbean
population of red-footed boobies. Magnificent frigate birds also nest abundantly here, and both do
not nest in high numbers anywhere else in the Cayman Islands. During this critical life stage of the
species, the chicks are especially vulnerable to a variety of pressures at this time, including
predation.

The red-footed booby and magnificent frigatebird populations at the Booby Pond have been
monitored and studied over the last two years during a Darwin Initiative-funded project, which aims
to gain urgently needed data on the population status, at-sea distribution and ecology of important
breeding populations of seabirds on the Cayman Islands. As part of this study, seabird ecologists
from the Universities and Exeter and Liverpool (UK), in collaboration with the DoE and National Trust
for the Cayman Islands, have been using camera traps (n = 5) to capture evidence of predation
events at nests, as well as recording sightings of predators during other project activities at the site.



From April 2017 to October 2017, the cameras captured two separate events of cats feeding upon a
carcass of an adult frigate bird. Figure 3 is a photograph captured during one of these events.

Figure 3: Feral cat captured feeding upon a magnificent frigate
carcass in the Little Cayman Booby Pond.

The same predation pressure attributed to cats is evident upon the brown booby (Sula leucogaster)
in Cayman Brac. On the 17" Febuary 2018, it was concluded assuredly that cats had attacked two
brown boobies who were in the process of nesting on the south shore of Cayman Brac. The nature of

the injuries and the evidence of fresh cat prints in the surrounding sand are pictured in Figure 4
below.



Figure 4: Brown booby with signs of trauma indicating cat predation as cause of death. The
yellow ring on the foot of the booby is to uniquely identify this individual as part of the long
term study of the nesting population. The image in the top left corner depicts the footprints

found near the carcasses.

Globally, seabirds are noted to be particularly vulnerable to cat predation. There are instances of
exponential cat populations, with no control, to push colonies to the verge of extinction (Ratcliffe et
al. 2009) or to fully eradicate the species, such as the case of the Jamaica petrel, Pterodroma
caribbaea (Birdlife International 2000).
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