
 
 

Terrestrial Protected Area Nomination: 

Ironwood Forest (Crown parcel 15B 392) 

Grand Cayman 

This nomination covers the Crown property in the largest remaining area of original natural habitat now 

remaining in the George Town area. The Ironwood forest area is a mosaic of freshwater wetlands, dry 

forest and dry shrubland, which due to the elevated humidity provided by the wetland supports a 

variety of epiphytes including several endangered and endemic species. This proposal focuses on 

securing protection of the Crown parcel, which represents 19% of the total Ironwood Forest area. 

 

Figure 1. Epiphytic “Old George” bromeliads within the Ironwood Forest.  

The University College of the Cayman Islands (UCCI) and the Department of Environment (DoE) share 

the vision that this unique area can be kept in its natural state, with one or more footpaths built 

sensitively into the various habitats in such a way that it can become an educational, inspirational, and 

recreational area for UCCI students, researchers, the local community, and our visitors. As UCCI 

develops its biological sciences programs and moves towards becoming a regional center for Caribbean 

biodiversity studies, having an ancient and pristine ecosystem readily accessible and adjacent to the 



 
 

campus will be both a powerful teaching resource and basis for scientific studies, and a magnet for 

students interested in this subject area. 

A plant species checklist made in 2010 by Ann Stafford found that the forest contains at least eight 

endemic species (three of which are found only in Grand Cayman), and six single-neighbor endemics (i.e. 

found here and in Jamaica or Cuba). Of the plant species on Stafford’s checklist, 20 species were 

considered Critically Endangered and 25 species were considered Endangered according to the IUCN Red 

List. In addition to rare plants, the forest is home to a diverse range of animal species, many of which are 

also endemic and considered Critically Endangered, including many species of birds, reptiles, 

amphibians, and a diverse range of invertebrates. 

Of particular note are the Cayman Island’s unique Ironwood (Chionanthus caymanensis) tree, which was 

historically used for structural posts in traditional wooden houses; Grand Cayman’s unique, leafless 

Ghost Orchid (Dendrophylax fawcettii); and Grand Cayman’s Old George (Wittmackia caymanensis),  

giant bromeliad (figure 1). Old George is only found in a few undisturbed forests in the George Town 

area and does not naturally occur anywhere else in the Cayman Islands. The Ironwood forest is home to 

the majority (~98%) of the global Old George population, as only a few individual plant clusters are 

found in three other undisturbed forest patches in the George Town area. A small population has been 

translocated to the Botanic Park but is not thriving, likely due to differences in micro-climate and rainfall 

in the east of the island. The Ghost Orchid and Old George are both Critically Endangered and strictly 

protected under the National Conservation Act (2013), which warrants the need for this nomination. A 

26% of the Old George population is found on this Crown parcel and this nomination represents the 

most cost-effective solution, in terms of property costs, to guarantee the conservation of this species. 

DoE has long seen the importance of protecting this area and with the passage of the National 

Conservation Act (2013) a legal framework now exist under which the area could be declared a National 

Park. This declaration would lead to drafting of a Management Plan which would be developed jointly 

between DoE, UCCI, and other stakeholders.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

   Protected Area Nomination 

Ironwood Forest (Crown) 

 

This nomination is made under Section 9 of the National Conservation Act, 2013 

1. Description of the Area 

The nomination covers the Crown parcel in the Ironwood Forest in Central George Town. The 

parcel is directly behind the University College of the Cayman Islands (UCCI).  

Block Parcel Ownership Portion of parcel 

15B 392 Crown Whole 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Overview of the Ironwood Forest area with the Crown parcel (15B 392) outlined in red.



 
 

2. Reasons for Nomination 

Purposes and Objectives 

2.1  Protection of this nominated land will safeguard habitat that is critical to a 

range of endangered, Part 1 protected species, as well as a diversity of 

resident and migratory birds, as described below in “Species of Special 

Concern”. NCA ref. 8 (1) (a) 

2.2  Protection of the nominated land will conserve a representative fragment of 

forest and wetland communities that were once widespread in the George 

Town area, and will be critical to the survival of unique elements of the 

Cayman Islands’ biodiversity. NCA ref. 8 (1) (b) 

2.3  Protection of the nominated land will conserve and maintain an area which 

has gained in cultural importance as the George Town area urbanizes, and 

which has special biological and scientific value as a result of the high 

incidence of endangered endemic species. It has high educational potential 

thanks to its proximity to UCCI, and has inherent aesthetic value which will 

be realized if the area’s Management Plan includes sensitively placed and 

well-designed pathways to provide access for educational and recreational 

use. NCA Ref. 8 (1) (e) 

2.4  Subject to a Management Plan, the nominated land has potential for a 

sustainable nature tourism component. NCA Ref. 8 (1) (f) 

 

Criteria for Protection 

2.5  The nominated land is almost entirely in a natural state. NCA Ref. 8 (2) (a) 

2.6 The nominated land supports a very high diversity of life, especially of 

plants. NCA Ref. 8 (2) (b) 

2.7 The nominated land is of particular ecological importance due to the scarcity 

of natural habitat remaining in the George Town area, and it provides a suite 

of specialized ecological niches that are rare or absent elsewhere in the 

Cayman Islands. NCA Ref. 8 (2) (c) 

2.8  The nominated land is of biogeographic importance in that it contains the 

only remaining example of George Town dry forest that remains in a natural 

state.  NCA Ref. 8 (2) (d) 

2.9  The nominated land is of scientific importance and interest due to the high 

incidence of endemic species.  NCA Ref. 8 (2) (e) 



 
 

2.10  The nominated land is of national and regional significance in that its 

protection will safeguard a nationally unique site, and a component of the 

distribution of regionally restricted range species. NCA Ref. 8 (2) (f) 

2.11  Management of the nominated land will be moderately complex but 

feasible. See “Management Considerations” below. NCA Ref. 8 (2) (g) 

2.12  Subject to a Management Plan, nature tourism in the nominated land is a 

strong possibility. NCA Ref. 8 (2) (h) 

 

3. Species of Special Concern 

The following table lists the species of concern known to depend at least in part on the 

nominated lands: 

Common 
name 

Scientific name Descripti
on 

NCA 
Schedule 1 

Habitat use 

Ghost 
Orchid 

Dendrophylax fawcetti Orchid Part 1. 
Endemic, 
Critically 

Endangered 

In dry 
habitat 

downwind 
of wetland 

Old 
George 

Wittmackia caymanensis Epiphyte Part 1. 
Endemic, 
Critically 

Endangered 

Remnant 
distribution 
concentrat

ed here 

No local 
name 

Trichilia havanensis Tree Part 2. 
Critically 

Endangered 

Species 
only found 
in George 
Town area 

Ironwoo
d 

Chionanthus caymanensis Tree Part 2. 
Endemic, 

Endangered 

In forest 
area 

Cedar Cedrela odorata Tree Part 2. 
Endangered 

In forest 
area 

Banna 
Orchid  

Myrmecophila 
thomsoniana var. thomsoniana 

Orchid Part 2. 
Endangered; 

National 
Flower 

In dry 
habitat 

downwind 
of wetland 

Silver 
Thatch 
Palm  

Coccothrinax proctorii Tree Part 2. 
Endagered; 

National 
Tree 

In forest 
area 

Grand 
Cayman 
Parrot 

Amazona leucocephala 
caymanensis 

Parrot Part 1. 
Endemic 

subspecies, 
Critically 

Endangered 

Foraging 
grounds, 
potential 
nesting 



 
 

Thick-
billed 
Vireo 

Vireo crassirostris caymanensis Vireo Part 1. 
Endemic 

subspecies 

Foraging 
grounds 

Yucatan 
Vireo 

Vireo magister caymanensis Vireo Part 1. 
Endemic 

subspecies 

Foraging 
grounds 

Vitelline 
Warbler 

Setophaga vitellina Warbler Part 1. 
Endemic 

subspecies 

Foraging 
grounds 

Cuban 
Bullfinch 

Melopyrrha nigra taylori Finch Part 1. 
Endemic 

subspecies 

Foraging 
grounds 

White-
Crowned 
Pigeon 

Patagioenas leucocephala Pigeon Part 1. 
Endemic 

subspecies 

Foraging 
grounds 

 

 

4. Conservation Problems and Special Protective Measures Required 

 

4.1  Identified threats to this area include the long-planned extension of the Linford 

Pierson highway to reach Walkers Road. The current alignment around the northern 

margin of the forest may have to be accepted in the national interest, but the 

planned roundabout with a feeder-road leading behind UCCI is will no longer be 

necessary and may be dropped in light of the current proposal.  

 

4.2  A recent forest fire destroyed 26% of the population of the critically endangered 

“Old George” giant bromeliad, and burnt over most of the wetland sedges and ferns. 

The wetlands have mostly recovered from the fire but the impacted dry forest areas 

have not recovered. These unrecovered areas may require active management to 

prevent colonization by invasive species and encourage recolonization by native 

species. Any projects aimed at restoring native vegetation, including endemic Old 

George plants, to fire-affected areas are activities well suited to UCCI involvement, 

so long as suitable access is available. Prevention of future fires will hinge on 

boundary management when the final protected area configuration has been 

established.  

4.3   Invasive species are a major threat to this forest area due to the lack of any 

meaningful buffer between the forest and the man-modified habitats surrounding it. 

Residential areas surrounding the forest host a large diversity of ornamental plant 

species and domesticated animals which may pose a threat to this forest area. For 

example, the Old George bromeliad is being parasitized by the fly speck scale insect, 

a bromeliad-specialist scale that was likely introduced with ornamental bromeliads. 

This scale insect’s impacts appear to be non-lethal but monitoring of the impacts 

over time is required. Similarly, despite the successful Green Iguana control program 

in Grand Cayman, many Green Iguanas are still observed in this habitat, likely due to 

difficult access, and are negatively impacting the ecology of Ironwood forest area. 



 
 

Targeted control of Green Iguanas in this area may be necessary. Finally, alien 

invasive plant species also pose a threat to the delicate system of the ironwood 

forest. For example, the invasive logwood (Haematoxylum campechianum) species is 

found surrounding and within the Ironwood forest and appears to be colonizing the 

areas recently cleared from the forest fire. Regular removal of such plants is feasible 

given access.  

 

5. Management Considerations 

5.1 Once protected, a Management Plan for the Ironwood Forest should take into 

account views of educational institutions in the area and the surrounding George 

Town communities, and may provide for educational and recreational access. 

Because this forest is nested within a densely populated area, some level of access 

control may be needed to prevent domestic dogs and cats invading the forest via 

any paths that are created. Limiting access through UCCI only would help meet these 

needs and improve overall security of this protected area.  

5.2 If the Linford Pierson Highway extension proceeds, endemic plants that would have 

been lost in the roads footprint may be translocated into areas affected by the 

recent fire within the Ironwood forest. This is dependent on the suitability of 

recipient sites and possible invasive plant species removal from potential sites.   

 


