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1. Introduction

The Ricord’s iguana (Cyclura ricordii) is endemic to Hispaniola. It is one of two
species of rock iguanas which can be found on this island. Ricord's iguana is critically
endangered according to the current IUCN Red List. The population is divided into two
isolated ranges within the southwest of the Dominican Republic (see fig. 1). One sub-
population is present in the Neyba Valley, on Cabritos Island inside the Enriquillo Lake,
and some surrounding habitats on the southern shore of the Lake.
Effective management is in place for Cabritos Island in the Enriquillo Lake Ramsar site,
which is also a National Park.  The southern shore of the lake does not have a legal
protective status at present.  In fact the law 202-04 from the year 2004 has eliminated
this zone from the Dominican protected areas system (see fig. 4).
The present study looks at the distribution of the species on the southern shore of Lake
Enriquillo and assesses the problems it is confronting.  Possible solutions are discussed.

Fig. 1: Distribution of Cyclura ricordii in the Dominican Republic
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2. Methods

a) Presence-non-presence study

In order to localize Cyclura ricordii habitats and populations on the southern shores of
Lago Enriquillo to following steps have been taken:

Key informants were contacted and interviewed about their knowledge of C. ricordii.
Photos of C. cornuta and C.ricordii were used to find out if the persons interviewed
were able to discriminate between the two species.

Field trips were made to the places indicated by the key informants. Also Landsat
satellite photos were used to look for possible habitats of C. ricordii. The presence or
non-presence of C. ricordii was verified by the following methods:

• Direct sighting: clear identification of an animal as being C. ricordii

• Dead animals: identification of parts of dead animals as being parts of C.
ricordii.

• Tracks: Given conditions of fine soil substrate tracks of C.ricrodii and C.
cornuta can be differentiated by their width and form.

• Retreats: Animals of C. ricordii seem to occupy spaces close to their retreats for
basking. Knowing the location of retreats animals can often be identified while
they are basking. Tracks leading to active burrows also give an indication of the
species occupying the specific retreat.

The coordinates of locations where the presence of C. ricordii was verified were
registered with GPS (UTM, map datum: NAD 27 of the Caribbean) and integrated into
GIS.

b) Evaluation of threats to C. ricordii population

The extent of major threats was defined and quantified by:

• Interviewing local people

• Fieldtrips to sites mentioned to assess human impact on vegetation and species

• Revision of satellite photos

3. Results

a) Distribution and Population Structure of C. ricordii on the South Shore

The presence of C. ricordii could be verified in the following areas (see figure 2):

• Along the main road from Duvergé to Jimaní between the towns of Baitoa and
El Limón
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• In the area north and east of the Laguna del Limón called “La Florida”
• In the area north and east of the Laguna en Medio (the lagoon actually has been

drained)
• Along the old road from Duvergé to Jimaní starting west of Baitoa and

extending to Arroyo Aculadero about 5 km east of Jimaní

The total zone covered by the above mentioned areas comes up to roughly 50 km_.  It
confirms basically the historically known range (Ottenwalder 1999) with the addition
that it extends significantly further to the west along the old road to Jimaní.

Fig. 2: Confirmed presence of Cyclura ricordii on the Southern Shore of Lake
Enriquillo

Not all the areas within this zone seem to harbor the species. Dens are absent in ground
of rock or gravel. The species is mainly present in sandy soil. A high concentration of
dens can be found dug into the banks of dry creek beds and ravines (see figures 5, 6 and
9), which cut through the marine sediments, often of corrals and shells. These sediments
make up the major part of the geological layers of the zone. Most creeks have a south-
north direction ending at the south shore of Enriquillo Lake.

There is still one area left to be investigated (see figure 4). It is an area of about 40 km_.
It is situated north of El Limon and east of Jimaní and seems to be suitable habitat (dry
creeks, open vegetation) for C. ricordii according to satellite photos.

C. ricordii is sympatric with C. cornuta in the zone. A more specific study is definitely
needed to define where C. ricordii is having its competitive edge versus the other
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species. A little historical note may serve as a case. Thomas Wiewandt (unpublished
field notes) visited one of the ravines with the name “Cañada de Guayabo” in 1975. He
saw only C. cornuta (3 adults on July 28 and one adult and 3 juveniles the following
day). We visited the same ravine on the 25 of May this year and detected 4 adults and
one juvenile of C. ricordii and 2 adults of C. cornuta.

The population structure of C. ricordii in the zone seems to be a healthy one.  Juveniles
can be seen in fairly good numbers (see figure 8).  They are an indication that successful
recruitment is taking place into the extant population.  With many juveniles around,
nesting activities should also be plentiful. So far we have only been able to detect one
nest (12 eggs, all hatched).  We assume that the females don’t go too far from their dens
to nest wherever there is suitable ground. In the sandy soils it should not be too difficult
for them to find the right spot. This hypothesis still has to be proven though.

This successful reproductive rate with a good output of hatchlings and decent survival
rate of juveniles may have been the key to the overall survival of the species in the zone
so far. As we shall see in part b on threats and problems it can easily happen that a total
number of adult animals may be exterminated in a given area. The recruitment into
these areas mentioned is therefore of vital importance.

b)  Threats to C. ricordii Population on the Southern Shore of Enriquillo Lake

Legal aspect:

The major part of the zone where C. ricordii is present does not have any legal
protection status. It is not included in the Dominican national system of protected areas.
Before law 202-04 was put into effect all important habitat of C. ricordii was within the
boundaries of National Park Lago Enriquillo.  Law 202-04 has reduced the protected
habitat of C. ricordii to a small strip along the lake shore (see figure 4) including the
dried up lagoon “Laguna en Medio”.

Charcoal production and Iguana hunting:

Intensive charcoal burning in the 1970s and 1980s has practically wiped out all the
original vegetation in the zone.  Wiewandt (unpublished field notes) still noticed fairly
undisturbed vegetation in 1975. The main impact of charcoal production has been a
reduction of plant species diversity combined with the introduction of aggressive
species like Prosopis juliflora and Cylindropuntia caribaea. These two species together
with three cactus species (Stenocereus histrix, Opuntia moniliformis, Neoabbotii
paniculata) dominate the major part of today’s habitat of C. ricordii (see figure 11) on
the south side of Lake Enriquillo.
The effects of charcoal production on soil and ground conditions are not very clear.  We
have found C. cornuta nesting in old charcoal pits in the area of Tres Charcos close to
Jaragua National Park.  The animals even favored the open space of the pits to the
surrounding denser vegetation. In the zone of the south side of Lago Enriquillo we have
not been able to verify the same phenomenon.
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Fig. 3:  Approximate extension of recent charcoal production and of agricultural
irrigation scheme

Iguana hunting is also an ongoing activity. An estimated number of 30 persons from the
towns of Duvergé, Venganaver, and Baitoa dedicate themselves to the mentioned
activity. People in the zone do not discriminate between C. cornuta and C. ricordii. In
fact there seems to be very little traditional knowledge regarding iguanas.  This
contrasts the situation in Pedernales, where persons with an excellent knowledge about
iguanas can be found.
One hunting activity consists in putting snare traps on the entrances of dens. Another
method consists in simply closing the entrances of active dens with objects such as
stones after iguanas have left their dens. Then hunters simply wait for the iguanas to
return and to hunt them down with their dogs.
The most common practice is the excavation of dens (see fig. 12).  The zone seems to
have been mined for iguanas.  Excavated dens can be found every there.
Recent charcoal production has sprung up again in the region between the dried up
lagoon “Laguna en Medio” and the town of Duvergé (see fig. 3 and fig. 9).  The
destination of the final product of charcoal is mainly Haiti and presently there seems to
be very little control to halt this illegal activity. There is a very close relationship
between charcoal production and iguana hunting. Whenever a charcoal pit is found the
area around it shows that all dens have been excavated.  This means that the activity of
charcoal production not only destroys valuable tree species but also takes care of all the
adult iguanas of the area under consideration.

Irrigation scheme:
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An agricultural irrigation scheme has been implemented southwest of El Limón over the
past years (see fig. 3). This may have been an area where C. ricordii had been present.
We are lacking historical data to confirm the assumption.

Floods:

The high concentration of dens in dry creek beds may constitute a real threat to the
species.  Although creek beds may remain dry during many years, occasional floods
would destroy the dens in the creek banks, because the marine sediments are only
loosely cemented together and can easily be washed away (see figure 6 and 9). The
flood which wiped out part of the town of Jimaní in 2004 shows the imminent danger
which may affect the zone at any moment.

Fig. 4: Present boundaries of National Park Lago Enriquillo and area not yet
investigated

4. Conservation Measures

The following activities have been initiated:

Municipal Protected Area

As shown above (see fig. 4) the major part of the zone where C. ricordii is present is not
legally protected. We have entered into a process with the local government (town hall)
of Duvergé to delimit, declare, legalize, and administrate the zone as a municipal
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protected area. A change in the political composition of the town hall of Duvergé in
August has halted the process. It has to be reinitiated again.
Our studies on the distribution of the species has shows that a substantial part of
Ricord’s terrain lies within the jurisdiction of the town of Jimaní.  It is also the part
most affected by present charcoal production. The main focus therefore will be to get
the town hall of Jimaní involved in conservation activities in direction towards a
municipal protected area.
The corresponding local and national authorities are being addressed in respect the
recent charcoal production in the Jimaní area.

Local support group

The local group “CIELO” in Duvergé has been very active in supporting all our
activities.  With their help we mounted a teachers’ workshop in August which had been
developed in cooperation with Indianapolis Zoo and ZooDom.  There has been a great
interest on behalf of the teachers in regard to the national patrimony which the Ricord’s
iguana actually constitutes.
It will be necessary to activate a support group in Jimaní as well as to get teachers and
the local authorities of this town interested in the subject. A lot of work lies ahead.
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Fig. 5: Bank of dry creek with two active dens

Fig. 6: Bank of ravine with adult male C. ricordii in front of his den

Fig. 7: gravid female C. ricordii inside its den
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Fig. 8: Two year old juvenile
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Fig. 9: Satellite photo of a dry creek and surrounding area close to Jimaní, Note roads
that lead to charcoal production areas.  The small round circles are charcoal pits.

Fig. 10: Recently abandoned charcoal pit
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Fig. 11: Pure stand of Stenocereus histrix surrounded by Prosopis juliflora

Fig. 12: Excavated den of 8 m length


