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INTRODUCTION

Robert Powell! and Robert W. Henderson?

We believe that monitoring and documenting
changes in the composition and distribution of
the West Indian herpetofauna is necessary and
important. This vast complex of islands with
disparate geological origins and biogeographic
relationships with one another and the mainland
Americas supports exceptionally abundant, diverse,
and largely endemic populations of terrestrial
amphibians and reptiles, and is ideally suited for
studies that provide new insights into evolutionary
and ecological relationships. In addition, we are
motivated by increasingly critical conservation
concerns in the region, which was identified as
a biodiversity hotspot by Myers et al. (2000). A
large majority of the islands are changing rapidly,
resulting in dramatic alterations of habitats, nearly
all of them mediated by human activities.

Thomas Barbour (1914, 1930, 1935, 1937)
effectively initiated the documentation of the
region’s herpetofaunas by providing a series of
increasingly comprehensive checklists. Although
replete with inconsistencies reflecting the limited
and localized research of those days, now outdated
taxonomy, and data often based on anecdotal
accounts, very short visits, and hastily formed
impressions (Henderson & Powell 2005), they
collectively constitute a baseline for comparisons
with more modern efforts.

Thirty-seven years ago, Albert Schwartz and
Richard Thomas (1975) provided the first scholarly
effort to document amphibian and reptilian diversity
in the West Indies when they published what has
been hailed (Pregill & Crother 1999) as “the most
valuable contribution to the biogeography of West
Indian amphibians and reptiles in the past 50 years.”
This detailed, carefully researched checklist of the
herpetofauna listed each species and the island(s) on
which it occurred. Two years later, MacLean et al.

(1977), based largely on the Schwartz and Thomas
checklist, published a paper wherein they listed
the species of frogs, turtles, lizards, snakes, and
crocodilians for each of the 627 islands then known
to harbor amphibians and reptiles. Subsequently,
Schwartz and Henderson (1988, 1991) provided an
updated checklist and an overview of West Indian
herpetology, and Powell et al. (1996) published
an abbreviated list, each documenting substantive
changes in our understanding of the diversity and
distribution of the region’s herpetofauna. Most
recently, Powell and Henderson (1999, 2003)
published two addenda to Powell et al. (1996)
and S. Blair Hedges (2012) provided a regularly
updated list of species with distribution maps
(http://caribherp.org) — but no updated island-by-
island list of West Indian amphibians and reptiles
has appeared since the publication of MacLean et
al. 35 years ago.

Although many of the documented changes
reflect a better and more modern understanding of
relationships among the islands’ species and the
resultant adjustments in taxonomy, many questions
remain. For example, at least some widely
distributed species almost certainly represent
species complexes, with populations in different
habitats on large islands or on different islands or
island groups worthy of recognition as full species.
For example, currently recognized Hispaniolan
and Bahamian subspecies of Anolis distichus
might well be distinct at the species level (e.g., Ng
& Glor, 2011; Glor & Laport, in press), and Lesser
Antillean populations of Thecadactylus probably
represent several species-level taxa (Kohler &
Vesely, 2011).

However, mostdocumented changes illustrate
the impact of human activities (e.g., Henderson
& Powell 2001, 2009). The herpetofaunas of the
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West Indies are in flux; human population growth
takes its toll on the environment as land that once
sustained forests is cleared for homes, agriculture,
and charcoal production. Humans bring with them
cats and dogs that prey on reptiles, and goats,
burros, and cattle that crop vegetation to bare soil,
eliminating critical ground cover and food for a
variety of amphibians and reptiles. The mongoose
was introduced to many islands in the 19th century,
putatively to control rodent populations that were
having a deleterious effect on sugar production.
The impact on ground-dwelling lizards, snakes,
and birds has frequently been catastrophic.

With many island economies increasingly
based on tourism, development is rampant; with
development come radical modifications to the

environment and, ultimately, to the resources
necessary to sustain many species of frogs and
reptiles. In addition to the reduction or elimination
of critical resources, development for the tourist
industry often entails bringing supplies (e.g.,
lumber, decorative plants) largely from the United
States, mainland South America, or other islands,
and non-native herpetofaunal species sometimes
arrive with them as stowaways (e.g., Kraus 2009;
Powell et al. 2011). For example, in recent years,
Anolis carolinensis (native to the U.S.) has arrived
on Anguilla, A. sagrei (native to Cuba and the
Bahamas but very common in most of Florida) has
become established on Grenada, St. Vincent, and
St. Maarten, and A. cristatellus (native to the Puerto
Rico Bank) has invaded the Dominican Republic

Figure 1. Major islands or islands groups of the West Indies used in this study.
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and Dominica, and has been reported from St.
Maarten. Similarly, the large Cuban treefrog,
Osteopilus septentrionalis, has become established
in the Virgin Islands and Lesser Antilles, and
the snake, Pantherophis guttatus (native to the
eastern U.S.), has been captured in the Bahamian
Archipelago, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and several
islands in the Lesser Antilles.

In collaboration with experts most familiar
with specific areas within the West Indies, we set
out to generate new island-by-island lists. Our
reasons for doing so are fivefold: Since 1977,
(1) we have found the (now outdated) island list
by MacLean et al. to be a useful tool; (2) a great
deal of new information on the distribution of
amphibians and reptiles on West Indian islands has
accumulated; (3) many new species of West Indian
frogs and reptiles have been described; (4) several
extirpations (or possible extinctions) have occurred,
and (5) a number of species (mostly from the U.S.)
have been introduced to West Indian islands and
might ultimately have a deleterious impact on the
native herpetofauna.

THE LISTS

We have defined the West Indies to include the Swan
Islands, Cayman Islands, Bahama Islands, Greater
Antilles (Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola, and Greater
Puerto Rico), and Lesser Antilles (extending from
Sombrero in the north to Grenada in the south). The
following lists document more than 700 species
of amphibians and reptiles that occur on over 700
islands. They are organized first by major island
(e.g., Cuba) or island group (e.g., Lesser Antilles),
then by island bank (e.g., Grenada Bank in the
Lesser Antilles). These are listed in a roughly west-
to-east fashion for the Greater Antilles and north-
to-south for the Lesser Antilles. This geographic
approach is largely retained for major islands or
island groups within an island bank (defined for
our purposes as a contiguous emergent land mass
during the Pleistocene glacial maxima regardless
of how many individual islands are extant today).
Satellites to each of the major islands or within
island groups are listed alphabetically to facilitate
finding them in what are frequently long lists,

although this sometimes places geographically
proximate islands far apart in the lists. We provide
latitude and longitude for most islands (although
rounding decimal degrees to the nearest hundredth
will provide only an approximate location for
many small cays). We also include area for most
islands, and maps that illustrate the geographic
relationships of major islands. Except for Cayo
Arenas (Cayos Siete Hermanos, Hispaniola, which
we have surveyed), we exclude islands for which
no records exist, although we cannot, in most
instances, distinguish between islands that have
been surveyed without finding any resident species
(e.g., Cayo Arenas) and those that have not been
surveyed.

Records are based on museum vouchers and
localities cited in the literature supplemented by the
authors’ observations and a few sightings by reliable
witnesses. We generally follow the taxonomy
provided on CaribHerp (Hedges 2012). Two notable
exceptions are the inclusion of currently recognized
subspecies (in order to enhance the utility of this
list in case some of these are elevated to species in
the future) and the choice not to elevate Bahamian
subspecies of Cyclura to full species. Although we
are inclined to believe that elevation is appropriate,
that decision must be based on detailed genetic data
that are not yet available; consequently, we take
a conservative approach. We denote species that
have been introduced to an island with an “(I).” We
do not distinguish between newly introduced taxa
and presumed reintroductions, mainly because the
historical presence of some populations cannot
be confirmed. Furthermore, the origins of some
species cannot be established. Consequently,
our annotations frequently are accompanied by
question marks. For example, populations of
Chelonoidis carbonaria, Iguana iguana, and
human commensals like Hemidactylus mabouia on
many, especially Lesser Antillean islands, likely are
comprised of descendants of animals that arrived
by natural means, descendants of individuals
transported to the islands by the Amerindians who
first colonized these islands some 7,000 years ago,
and animals recently transported to the islands,
either inadvertently accompanying shipments
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of goods or intentionally as pets (e.g., Iverson
1978; Censky 1988; Greene et al. 2002; Powell
et al. 2011). For . iguana, we believe that we can
with some accuracy distinguish natural (endemic)
populations from those that are introduced, and we
have marked them accordingly. For C. carbonaria
and H. mabouia, we consistently use “(1?)” (except
for two populations of the former that are known
to be introduced by human agency in the British
Virgin Islands and one of the latter that was recently
introduced inthe Turks and CaicosIslands), although
we are sure that some populations, especially in
the southern Lesser Antilles, arrived naturally and
many, especially in the Greater Antilles, are almost
certainly introduced. Also, Rhinella marina was
intentionally introduced onto many West Indian
islands (e.g., Lever 2003; Powell et al. 2011), but
populations on some of the southern Lesser Antilles
might have arrived by natural over-water dispersal
(Henderson & Powell 2009). We mark the latter
with “(I?).” Complicating matters even further are
species that have been documented from islands
but are not known to have established breeding
populations. We have designated these as waifs
and annotated such listings with a “(W)”; when we
have data that suggest a population designated as
a waif might be established, we mark these with a
“(W?).”

Although documenting a negative is
impossible, we have endeavored to identify
populations that are believed to have been
extirpated by marking them with a “(PX)” (=
possibly or probably extirpated). Similarly, we
have marked presumably extinct taxa with a
“(PE)” (= possibly extinct). Taxa known from an
island only from the fossil record are indicated
with an “(F),” whereas extant taxa for which fossils
are known are indicated with an “(F*).” We also
considered attempts to document the conservation
status of species (e.g., threatened or endangered),
but ultimately chose not to do so, mainly because
the status of many populations is uncertain and we
did not want to imply that circumstances were less
than critical by omitting annotations of status. For
example, the status of most West Indian reptiles has
not been assessed (e.g., Henderson & Powell 2009);

some species may have become extinct, some
populations certainly have been extirpated, and
many undoubtedly are threatened or endangered
(e.g., Hedges 1999; Stuart et al. 2004; Henderson
& Powell 2009; IUCN 2011) — but assessments
on our part at this time would have to have been
based almost entirely on circumstantial evidence,
since detailed studies for most species are lacking.

Occasionally, records have been published
about specimens or fossil remains (e.g., tortoises
in the genus Chelonoidis) for which the species
identity is unknown or uncertain. We have listed
these accordingly (i.e., Chelonoidis sp.). Also,
in a few instances, the assignment of a particular
island population to species or (more commonly)
subspecies is uncertain (e.g., Celestus stenurus ssp.
on Ile Grande Cayemite off Hispaniola) or an island
population that is likely to represent a new species
yet to be formally described (e.g., Sphaerodactylus
sp. on Sombrero).

Until recently, the systematics of West Indian
skinks has been problematic. Except for Mabuya
lineolatus from Hispaniola and M. macleani from
Carrot Rock, British Virgin Islands, relationships
were poorly understood (e.g., Mayer & Lazell
2000). For most of the last century, all other island
populations from the region had been assigned to M.
mabouya (e.g., Dunn 1936; Schwartz & Henderson
1991). More recently, Henderson & Powell (2009)
designated those populations as “Mabuya sp.”
Herein we adopt the taxonomy of Hedges and
Conn (2012), who recognized six genera (Alinea,
Capitellum, Copeoglossum, Mabuya, Marisora,
and Spondylurus) and 33 species in the West Indies,
16 of which are possibly extinct.

Certainly, like the ever-changing taxonomy,
all of the data presented herein are inevitably
subject to change as human populations continue
to grow, habitats are increasingly altered, and new
introductions of alien species occur — but also as
new species are described and new populations
are discovered. Much of the attraction for
herpetologists working in the West Indies is the
vast array of unanswered questions, the answers
to many of which will undoubtedly elude us for
generations to come.
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