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Inventory of the Amphibians and Reptiles of Buck Island Reef National Monument

Introduction

Declines in amphibian populations have been recognized worldwide from many regions and habitat types (Alford and Richards 1999).  No single cause for declines has been demonstrated, although acid precipitation, environmental contaminants, the introduction of exotic predators, disease agents, parasites, and the effects of ultraviolet radiation have been suggested.  In fact, several factors may interact in such a manner as to threaten populations (Carey and Bryant 1995).  Reptiles are perhaps not as sensitive to environmental contaminants as amphibians, but there are many biotic and abiotic factors conspiring to cause the decline of several reptile species as well.  A major factor in the loss of amphibian and reptile populations has been and continues to be the loss of habitat.  The scope of declines suggests that vigilance is needed in all regions of the nation to ensure the conservation of amphibian and reptile populations.

In response to concerns about the lack of basic knowledge of the amphibians and reptiles inhabiting Department of Interior (DOI) lands, inventory programs are being instituted nationwide.  This document describes the goals and objectives, sampling methods, complicating factors, and the expected outcomes of a proposed amphibian and reptile survey at Buck Island Reef National Monument (BUIS).  The Florida Caribbean Science Center of the U.S. Geological Survey, Biological Resources Division will perform these functions in cooperation with the Florida Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit.


BUIS is a small unit (880 acres) of the National Park System.  It was created primarily to protect the surrounding coral reefs and sea turtle nesting beaches.  It is isolated from the main island of St. Croix by about five miles.  Because of its small size (about one mile across) and distance from mainland, only a few of the reptile and amphibian species found on St. Croix should occur there.

Taxonomic Review

Amphibians

Only six amphibian species are known to occur on St. Croix (Philibosian and Yntema 1977).  Because the island is rather small and limited in the diversity of habitats, only a subset or perhaps none of these species will be found on Buck Island. 


There are three amphibians native to St. Croix, all in the family Leptodactylidae, the Antillean frog (Elutherodactylus antillensis), the mute frog (E. lentus), and the white-lipped frog (Leptodactylus albilabris).  There are also three exotic amphibians occurring on St. Croix, the common coqui (E. coqui), the giant toad (Bufo marinus), and the Cuban treefrog (Osteopilus septentrionalis).

Reptiles


Excluding sea turtles, eight species of reptiles occur on St. Croix.  All of the species are native.  As with the amphibians it is unknown which of these will be found on Buck Island.

Only one snake occurs on St. Croix, the common worm snake (Typhlops richardi).  The other seven non-marine reptiles are all lizards.  There are four geckos, one anole, the common iguana (Iguana iguana) and the St. Croix ground lizard (Ameiva polops), which is believed to be extinct on St. Croix proper.

Objectives

The primary goal of this project is to inventory the amphibians and reptiles of BUIS.   This will provide information on the presence of the species of amphibians and reptiles on the islands.

Methods

The amphibian inventory in this project will be accomplished during two trips to the island.  We will use methods that have been refined at Virgin Islands National Park in St. John on Buck Island.  This will center around night visual encounter surveys (VES).  Because we will only have a short time at Buck Island on both trips, we will also use day VES.  This will increase our chances of detecting reptile species and identifying good amphibian habitat for night work.  In addition we will sample for calling frogs using standardized call survey methods.


The reptile assemblage will be somewhat less targeted by this approach.  Reptiles will be captured whenever possible and identified to species, and the date, time, and location noted.  Many reptiles are extremely cryptic or crepuscular and are difficult to sample with visual methods, even at night.  Some reptiles are only present in low numbers, so encounter rates will be very low.  This project will survey reptiles so that presence can be determined for as many species as possible.  It is impossible to determine if a reptile is absent from a park if it is simply not encountered.  Some species, like geckoes, are common and will be sampled easily along with the amphibians.  Other species will probably never be encountered (e.g. sea turtles).


This sampling scheme will produce a list of the species known to occur on Buck Island.  We will not be able to determine the population sizes or status for any of the species with the limited amount of time and money available for this project.  This project will provide valuable information to park managers about exactly which species occur within the park and whether there are exotic or at risk species there.  This information is critical when making management decisions.

Interagency Cooperation


This project will only be successful if the NPS staff at BUIS provide assistance.  Transportation from St. Croix to Buck Island will be critical for survey work there.  In this case park transportation will be requested.  Also, park housing and volunteer help would greatly expedite field work at the park.
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