Herpetofauna of the U.S. Virgin Islands

Study proposal to accompany USPS permit application

S. Blair Hedges, Professor of Biology, Pennsylvania State University 

Research:

The native herpetofauna of the USVI is shared largely with that of Puerto Rico.  However, there are some endemic species.  We are interested in finding the relationships of those endemics, in addition to searching for other endemics that may currently be unrecognized (i.e., cryptic).  For both purposes we use molecular data (DNA sequences), which have proven useful in applications to other species groups and islands in the West Indies. We have comparative genetic material from most species and locations in the West Indies, and therefore these proposed collections in the USVI will fill a gap in our knowledge of these animals. 

This work will ultimately help conservation efforts, because unique populations and species are identified that were not known previously.  Specimens will be collected by hand, with care not to disturb habitats, and preserved in ethanol for later use in systematic studies. In almost all cases, collecting sites are abandoned lots, under boards and concrete blocks, trash, etc (not pristine habitats).  This is a small-scale, short term effort, and our sample sizes per population are very small (1-5 individuals). No specimens will be maintained alive or returned (to Pennsylvania) alive, and no CITES-listed species will be collected. I have approval from the Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee (IACUC # 17632) of Penn State to work with vertebrates.   
After completion of research, all specimens are donated to the Smithsonian Institution (I am a Research Associate) upon completion of the work. Results will be published, and I will of course be happy to share the results also with anyone.

About my credentials: 

I have been conducting this research for about 20 years, and it has taken that long to reach most places in the West Indies and collect most species.  Along the way, about 50 species new to science have been discovered and described, including, recently, the smallest lizard in the world.  Free electronic versions (PDF) of all these publications are on my university web site (http://evo.bio.psu.edu/hedgeslab/).

I also maintain a West Indian herpetology website (http://www.caribherp.net/) with current checklist of species, including islands lists.  I am completing a field guide to the ~700 West Indian species, to be published by a professional society (Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles), probably in 2005. The chapter on Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands is complete and I will bring a draft with me on my visit. 
