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Introduction 
The Fijian crested iguana (Brachylophus vitiensis) is an arboreal, herbivorous 
lizard found on only a small number of islands with native dry or littoral forest in 
western Fiji. Its population is secure only on the sanctuary island of Yadua Taba, 
where >12,000 individuals exist; this equates to over 200 individuals/ha in the 
best forest habitat. All other island populations appear to be low and declining 
(mostly <100 individuals), and survive on communally owned land which is mostly 
outside the control of central government legislation (Harlow et al., 2007). The 
forest habitat that is essential for its survival continues to be burnt and cleared for 

gardens, coconut 
plantations and 
grasslands for 
goat grazing. In 
addition, exotic 
predators, 
especially 
mongoose 
(Herpestes fuscus 
and H. 
auropunctatus) 
and feral cats 
continue to spread 
across the Fijian 

Monuriki Island crested iguana © Peter Harlow 
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archipelego, with devastating effects on ground nesting birds and many reptile 
species. The Fijian crested iguana is listed as Critically Endangered by the IUCN 
(2014), is on CITES Appendix I, is listed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as 
endangered and is protected in Fiji under the Endangered and Protected Species 
Act (2002). 
 
Goals 

x� Goal 1: Halt the potential extirpation of the Monuriki Island crested iguana in 
Fiji. 

x� Goal 2: Successfully negotiate with the land owning clan of Monuriki Island to 
remove goats and/or capture and move the remaining iguanas into a captive-
breeding facility. 

x� Goal 3: Capture, hold and breed a minimum of 10 pairs of Monuriki iguanas to 
maximize maintenance of genetic diversity. 

x� Goal 4: After goat removal, monitor vegetation recovery prior to releasing 
captive-bred iguanas. 

x� Goal 5: Replace the land owning clan's lost income from goats with funding 
from “Fijian iguana encounter” ranger-led, tourist visits to the island. Monuriki 
has the only wild Fijian iguana population that can be visited on a day trip from 
both a popular tourist region and a major Fijian city (Nadi). 

 
Success Indicators 

x� Indicator 1: Obtaining approval from land owning clan to remove goats and/or 
capture and move remaining iguanas into captive-breeding. 

x� Indicator 2: Successful capture, captive husbandry and breeding of Monuriki 
crested iguanas to ensure maintenance of genetic diversity. 

x� Indicator 3: Successful removal of all goats from Monuriki. 
x� Indicator 4: Sufficient natural vegetation recovery on Monuriki after goat 

removal to eventually sustain a population of >1,000 crested iguanas. 

Monuriki Island release site © Peter Harlow 
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x� Indicator 5: Survival and growth of captive bred iguanas for 3 months post-
release. 

 
Project Summary  
Feasibility: The crested iguana population on the small and uninhabited Fijian 
island of Monuriki (40.4 ha, 216 m a.s.l.) has been low and declining for years. In 
the 1980s there was still ‘a high density of iguanas’ on Monuriki (Gibbons, 1984), 
however less than 20 years later a survey suggested a total population of less 
than 100 iguanas remained (Harlow & Biciloa, 2001). Monuriki has no exotic 
predators, but had been used for goat grazing since at least the 1960s, and forest 
fires were a common event over the subsequent decades. Monuriki is a rugged 
and beautiful island, and has been utilized previously for filming movies such as 
“Castaway” starring Tom Hanks, and today is a very popular tourist destination 
with several boats and many people visiting everyday. Before the removal of 
goats there was a total absence of both ground vegetation and tree seedlings, 
and the remaining vegetation was dominated by just a few tree species, most of 
which were inedible to iguanas (Harlow & Biciloa, 2001). Monuriki Island crested 
iguanas are genetically distinct from all other crested iguana populations (Keogh 
et al., 2008), and the 2008 Species Recovery Plan (Harlow et al., 2008) prioritized 
Monuriki as the single most important site for immediate conservation action.  

 
In April 2010 a Memorandum of 
Understanding was agreed to and 
signed by 1) leaders of the Monuriki 
Island land-owning clan, the 
Mataqali Vunaivi, 2) The National 
Trust of Fiji Islands and 3) Kula Eco 
Park, Korotoga, Fiji, to remove goats 
from Monuriki and capture and 
remove the remaining iguanas for 
captive-breeding. Monuriki iguanas 
are on loan to Kula Eco Park, and 
the agreement is to return them and 
all their offspring when the 
vegetation had recovered after goat 
removal.  
 
Implementation: Between April 
2010 and February 2012, 21 crested 
iguanas were captured on Monuriki 
Island during nine field trips by 
National Trust of Fiji staff, and 
transported to newly established 
quarantine and captive breeding 
facilities at Kula Eco Park. Six 
additional iguanas were seen on 
these trips, but could not be 
captured. At Kula Eco Park iguanas 

Iguana habitat on Monuriki Island 

© Peter Harlow 
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are normally kept 
singually, however they 
were paired for 3 - 4 
months annually 
(~December to March) for 
breeding purposes. 
Eighteen of these iguanas 
have now bred, and the 
total captive pre-release 
population was 17 wild 
caught adults, 50 captive 
bred offspring and 22 
fertile eggs. In late 2011 
goats and Pacific rats 
(Rattus exulans) were 
eradicated from the island 
by Birdlife International - 
Fiji Program. Pacific rats 
are not known to be a 
predator of Fijian iguanas, 
and co-exist on all islands where both occur, and were eradicated from Monuriki 
because of its importance as a seabird nesting island.   
 
Four wet seasons after goat removal the vegetation of Monuriki has significantly 
recovered. In mid-May 2015, 32 captive-bred crested iguanas, all implanted with 
unique PIT tags, were released into four different areas on Monuriki Island. 
Twenty-six, 2 to 5 year-old iguanas (Snout Vent Length 158 - 210 mm, mass 105 
- 350 g) were fitted with small radio transmitters (Holohil BD 2, 1.8 g) prior to 
release for monitoring purposes. 
 
Post-release monitoring: At 56 days post-release 18 telemetered iguanas were 
re-sighted - 9 or captured - 9, the captured individuals were measured and 
weighed, and the transmitters were removed before release. All transmitters are 
expected to drop off at the next skin shedding event, and indeed we found six 
transmitters had already been shed by day 56. The recovered transmitters 
showed no signs of trauma, which might indicate a mortality event. The nine 
recaptured iguanas had grown slightly in SVL length since release (mean 4.5 mm, 
range 1 - 11 mm: mean % increase in SVL = 2.4%, range 0 - 6.0%), however they 
had lost a small amount of body weight (mean 11.4% body weight, range 3.2 - 
29.4%).  
 
At release these iguanas looked a little ‘fat’, probably from their excellent captive 
diet, but by day 56 post-release they looked more like sleek, healthy wild iguanas 
and their new Body Mass Index matched closely to the five wild iguanas also 
captured during the post release monitoring. The observation of five wild sub-
adult iguanas in one night of survey also serves as an indicator that the 
population that remained on the island is now recovering, as capture rates during 
the “harvest” period were less than one iguana per night. Based on GPS data, 

Yanuya school boy and Ramesh Chand release a 

Monuriki iguana © Nick Felstead 
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these 18 iguanas had moved an average of 41.2 m since release (range 5.1 - 182 
m).  
 
Major difficulties faced 

x� Obtaining sufficient funding for all components of this 5 year project 
(landowner negotiation, iguana capture, building and staffing a captive 
breeding center, eradicating goats, vegetation surveys and biosecurity training 
for landowners). 

x� Lack of an overall planning team, and poor communications among disparate 
groups involved in the different aspects of this project. 

x� Low reproductive output of this iguana species (females lay 3 - 5 eggs every 2 
years). 

x� No vegetation survey of edible plant species (for iguanas) abundance was 
undertaken prior to re-introduction. 

x� No long-term monitoring of the iguana population is planned due to limited 
resources. 

 
Major lessons learned 

x� Fully involve landowners in all discussions and throughout the implementation 
of the project. 

x� Ensure that there is regular contact between the landowners and 
representatives of the project team to ensure that any grievances/misgivings 
can be allayed/addressed before they become a serious impediment to the 
future success of the project. 

x� Develop a detailed workplan, identifying the persons responsible for, and a 
time period required to deliver, each of the individual activities. 

x� Identify the project manager who has overall responsibility for delivering the 
project outcome - and has the authority to require individuals to deliver their 
components, and is responsible for keeping all records, including financial 
records, which must be available for audit and public scrutiny. 

x� Flexibility to identify and acquire additional partners and funding as the project 
progresses. 

 
Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 

x� Landowner support and involvement at all levels made this project a success. 
x� Absence of exotic predators on Monuriki. 
x� Rapid vegetation recovery after goat removal. 
x� Successful captive-breeding and good record keeping by Kula Eco Park. 
x� The original goal to replace the land owning clan's lost income after goat 

removal with village-run, iguana based guided tours of Monuriki has not 
eventuated. This is a failure, but may still happen in the future. 

Highly Successful  Successful Partially Successful  Failure 

 √   
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