City of Marco Island Iguana 6-month Abatement Program 2008/2009

Impact to Community

For the past several years staff has been tracking the increasing reports and observations of the Green Iguana (Iguana iguana) and possible Black Spinytail Iguana (Ctenosaura similis) populations on Marco Island.  The Green Iguana population in Florida, particularly south Florida, is growing exponentially, due to the combination of mild weather and people releasing and feeding them in the wild.  This non-native species has become established, or breeding, for decades, now.  An adult, approximately 12 inches from snout tip to the base of tail, or almost 2 years of age, can lay between 10 and 70 eggs per year with the majority of the clutch reaching maturity.  Juvenile green iguanas eat insects, bird eggs, tree snails, carrion, vegetation shoots, leaves, blossoms and fruit, while adults feed mostly on plants and flowers.  This diet impacts native species of plants and competes with native animal niches in the ever–increasing fragile south Florida food web.  With no known predator, and again, a very mild climate, the population is not naturally controlled. Interestingly, studies show that an adult can have roughly a 5.6 square mile territory, which makes them potentially significant seed-dispersers for non-native plants, further complicating the enmeshed ecological web of non-native and native species in south Florida.

With not only impacts to the natural environment, iguanas are considered a nuisance and health risk to homeowners by eating shrubs/flowers, damaging foundations and seawalls with subterranean nests and tunnels, capable of biting, clawing and using their tail as a whip when approached and defecating in swimming pools, docks, boats and sidewalks.  Other communities have had driving risks when large iguanas sun on the roadways causing drivers to serve or brake suddenly.  

Abatement Program Review

Christopher Harlow’s Wildlife Removal Services has been contracted by the City to weekly trap iguanas, specifically targeting breeding sized adults.  Approximately 130 residents have called to report iguana sitings/complaints since the program initiated.  Attached is a map depicting the areas the calls originated and the trapper responded.  An approximate total to date is 225 iguanas trapped or an average of 8 per week.  All iguanas trapped were the Green Iguana (Iguana iguana) species.  Live animal traps, snaring with a noose and a pellet gun, when warranted, were used as trapping methods.  Releasing a non-native species is illegal in the State of Florida, so once captured, the iguanas were euthanized.  The approved method of euthanasia by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission is freezing. Mr. Harlow did not observe any Black Spinytail Iguanas, Monitor Lizards or exotic snake species in his surveys.  

Starting the program in November 2008 with increasingly colder weather through March 2009, Mr. Harlow states the nature of this cold-blooded reptile and the colder weather had decreased the numbers that were out of their burrows which decreases the opportunity of trapping.  He scheduled his work each Wednesday, but watched the weather and picked the warmest day of the week to trap.  He also started trapping later in the morning as we found more iguanas were out sunning at 9:30/10:00 AM when the sun is higher and warmer.  Once the weather warmed up in mid April, there was an increase in his catch.  Increased numbers but sizes were generally getting smaller.  

Future Needs

To further the progress that have been made in reducing the population of the Green Iguana on Marco Island, further trapping is required.  While Mr. Harlow and I believe the very largest ones have been removed, it only takes this species to reach 12 inches in about 2 years time to be able to exponentially produce.  Mr. Harlow is still observing 12 to 14 inch iguanas.  During the warmer months trapping will be increasingly easier. With residents still steadily calling in sitings and complaints, there is still a concern in the community.  If the next “wave” of these producers could be trapped and removed, the population could be quelled and managed.      

A large obstacle to overcome in Florida is public education about iguanas.  People don’t realize they are an introduced species and not native.  The better understanding of their behavior and ecology, the more effectively the eradication efforts can be tailored.  Information about not feeding iguanas (or any other wildlife for that matter), not releasing non native animals into the environment, removing exotic landscape and planting natives, securing roof tiles, keeping French drains filled with gravel, removing brush piles and fallen fruit all help control this population and make eradication a feasible goal. 



