
 



Foreword 
 

The Bahamas Natural History Conference (BNHC) is the largest scientific conference in the Bahamas 

and the most important forum to share the results of scientific research taking place in our 

archipelago. During BNHC, hundreds of people gather to share their research findings, and learn about 

the various goings-on in the natural science and environmental sphere in The Bahamas. 

 

This year, the 5th biennial BNHC was planned for May 4th to 8th, which was also within the year of the 

.b¢Ωǎ слth Anniversary. Preparations were well underway for another exciting and productive in-

person meeting, but COVID-19 changed that for all of us. We decided to change the format of the 

conference for the safety of our employees and participants. 

 

As the BNT transitioned into working remotely, we explored the feasibility of holding a virtual version 

of BNHC. Of course, holding an online version presented with its own unique set of challenges but we 

decided it was important to still host that the event, and shouldered on with planning to make this 

happen. Led by the untiring efforts of Science Officer Giselle, with the support her colleagues on the 

Science & Policy team, a plan was devised and set into motion. 

 

The Bahamas Natural History Conference Virtual Webinar Series (BNHC V) thus began on June 10th.  

Participants enjoyed twelve weeks of interesting and informative presentations by leading Bahamian 

and international researchers. Unfortunately, we unable to host workshops and the ever-popular 

Donald Gerace Student Series this year, due to the electronic format, and limited resources. 

 

We are deeply appreciative of everyone who attended, both general attendees and presenters. Your 

collective participation helped ensure that despite the challenges, we were still able to pull off and a 

phenomenal BNHC. 

 

We all now continue to watch and wait to see what unfolds with this pandemic.  We wish you and you 

all health and safety and hope to see you all for the next iteration of this important scientific 

conference. 

 

 

 

 
Eric Carey 

Executive Director 

Bahamas National Trust 

 

  



Schedule and Sessions 

You can find recordings of all of the sessions of BNHC V ƻƴ ǘƘŜ .ŀƘŀƳŀǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ ¸ƻǳ¢ǳōŜ 

page on the dedicated BNHC V playlist. 

You can also find individual recordings respectively; 

¶ Session 1: "Hurricane Dorian: Reports from the Field" 

o June 10th at 10 AM EDT 
Á Dr. Craig Dahlgren, Executive Director of the Perry Institute for Marine Science 

Á Bradley Watson, Avian Science Officer, Bahamas National Trust 

Á Rashema Ingraham, Executive Director of Waterkeepers Bahamas 

Á Justin Lewis, Bahamas Initiative Manager, Bonefish and Tarpon Trust 

¶ Session 2: "The Case for KBAs" 

o June 17th at 2 PM EDT 
Á Dr. Penny Langhammer, Executive Vice President of Science & Strategy, Global 

Wildlife Conservation 

Á Janine Antalffy, PhD Candidate and Research Assistant, University of Maryland, 

Baltimore County 

Á Dr. Frank Rivera-Milán, Wildlife Biologist, United States Fisheries and Wildlife Service 

¶ Session 3: "Fish for the Future" 

o June 24th at 2 PM EDT 
Á Dr. Lester Gittens, Senior Fisheries Officer, Bahamas Department of Marine 

Resources 

Á Dr. Krista Sherman, Senior Scientist, Perry Institute for Marine Science 

Á Dr. Andrew Kough, Research Biologist, John G. Shedd Aquarium 

Á Eric Schneider, Research Associate, Cape Eleuthera Institute 

¶ Session 4: "Bahamian Reptiles: Land & Sea"  

o July 1st at 11 AM EDT 
Á Annabelle Brooks, Adjunct Scientist at CEI and PhD candidate at University of Exeter 

Á Joseph Wasilewski, President, Natural Selections of South Florida 

Á Shannan Yates, Assistant Retreat Curator, Bahamas National Trust 

Á Nathan Robinson, Researcher, Fundacion Oceanogràfic 

¶ Session 5: "Bahamian Marine Megafauna" 

o July 8th at 11 AM EDT 
Á Dr. Dean Grubbs, Associate Director of Research, Florida State University 

Á Dr. Austin Gallagher, Chief Executive & Lead Scientist, Beneath the Waves 

Á Matt Smukall, President & CEO, Bimini Biological Field Station 

Á Duncan O'Brien, Collaborator, The Centre for Ocean Research & Education 

¶ {Ŝǎǎƛƻƴ сΥ Ϧнлнл ŀƴŘ .ŜȅƻƴŘΥ ¢ƘŜ CƛǎƘƛƴƎ LƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ CǳǘǳǊŜϦ 

o July 15th at 2 PM EDT 
Á Dr. Nick Higgs, Director of the Cape Eleuthera Institute 

Á Dr. Karlissa Callwood, Director of the Community Conservation Education and Action 

Program, Perry Institute of Marine Science 

Á Dr. Nicola Smith, Postdoctoral Researcher, Simon Fraser University 

Á Morgan Hightshoe, Research Associate, Nova Southeastern University 

¶ Session 7: "Finding the Balance: Ecotourism in The Bahamas" 

o July 22nd at 11 AM EDT 
Á Dr. Charles Knapp, Vice President of Conservation research, Shedd Aquarium, Dr. Susannah 

French, Professor and Associate Department Head, Utah State Univserity, and Dr. Charles Kwit, 

Assistant Professor, University of Tennessee Knoxville 

Á Dr. Graham Reynolds, Assistant Professor, University of North Carolina Asheville 

Á Ms. Emma Doyle, MPAConnect Coordinator, Gulf & Caribbean Fisheries Institute 

Á Mr. Stephen Connett, Family Island Research & Education 

  

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLVKhv6FbS4h1sH3qLGMM7OkZukm1TcbhN
https://youtu.be/VmIghR23aq4
https://youtu.be/Lq8ah0Xa7pI
https://youtu.be/xtpIKn7xpb8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n4mdm9y9M70
https://youtu.be/hApsTbqPx18
https://youtu.be/toUDEk4Ro4c
https://youtu.be/0FG_5ojC6tg


¶ Session 8: "Food for the Future: Bahamian Invertebrates" 

o July 29th at 11 AM EDT 
Á Dr. Carol Landry, Associate Professor, Ohio State University 

Á Tami LaPilusa, Lecturer, SUNY Oneonta 

Á Dr. Deborah Matthews, Biological Scientist, Florida Museum of Natural History 

Á Mr. William Bigelow, M.Sc. Candidate, Memorial University of Newfoundland 

¶ Session 9: "Get Involved: Community-based Conservation" 

o August 5th at 11 AM EDT 
Á Ms. Kristal Ambrose, Founder, Bahamas Plastic Movement 

Á Ms. Natalie Miaoulis, Conservation Practitioner, The Nature Conservancy 

Á Dr. Ancilleno Davis, Principal & CEO, Science and Perspective 

Á Megan Pinder, Undergraduate Student, and Dr. Heather Masonjones, Professor, The 

University of Tampa 

¶ Session 10: "Conservation Status: International Species of Concern" 

o August 12th at 11 AM EDT 
Á Dr. David P. Philipp, Chair, Fisheries Conservation Foundation 

Á Dr. Ethan Freid, Botanist, Bahamas National Trust 

Á Sarah Luongo, PhD Candidate, Florida International University 

Á Bradley Watson, Avian Science Officer, Bahamas National Trust 

¶ Session 11: "Into the Deep: Exploring the Depths of Bahamian Oceans" 

o August 19th at 11 AM EDT 
Á Dr. Charlotte Dunn, President, Bahamas Marine Mammal Research Organization 

Á Dr. Steven Kessel, Director of Marine Research, Shedd Aquarium 

Á Brendan Talwar, Senior Research Scientist, Cape Eleuthera Institute 

Á Brendan Shea, Research Associate, Beneath the Waves 

¶ Session 12: "Our Islands and Life on Land" 

o August 26th at 11 AM EDT 
Á Dr. Mark Stephens, Associate Professor of Geography, University of The Bahamas 

Á Dr. Kristen Welsh-Unwala, Lecturer of Small Island Studies, University of The Bahamas 

Á Mr. Nicholas Milton, University of Birmingham 

Á Mr. Dorlan Curtis, Sustainability Teacher, Center for Sustainable Development (The 

Island School) & Mr. Allan Jones, Researcher, Center for Sustainable Development 

(The Island School) 

  

https://youtu.be/vUJOEoMc0nc
https://youtu.be/LcfkVeqp2I0
https://youtu.be/kz4L63lMDKc
https://youtu.be/DOcyvr0lDsg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcMSW7_iQKg


 

https://youtu.be/VmIghR23aq4


Short-term effects of Hurricane Dorian on coral reefs of Abaco and Grand Bahama 
Craig Dahlgren1, Krista Sherman1 
1Perry Institute for Marine Science, 5356 Main Street, Suite 1, Waitsfield VT 05673 USA 

 

Hurricane Dorian was an historic storm causing devastation to communities of Abaco, Grand Bahama 

and surrounding islands of the Little Bahama Bank. Using data collected from coral reefs around Abaco 

and Grand Bahama over the year prior to the storm, and data collected from the same reefs less than 

2 months after the storm, the Perry Institute for Marine Science and its partners had an 

unprecedented opportunity to assess the damage from a hurricane of this magnitude across the full 

spatial extent of hurricane impacts. To provide a rapid assessment of reef impacts at a very coarse 

level, we developed a Hurricane Damage Index (HDI) based on four main types of damage: 1. physical 

destruction of reefs, 2. sediment movement/burial, 3. debris, and 4. coral health/bleaching. We also 

used Atlantic and Gulf Rapid Reef Assessment (AGRRA) data collected before and after Hurricane 

Dorian at 29 coral reef sites to provide a more detailed and quantitative assessment of hurricane 

damage to reefs across the Little Bahama Banks. AGRRA data was used to assess the effect that the 

storm had on key metrics of coral reef health. Here we report on both quantitative changes to reef 

health and HDI ranking for sites across Abaco and Grand Bahama and provide some preliminary 

explanation of spatial patterns observed across reefs. 

 

 

An update on Post Hurricane Dorian Assessments on Abaco and Grand Bahama 
Bradley Watson1, Scott Johnson1, George Wallace2, Dan Lebbin2, Christopher Johnson1, David Knowles1 
1Bahamas National Trust, Bay Street Business Centre, P.O. Box N-4105, 2American Bird Conservancy, P. O. Box 

249, The Plains, Virginia 20198 USA 

 

In September 2019, Hurricane Dorian slammed into the northern Bahamas islands of Abaco and Grand 

Bahama, causing billions of dollars in damage, dozens of human deaths and destroying much of the 

pineland ecosystems, with as much as 100% tree mortality in some areas. The pineland and coppice 

ecosystems are important habitats for many species of native and endemic animals, including five 

endemic Bahamian birds. Such a catastrophic storm may have caused major declines among these 

endemics, with two species (the Bahama Warbler and Bahama Swallow) already listed as Near 

Threatened and Endangered, respectively. The Bahamas National Trust in association with American 

Bird Conservancy and with support from the National Geographic Society and BirdsCaribbean spent 

10 days on both islands, conducting bird and vegetation surveys in both damaged and undamaged 

pineland and coppice habitats. This presentation serves as an initial presentation of our results. 

 

 

Hurricane Dorian: Water and Oil, How We Were Not Prepared for the Spill 
Rashema Ferguson1 

1Waterkeepers Bahamas, Suite 7 Jasmine Corporate Center, Freeport, Grand Bahama, The Bahamas 

 

Fieldwork driven by the past effects of Hurricane Dorian that brought with it huge storm surges that 

covered nearly 60% of Grand Bahama as well as tornadic activities and gusts of winds that completely 

ŘŀƳŀƎŜŘ р ƻŦ 9ǉǳƛƴƻǊΩǎ ŀōƻǾŜ-ground storage tank roof tops.  The damage to the roof tops resulted 

in an oil spill of 55,000 barrels of crude oil into the pine forests north of the facility.  In this 

presentation, we will talk about our immediate response to the oil spill, that included monitoring 

water quality levels at nearby and impacted wetlands to the spill to determine the scope.  We will 

show results of some of our ongoing monitoring efforts and introduce our eco-risk assessment plan of 

action for final reporting.  We will emphasize the need for urgent mitigation and preventative 



measures by all responsible parties to limit the clean-up and response time for future and unpredicted 

oil spills. 

 

 

Restoring the Coast: Post-Dorian Mangrove Restoration 
Justin Lewis1 

1Bonefish & Tarpon Trust, Freeport, Grand Bahama, The Bahamas 

 

Hurricane Dorian was the most powerful and destructive hurricane to ever hit The Bahamas. As a 

category 5 storm it had sustained winds 185mph with gust up to 220mph, that stalled over the 

Northern Bahamas for three days, causing major damage estimated at $3.4 billion. Fishing 

communities were devastated by the storm where recreational bonefishing and commercial fishing 

are cornerstones of East GrŀƴŘ .ŀƘŀƳŀΩǎ ŀƴŘ !ōŀŎƻΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳy. Impacts of the storm to the terrestrial 

environment were evident, but how did the marine, particularly the flats environment fare after the 

storm? Initial surveys suggested that the underwater habitat on the flats were intact, and bonefish 

populations were healthy. However, it was clear that mangroves were heavily impacted which are 

important nursery grounds for a variety of organisms and protect the coast from erosion and storm 

surge. Ground truthing and remote sensing were done in Grand Bahama and Abaco to quantify the 

extent of the damage to mangroves from Dorian. Results showed that on Abaco an area of 87.73 km² 

(40.12%) of mangroves were damaged or destroyed, and on Grand Bahama an area of 91.17 km ² 

(73.77%) of mangroves were damaged or destroyed. These high levels of damage and mortality 

indicated that restoration efforts were needed to kickstart mangrove recovery on Grand Bahama and 

Abaco. Bonefish & Tarpon Trust (BTT), Bahamas National Trust (BNT), Friends of the Environment, and 

MANG are partnering to restore mangroves on these islands. The project will also include an education 

and outreach component that will involve schools, community groups and fishing guides. Red 

mangroves (Rhizophora mangle) will be the focus of this project, with black mangroves (Avicennia 

germinans) and white mangroves (Laguncularia racemose) being planted as well. Propagules will be 

collected from around The Bahamas and some brought in Florida over a multi-year period where they 

will be grown in nurseries to sapling size and planted in areas that will be determined by test planting 

and knowledge of fishing guides. The purpose of this project is not to replace every mangrove that 

was lost but instead to plant as many as possible in specific locations over a large geographical area 

that maximize survival and dispersal of propagules to surrounding impacted areas once the mangroves 

reach reproductive size.  

 

  



 

https://youtu.be/Lq8ah0Xa7pI


Key Biodiversity Areas 
Penny Langhammer1, Barney Long1, Shelley Cant-Woodside2, Scott Johnson2, Bradley Watson2, Pachancia 

Knowles2, Giselle Deane2 
1Global Wildlife Conservation, 500 N Capital of Texas Hwy Building 1, Suite 200, Austin, TX 78746, USA, 2Bahamas 

National Trust, Bay Street Business Centre, P.O. Box N-4105 

 

Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs) are sites that contribute significantly to the global persistence of 

biodiversity. Identified by national constituencies using globally standardized criteria, KBAs help 

countries identify sites with globally important populations of species (or extents of ecosystems) 

where conservation action can be focused to prevent biodiversity loss. A global standard for the 

identification of Key Biodiversity Areas was launched at the World Conservation Congress in 2016, 

following a multi-year process led by IUCN to consolidate the criteria and methodology for identifying 

sites as KBAs. The KBA Standard builds on and harmonizes existing approaches to the identification of 

important sites for biodiversity, including Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBAs) and Alliance for 

Zero Extinction sites. United by the global standard, a Key Biodiversity Areas Partnership of 13 

international nature conservation organizations is supporting the efforts of national partners to map, 

monitor and conserve these important sites. KBAs were first identified for birds in the Bahamas in 

2008 through the process to identify IBAs across the Caribbean. Work to identify KBAs for other 

taxonomic groups began the following year, supported by the Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund as 

part of developing its funding strategy (ecosystem profile) for the Caribbean hotspot. The KBAs of the 

Caribbean were updated in 2019 through an update to the ecosystem profile in preparation for 

another round of funding, but more than a dozen sites in the Bahamas could not be confirmed as KBAs 

against the global standard due to lack of time and data. Bahamas National Trust and partners have 

begun an effort to complete this work and ensure that these and other sites are identified, 

documented, and incorporated into the World Database of Key Biodiversity Areas to inform and guide 

conservation decision-making at local, national and global levels. 

 

 

Population Assessment of Great Abaco Parrot 
Frank Rivera-Milan1, Caroline Stahala2, Scott Johnson3, Bradley Watson3 
1United States Fish and Wildlife Service, Laurel, Maryland 20708 USA, 2Audubon Florida, Western Florida 

Panhandle, 3Bahamas National Trust, Bay Street Business Centre, P.O. Box N-4105 

 

Geographic isolation and small population size increase the risk of extinction of endemic island parrot 

population due to catastrophic events. Hurricane Dorian struck the Abaco Islands on September 1, 

2019. Dorian was a Category 5 hurricane, with sustained winds of 185 mph (295kph). During the last 

pre-reproduction survey in April 2018, the Great Abaco Parrot (Amazona leucocephala abacoensis) 

had a density of 0.215 individuals/hectare (SE = 0.041, 95% CI = 0.148-0.311) and a population size of 

8,832 individuals (SE = 1,699, 95% CI = 6,079-12,833) in a survey region covering 41,148 hectares. The 

Great Abaco Parrot population resisted previous hurricanes, droughts and fires, and responded 

positively to cat removal at nesting sites. However, Dorian was the most intense hurricane on record 

to strike the Bahamas; and based on post-hurricane population assessments of other island parrot 

populations, we expect a significant decline with a recovery time of about 4-6 years, assuming cat 

removal and reproduction are successful, and no additional catastrophes occur during that time. 

Based on monitoring data collected in 2002-2018 and Bayesian state-space logistic model, the Great 

Abaco Parrot population has a median maximum population growth rate (rmax) of 0.155 (95% CRI = 

0.107-0.257) and a median population carrying capacity (K) of 18,343 individuals (95% CRI = 

10,483-29,248). Model-based predictions for 2020-2030, showed a mean population size of 8,227 

individuals (SD = 1,418, 95% CRI = 6,163-10,797) at the survey region in April 2026. In 2020 and 2021, 



we recommend conducting pre-reproduction surveys during late April and post-reproduction surveys 

during early October to estimate abundance and population rate of change (Rt = Nt+1/Nt = births 

-deaths), corrected for changes in detection probability. The Great Abaco Parrot population may not 

reproduce successfully during that time due to food limitation and nest predation by cats. 

 

 

Remote sensing and land classification of Andros, home of the critically endangered Bahama Oriole 
Janine Antalffy1, Jennifer Christhilf1, Michael Rowley1, Kevin E. Omland1, Matthew Fagan1 
1University of Maryland, Baltimore County, 1000 Hilltop Circle, Baltimore MD, 21250 

 

Andros encompasses the entire range of the critically endangered Bahama Oriole. Recent advances in 

our understanding of the habitat use of the Bahama Oriole suggest that this bird, once thought to be 

restricted to developed areas along the coast, may use a wider range of habitats on the island. 

Previous understanding of how the Bahama Oriole uses different habitats on Andros largely 

underestimated the importance of other habitats, such as native Caribbean Pine forest. Even though 

Andros is the largest in the Bahamas, much of the land area is difficult to access and largely 

unexplored. To better estimate the distribution of the different habitats on Andros we generated a 

habitat classification map using field surveys and remotely sensed multispectral imagery. Using a 

machine learning algorithm, we distinguished 13 major habitat classes across Andros and produce a 

digital land classification map. We are incorporating this map into a species distribution model along 

with environmental variables to predict areas of Andros where the Bahama Oriole is likely to be 

present. Our results highlight the distribution of habitats, particularly pine forest, across Andros that 

may be suitable for the Bahama Oriole and suggest this species may have a much broader distribution 

than previously believed. Researchers and policy makers can use this information to implement 

effective management plans in efforts to ensure the future viability of the Bahama Oriole and other 

native Bahamian plant and animal species. 

  



 

https://youtu.be/xtpIKn7xpb8

