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Future: The Treasure Island

Santa Luzia sometimes looks more like a cemetery than a desert island. Because of its arid dry climate
condition, the island allows us to travel back in time from thousands to hundreds of years in its natural
history, thanks to its geological formations and biological evidence sites. They are paleontological and
archaeological evidence, of extreme importance. Even during walks, it is possible to notice the existence
of limestone formations, scattered throughout the island, often presenting marine fossils that point to an
oceanic origin, such as coral skeletons and mineralized shell structures of different molluscs.

However, even before we arrived on the island, we had already heard haunting stories about the impact of
the unrestrained use of the island’s resources. Perhaps the most emblematic case is the extinction of the
Giant Cocteau Lizard (Macroscincus coctei), an endemic species from the “Desertas” archipelago that not
only suffered from the impacts of human occupation, such as hunting and predation by cats, but above
all was extremely coveted by naturalists and museums during the 19th century, which, due to excessive
collecting, irreversibly weakened their populations. The species was declared extinct by the French
herpetologist Fernand Angel, between 1935 and 1937.

Even before the first human settlements on the island during the half of the 19th century, from the 17th
century onwards, navigators began to regularly visit Santa Luzia, in search of provisions for their travels,
in particular, to hunt turtles and seabirds that were found on these islands. As well as the introduction of
animals of commercial interest such as goats, sheep, cows, donkeys and horses. However, it is believed
that during this period, small mammals, such as rats (Mus musculus), were also unintentionally introduced
to theisland. And so, during the first wave of occupation of the island by colonists, during the 19th century,
they would have brought cats (Felis catus) with them, in order to control the rat populations on the island.
The result of this introduction, like so many others, would be disastrous.

The introduction of cats, as also long dry periods, would have been the breaking point for the local extinction
of reptiles species, such as Cocteau’s Giant Lizard, and several bird species, which were locally liquidated
with the exception of a few species. This would explain the absence of seabird’s nesting sites on the
island of Santa Luzia, unlike the other islands in the archipelago, Raso and Branco. The devastation of these
populations from the 17th century until the 1980s as a result of resource exploitation and the impact of
human activities generated a shocking formation that can be found for kilometers in the dunes. Located on
the so-called “Praia dos Achados”, we could find dunes formed by hundreds of thousands of bone fragments
from those organisms.

Another commercial activity, of which couldn’t find much discussion about its impact, would be the trade of
Urzela (Roccella tinctoria), practiced between the 15th and 19th centuries. | believe this should have more
relevance in future studies, because the distribution of Urzela looked to have a direct impact on the native
gecko populations. These Macaronesian lichens are important habitats for geckos as they tend to form
shelters, and are also responsible for the greater humidity found in mountainous regions of Santa Luzia,
ideal for Hemidactylus bouvieri.

But besides this sights and stories might haunt, this makes Santa Luzia even more special, making this
island a historical and paleontological site of great importance. Its endemic wildlife still thrives even after
all impacts and havoc its passed through all these centuries. Showing how these unique species such as
Hemidactylus sp. are as much resistant. It just need time for its recovery, for its resilience. And that’s why
Cabo Verde should be proud about this amazing natural heritage site, such as Santa Luzia and the Desertas
Islands. And the recent rediscovery of this species only shows how the efforts and work of Biosfera’s,
scientists and conservationists has been paying off. Specially now that we found a baby, this could mean
the population is on its way, restoring its original size. And that extinction may not be fate of the Luzia’s
Mountain Gecko.
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