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Introduction
Puerto Rico, often affectionately referred to as the "Island of Enchantment," stands as
a microcosm of Caribbean biological richness. Located at the intersection of the
Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, this archipelago hosts an astonishing spectrum
of wildlife, thanks to its varied landscapes—from emerald rainforests and sunbaked
dry forests to thriving coral reefs and intricate cave systems. Nowhere else is the
delicate interplay of land, sea, and sky more evident than in the myriad species, many
of them found nowhere else on Earth, that call Puerto Rico home.

Despite its modest size, Puerto Rico boasts a remarkable degree of endemism.
Hundreds of plant and animal species have evolved in splendid isolation, making this
island a unique living laboratory of evolution. These endemic creatures, shaped by
geographic isolation and diverse habitats, range from the diminutive yet iconic coquí
frog to the regal Puerto Rican parrot. The very survival of these species, however, is
inextricably tied to the preservation of their habitats and the delicate ecological
balance that sustains them.

Puerto Rico's wildlife story is not just one of vibrant diversity, but also of resilience and
peril. Centuries of deforestation, habitat transformation, and the introduction of non-
native species have pressured native populations, bringing some to the brink of
extinction. Yet the island also stands as a beacon of conservation hope. Through
concerted efforts, such as the Puerto Rican Parrot Recovery Program and the
establishment of protected areas, significant strides have been made to safeguard
these irreplaceable treasures for future generations.

This book endeavors to explore the full breadth of Puerto Rico’s wildlife, from the
soaring raptors of the high forests to the hidden lives in underground caves and the
bustling reefs just offshore. Each chapter delves into a different facet of the natural
world, illuminating the fascinating life stories of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians,
fish, and invertebrates—highlighting both their ecological roles and intrinsic wonders.
Moreover, the book examines the unique ecosystems across the archipelago, the
mounting challenges Puerto Rico’s species face, and the ambitious conservation
strategies set in motion to secure their continued existence.

By journeying through the pages of "The Wildlife of Puerto Rico," readers will come to
appreciate not only the island’s natural marvels but also the urgent need to protect
and cherish them. Puerto Rico’s wildlife offers profound insights into the processes of
evolution, extinction, and survival. The story of this island is one of natural beauty,
scientific intrigue, and, above all, the enduring enchantment of life.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Enchanted Archipelago:
Geography and Climate
Puerto Rico, a captivating jewel in the Caribbean, is far more than just a single island.
It is, in fact, an archipelago—a sprawling collection of islands, islets, and cays that rise
from the azure depths where the Greater Antilles meet the Lesser Antilles. Situated
strategically between the vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean to its north and the
calmer, warmer waters of the Caribbean Sea to its south, Puerto Rico’s geographical
position has profoundly influenced its climate, its geological history, and,
consequently, the incredible array of life it harbors.

The main island of Puerto Rico itself, roughly rectangular in shape, stretches
approximately 100 miles (160 kilometers) from east to west and 35 miles (56
kilometers) from north to south. While this might seem a modest footprint on a global
scale, it belies the dramatic variations in elevation and topography packed within its
borders. At its heart lies a central mountain range, the Cordillera Central, which acts
as a formidable spine, dictating weather patterns and creating distinct ecological
zones across the island. The highest peak, Cerro de Punta, soars to an elevation of
4,390 feet (1,338 meters), often shrouded in mist and home to unique cloud forest
ecosystems.

The formation of Puerto Rico is a tale of millennia of geological forces at play. The
island is part of the Puerto Rico Trench, an impressive underwater canyon that plunges
to over 8,376 meters (27,480 feet) at its deepest point, making it the deepest point in
the Atlantic Ocean. This trench is a subduction zone where the North American plate is
sliding beneath the Caribbean plate, a tectonic dance that has not only shaped the
island's mountainous terrain but also contributes to its seismic activity. Volcanic
activity, though not currently active, also played a crucial role in the island's ancient
formation.

Beyond the main island, Puerto Rico's archipelago includes several notable
landmasses. To the east lie Vieques and Culebra, both of which possess their own
unique character and significant natural areas. Vieques, famous for its bioluminescent
bay, retains much of its natural beauty, having been largely spared from extensive
development due to its history as a U.S. Navy training ground. Culebra, smaller and
more rugged, is renowned for its pristine beaches and vibrant coral reefs, making it a
haven for marine life and a popular destination for eco-tourism. Further west, in the
Mona Passage, lies Mona Island, an uninhabited natural reserve often dubbed the
"Galapagos of the Caribbean" due to its distinctive and isolated ecosystem. Its remote
location and dramatic cliffs harbor endemic species found nowhere else.
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Puerto Rico’s climate is undeniably tropical, characterized by warm temperatures year-
round and distinct wet and dry seasons. Average temperatures hover around 80°F
(26.7°C), with only minor fluctuations throughout the year. The island's position just
north of the equator means it receives abundant sunshine, fueling the lush vegetation
that defines much of its landscape. However, the exact amount of rainfall varies
dramatically across the island, largely due to the influence of the Cordillera Central.

The prevailing trade winds, blowing from the northeast, carry moisture-laden air from
the Atlantic. As this air encounters the elevated slopes of the Cordillera Central, it is
forced upward, cools, and condenses, leading to significant rainfall on the northern
and eastern slopes. This meteorological phenomenon is responsible for the existence
of Puerto Rico’s iconic tropical rainforests, such as El Yunque, where annual
precipitation can exceed 200 inches (5,080 mm). These rain-drenched areas are
characterized by dense canopies, numerous streams, and an astonishing biodiversity.

Conversely, the leeward, or southern, side of the mountains experiences a rain
shadow effect. Here, the air descends, warms, and dries, resulting in considerably less
rainfall. This creates distinct dry forest environments, like the Guánica Dry Forest,
which receive as little as 30 inches (760 mm) of rain annually. These arid regions are
home to drought-resistant flora and fauna specially adapted to survive with limited
water, presenting a stark contrast to the verdant north. The western coast also tends
to be drier than the eastern, further adding to the island’s microclimatic mosaic.

Humidity is a constant companion in Puerto Rico, often remaining high throughout the
year, especially in the more humid rainforest areas. While generally pleasant, the
tropical climate does bring with it the hurricane season, typically running from June to
November. During this period, the island is susceptible to tropical storms and
hurricanes, which, while potentially destructive, also play a natural role in shaping the
ecosystems by pruning vegetation, opening up new areas for growth, and influencing
water cycles. The island's infrastructure and natural communities have evolved with
this cyclical presence of powerful storms.

The coastal areas of Puerto Rico are shaped by the interplay of land and sea. The
northern coast faces the Atlantic, often experiencing stronger waves and currents,
while the southern coast, bordering the Caribbean Sea, tends to be calmer with more
sheltered bays. This distinction influences the types of coastal habitats found, from
sandy beaches perfect for sea turtle nesting to rugged rocky shores and extensive
mangrove forests that thrive in the brackish waters. The island's extensive coastline,
punctuated by numerous coves, inlets, and offshore islands, provides a diverse range
of marine environments.

Beneath the surface, the waters surrounding Puerto Rico are equally vital to its
ecological story. Warm ocean currents bathe the island, supporting vibrant coral reef
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ecosystems that teem with marine life. These reefs, crucial for biodiversity, also serve
as natural breakwaters, protecting the coastlines from the full force of ocean swells.
The presence of deep-water trenches nearby also means that larger pelagic species,
such as whales and dolphins, are frequent visitors to Puerto Rican waters, further
enriching the island's natural heritage.

The geographical isolation of Puerto Rico, like many oceanic islands, has been a
double-edged sword. On one hand, it has fostered the evolution of unique species
found nowhere else on Earth, a phenomenon known as endemism. With limited gene
flow from mainland populations, species adapt and diversify into forms distinct to the
island. On the other hand, this very isolation makes these endemic species particularly
vulnerable to external threats, such as the introduction of non-native species or
significant environmental changes. Without the broader genetic diversity or
alternative habitats found on continents, island species can face greater challenges
when confronted with new pressures.

Understanding the intricate relationship between Puerto Rico's geography and its
climate is fundamental to appreciating its wildlife. Every mountain, every valley, every
inch of coastline, and every shift in rainfall contributes to the tapestry of life that
flourishes here. This interplay has sculpted the diverse habitats that define the island,
from the perpetually damp rainforests where unique tree frogs sing their nightly
chorus, to the sun-drenched dry forests where resilient reptiles bask, and the vibrant
underwater worlds where colorful fish navigate intricate coral mazes. These
geographical and climatic foundations are the stage upon which the compelling drama
of Puerto Rico’s wildlife unfolds.
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