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ABOUT GREEN IGUANAS
Common Name: Guana, Bamboo Chicken, Garobo (Kriol), Iguana (Spanish)
English Name: Green Iguana, Guana
Scientific Name: Iguana iguana

Family Name: Iguanidae
In Belize, the Green Iguana is commonly called “Guana”. Yet, in the past this reptile was
called “Itzamna” by the ancient Maya who incorporated the Iguana in their religious
beliefs. This specie has been an important symbol of life for the rivers and the tropical
rainforests for many generations.

Presently, the Green Iguana can still be seen basking in the sun along the jungle
rivers or high in tree-trops. It can be found in various parts of Belize; however, their
numbers are decreasing due to loss of habitat and over-hunting for food.

IGUANA BEHAVIOUR
Green Iguanas are friendly and born alert to their surroundings. In order To familiarize
themselves with the environment, they continuously flick their tongues. Juvenile
Iguanas have excellent eyesight and are capable of producing quick movements to
avoid predators. Although these reptiles become solitary as adults, Juvenile Iguanas are
able to live in large numbers (12 or more).

Yet as they get older, alpha males get involved in some physical or territorial
rustling. Disputes are sometimes settled by vigorous head bobbing and extending the
large loose skin folds along their chin line, called dewl. Males who have been ousted
from their territory often display a colour change until it regains back control of its
territory. On other hand, female Iguanas tend to move in large groups in search of
nesting sites where they can make their burrows.
During the adult stage, Iguanas spend most of their day lying in the shade. It is
important to note that Green Iguanas are slow-moving and their cold-blooded bodies
require warm temperatures of over 75 degrees Fahrenheit. Consequently, they tend to
remain in the same location for several days in order to conserve energy.
Iguanas consume food when the weather is warm because it is more easily
digested; however, if temperatures are not suitable, they can withstand days without
feeding. This characteristic is possible because Iguanas are able to store food on the
side of their jaws for future needs. Additionally, Green Iguanas are herbivorous species
an their diet consists of fruits, berries, flowers, and leaves.

It has been noted that Iguanas, finding themselves sharing the same habitat with
humans, will gradually become more docile. This is possible if there are no major
disturbances made by humans or threats by dogs. In some cases, Green Iguanas may
even become a bit of a nuisance to farmers who have their vegetable gardens growing
near the river as the Iguanas take advantage of these resources while they last.

DEFENCES
Green Iguanas living in tree tops tend to remain motionless and low as possible—
relying on their dark coloration to camouflage themselves. When threatened, they
evade predators by jumping off trees up to 40 ft high, landing flat on their bellies into

the river, and submerging for up to 20-30 minutes. They later reappear head first along
the river banks and climb back into the trees.
Found in the mouth of the Iguana is the Jacobson’s Organ which helps it collect
scent molecules from the air to be quickly identified. This organ allows the Iguana to
become completely aware of its surroundings— a necessary feature for survival. The

Green Iguana also uses its strong, flexible tail to snap and whip after its attacker.
Additionally, this reptile has one of the most unique sensory devices called the
parietal eye, or “third eye”, that allows it to detect incoming attacks by hawks and
eagles. This parietal eye is located above the centre of its head and appears as a semitranslucent scale in the adult stage. The “third eye” is not able to make sharp or defined

images but it is able to collect the shadows of flying predators as they get within close
distance.

JUVENILE IGUANA AND
ADULT DEVELOPMENT
Iguana hatchlings are bright lemon green with dark strips or bands along the length of
the body. These may also have some light turquoise blotches to the side of their head
and shoulders. As the weeks pass, the green becomes darker and the blue disappears.
Yet, juvenile Green Iguanas in Belize remain with shades of green for almost 3 to 4
years and eventually lose the bright green.
Juvenile Green Iguanas are highly vulnerable to predation, especially from forest
falcons, hawks, vine snakes, and other carnivorous lizards such as the Basilisk. The new
hatchlings remain out of sight for several days while they gradually become familiar

with their surroundings. Here, it feeds on vine leaves, shrubs, and colourful flowers
close to reach. These young reptiles do not climb high on the tree canopies but rather,
hide under the dense riverside vegetation. This is important to their survival as they are
able to quickly slide into the safety of the river to elude predators. It is not until they hit
the age of 2 that Green Iguanas become more developed and are able to defend
themselves from predators more effectively by climbing unto nearby trees.
At the beginning of mating season (November through February), the mature
male Green Iguana changes from its dark brown or black tone to a ginger-orange colour
and exhibits more signs of aggression. Conversely, the female takes approximately 60
days to fully develop the eggs and begins her quest along the riverbank for soft and
warm soil. She then spends several hours over a period of 3 days digging a narrow

underground tunnel that measures approximately 5-10 feet and 2-4 feet deep. At the
end of the tunnel, she deposits between 20-60 eggs measuring 1.5 inches long and 1
inch in circumference. However, the female Green Iguana blocks off the entrance of the
tunnel with sand and dirt and returns to the comfort of the trees immediately.
The temperature of the underground tunnel will determine the sex and the
duration of the incubation. The eggs will take an approximate of 90 days to complete
incubation and hatch before the heavy rains begin at the end of June.

ADULT STAGES AND
REPRODUCTIVE CYCLE
The male Iguana becomes mature between ages 2 and 3— normally indicated with its
change of colour from bright green to dark brown and slight shades of orange. However,
young adults have a slim chance of finding female mates as larger adults become highly
territorial.
A Green Iguana’s body length can extend over 6 feet (including its tail) during its
adulthood. The tail alone can measure up to 3 feet and if broken or ripped off, it can
regenerate (although not to its original full-length) in a period of 6 months to a year.
Additionally, adult males produce a form of sexual pheromone or scent to attract
females. This oil-like pheromone is released along the area below the hind legs where a
series of wart-like glands are located.

As an adult, the female Iguanas will measure over 5 ft. and develop cryptic
coloration—a combination of green, brown and black. This makes the female’s
camouflage perfect for woody branches. The female Green Iguana comes in estrus
during the month of December and February. This is also the time when the male
changes into a bright orange in colour to attract females.

An adult male may weigh over 8 lbs. and the female may weight over 6 lbs. when
carrying eggs.

WHY ARE GREEN
IGUANAS THREATENED?
It has been a part of our cultural tradition to hunt iguanas during the months of March
and April, especially the females that are caring for developing eggs. The eggs are
considered a delicacy especially when made into a stew and served with coconut rice.
The little bit of meat found on this reptile is also cooked and eaten by locals.

One of the most serious threats to this species has been brought about by the
destruction of their natural habitat, as development for farms and homes take the place
of these ancient nesting sites. Pollution is also another factor that may become even
more destructive in the future.

