
Husbandry Guidelines: C. c. cornuta 
©2009 Cameron Candy 

1 

HUSBANDRY GUIDELINES: 

RHINOCEROS IGUANA 
Cyclura cornuta cornuta (Bonnaterre 1789) 

 

      

REPTILIA: IGUANIDAE 
 
 
 
 
Compiler:  Cameron Candy 
Date of Preparation:  DECEMBER, 2009 
Institute:  Western Sydney Institute of TAFE, Richmond, NSW, Australia 
Course Name/Number:  Certificate III in Captive Animals - 1068 
Lecturers:  Graeme Phipps - Jackie Salkeld - Brad Walker  



Husbandry Guidelines: C. c. cornuta 
©2009 Cameron Candy 

2 

OHS WARNING 

RHINOCEROS IGUANA Cyclura c. cornuta 

RISK CLASSIFICATION: INNOCUOUS 

NOTE: Adult C. c. cornuta can be reclassified as a relatively HAZARDOUS species on an individual 

basis. This may include breeding or territorial animals. 

 

POTENTIAL PHYSICAL HAZARDS:  

Bites, scratches, tail-whips: Rhinoceros Iguanas will defend themselves when threatened using bites, 

scratches and whipping with the tail. Generally innocuous, however, bites from adults can be severe 

resulting in deep lacerations. 

 

RISK MANAGEMENT: 

To reduce the risk of injury from these lizards the following steps should be followed: 

- Keep animal away from face and eyes at all times 

- Use of correct PPE such as thick gloves and employing correct and safe handling techniques 

when close contact is required. Conditioning animals to handling is also generally beneficial. 

- Collection Management; If breeding is not desired institutions can house all female or all male 

groups to reduce aggression 

- If aggressive animals are maintained protective instrument such as a broom can be used to 

deflect an attack 

 

OTHER HAZARDS:  

Zoonosis: Rhinoceros Iguanas can potentially carry the bacteria Salmonella on the surface of the skin. It 

can be passed to humans through contact with infected faeces or from scratches. Infection is most likely 

to occur when cleaning the enclosure. 

 

RISK MANAGEMENT: 

To reduce the risk of infection from these lizards the following steps should be followed: 

- ALWAYS wash hands with an antiseptic solution and maintain the highest standards of hygiene 

- It is also advisable that Tetanus vaccination is up to date in the event of a severe bite or scratch 
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DISCLAIMER 

 

These husbandry guidelines were produced by the compiler/author at TAFE NSW ς Western 

Sydney Institute, Richmond College, N.S.W. Australia as part of an assessment for completion of 

Certificate III in Captive Animals, Course number 1068, RUV30204. Since the husbandry guidelines 

are the result of student project work, care should be taken in the interpretation of information 

therein, - in effect, all care taken but no responsibility is assumed for any loss or damage that may 

result from the use of these guidelines. It is offered to the ASZK Husbandry Manuals Register for 

the benefit of animal welfare and care. Husbandry guidelines are utility documents and are 

ΨǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΩΣ ǎƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘΦ 
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1 Introduction 

Rhinoceros Iguanas Cyclura cornuta cornuta belong to the Iguanidae family consisting of as many as nine 

hundred species. Rhino Iguanas are the only member of the Cyclura genus to posses the horn after 

which they are named. Iguanas are unique as they are the only large primarily herbivorous group of 

lizards. 

The genus Cyclura is restricted to the islands of the Caribbean. Found on some of these islands are the 

most endangered lizards on the planet. Rhinoceros Iguanas are listed as a vulnerable species and in 

captivity they can play a critical role in educating visitors on the crisis that the West Indian iguana 

species are facing.  

 

ά¢ƻŘŀȅ мн ƻŦ ǘƘŜ пл ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƎǳŀƴŀǎ ς 30 percent ς are ranked Critically Endangered by the IUCN Red 

List, meaning that their risk of extinction is very high without urgent conservation intervention and assiǎǘŀƴŎŜΦΦΦέ 

- Rick Hudson, Executive Director International Iguana Foundation IIF 

(http://www.iguanafoundation.org/ Accessed: Monday, 4 August 2008). 

(Cover image: Cameron Candy 2008). 

 

1.1 ASMP Category 

Cyclura c. c. is not currently part of an Australasian Species Management Program.                       

Management Level: 3. 

 

1.2 IUCN Category  

IUCN STATUS: VULNERABLE 

Defined as: άVULNERABLE (VU) - A taxon is Vulnerable when it is not Critically Endangered or Endangered but is 

facing a high risk of extinction in the wild in the medium-term future (www.redlist.org/info/categories 2008). 

 

1.3 EA Category  

This does not apply to this species. 

http://www.iguanafoundation.org/
http://www.redlist.org/info/categories
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1.4 NZ and PNG Categories and Legislation 

This does not apply to this species. 

 

1.5 Wild Population Management 

Rhinoceros Iguanas in the Dominican Republic have full or in some cases partial protection inside 

national parks and reserves, however, the species enjoys less protection in Haiti. Management of wild 

populations is not intensive and poaching for food and the pet trade still occurs even with national 

protection by the Dominican wildlife regulations. 

Malone and Davis consider the Rhinoceros Iguana to have strong potential for preventative 

conservation efforts as it is not under immediate threat of extinction. C. c. cornuta may be used as an 

analogue species to gain relevant field data to apply to conservation strategies of other critically 

endangered iguanid species (Alberts 2004).  

 

1.6 Species Coordinator 

There is no Species Coordinator for Cyclura c. c. at present (ARAZPA Species Contact: Vacant, ARAZPA, 

Scope of data: Australasia. Data current to: 1/01/2008. Census of Reptilia in ARAZPA institutions as at 31 

December 2007). 

 

1.7 Studbook Holder 

There is no Studbook Holder for Cyclura c. c. at present (ARAZPA Species Contact: Vacant, ARAZPA, 

Scope of data: Australasia. Data current to: 1/01/2008. Census of Reptilia in ARAZPA institutions as at 31 

December 2007). 
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2 TAXONOMY 

2.1 Nomenclature 

Class: Reptilia 

Order: Squamata  

Suborder: Sauria  

Family: Iguanidae 

Genus: Cyclura 

Species: cornuta cornuta 

¶ Cyclura ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άǊƻǳƴŘ ǘŀƛƭέ ŀƴŘ cornuta ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άƘƻǊƴέ 

 

2.2 Subspecies 

There are two subspecies recognised for Cyclura cornuta. The nominate race, cornuta occurs on the 

island of Hispaniola (Haiti and the Dominican Republic).  The remaining subspecies, stejnegeri is 

confined to Mona Island; however, subspecies status for stejnegeri is contentious as it is morphologically 

identical to cornuta. It could possibly be an introduced population (www.cites.org 2008). 

There is also described the Navassa Island Iguana Cyclura cornuta onchiopsis, although this species is 

believed to be extinct in the wild. 

 

2.3 Recent Synonyms 

Recent synonyms for this species include Horned Ground Iguana and Cyclura cychlura cornuta ς (Alberts 

2004). 

 

2.4 Other Common Names 

The common name known for Cyclura c. c. is generally the Rhino or Rhinoceros Iguana, but can also 

include Horned Ground Iguana.  

http://www.cites.org/
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Cyclura c. stejnegeri is commonly known as the Mona Island Iguana and Mona Ground Iguana. 

The Cyclura genus can be referred to as Rock Iguanas, West Indian Rock Iguanas and Ground Iguanas. 

 

3 NATURAL HISTORY 

Most aspects of the natural history of Cyclura have not been well studied because of their remote 

locations, small and highly disturbed populations, and the problems associated with studying such large 

and long-lived reptiles (Alberts 2004). 

Rhinoceros Iguanas C. c. cornuta, belong to the Iguanid family, a massive and diverse group of lizards 

which is facing regular taxonomic updates. Up to eight subfamilies have been recognized consisting of 

fifty genera and nine hundred species (Ackerman 1997). 

The Iguanidae family includes the following genera:  

Amblyrhyncus, Brachylophus, Conolophus, Ctenosaura, Cyclura, Dipsosaurus, Iguana, Sauromalus. 

Iguanids in ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ά¢ǊǳŜ LƎǳŀƴŀǎέΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭƭ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘ ǘǊƻǇƛŎŀƭ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǇƻǎǎŜǎ 

pleurodont dentition (teeth on inside of jaw bone). The species range from a few Fijian islands and 

Madagascar, while the majority is found in the Americas and West Indies. They differ in several ways 

including carnivorous and herbivorous species to arboreal and terrestrial species.  

 

3.1 Morphometrics 

Rhino Iguanas are a large and robust lizard. They have a somewhat rotund appearance with massive 

head, limbs and a very solid tail. They are characteristic of the Cyclura group, however, they are the only 

species to posses the horns from which their name is derived. 

 

3.1.1 Mass and Basic Body Measurements 

Adult Male mass:  6-10kg. A 10kg animal would be considered very large. 

Adult Male snout-to-vent length:  560mm 
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          Total length:  up to 1200mm 

Adult Female mass:  5.4kg 

Adult Female snout-to-vent length:  510mm 

          Total length:  up to 1150mm 

 

3.1.2 Sexual Dimorphism 

Male Rhinoceros Iguanas are distinguished from females by attaining greater size (see above 

measurements). The male also develops larger horns, jowls and fat pads or parietal bulges, which are 

situated towards the back on top of the head (see Fig. 1) 

 

  
Figure 1:  Male Rhinoceros Iguana in foreground on left. 
Note larger fat pads on head and overall body mass  
compared to female, behind on the right (Image: Cameron Candy 2008). 
 

 

3.1.3 Distinguishing Features 

Cyclura iguanas are all similar, however, the Rhinoceros Iguana is the only member of the Cyclura genus 

to posses an actual horn, hence their common and Latin name; cornuta ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άƘƻǊƴέ (See Fig. 2). 

They can be distinguished from other iguanid lizards by their dull grey colour, characteristic stocky build 

and their isolation to the islands of the West Indies.  
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Figure 2:  Note cluster of three horns above nostril  
(Image: P. Morris / www.ardea.com, www.arkive.org 2008). 

 

3.2 Distribution and Habitat 

The entire genus Cyclura is confined to islands of the West Indies (See Fig. 3, 4). 

 

 
Figure 3: West Indies (Microsoft Map Point 2008). 
 

http://www.ardea.com/
http://www.arkive.org/
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Figure 4:  Distribution of the genus Cyclura (Alberts 2004). 

 
 

 
Figure 5:  Distribution of Cyclura c. cornuta (iucn-isg.org/actionplan/ch2/rhinocerous.ph 2008). 

 

Rhinoceros Iguanas inhabit Hispaniola which is an island in the Caribbean, West Indies area. Hispaniola is 

divided into two halves; The Dominican Republic and Haiti (See Fig. 5). 

Rhinoceros Iguana wild populations are fragmented but they inhabit most offshore islands around 

Hispaniola. The majority of colonies are found along the southern side of Hispaniola, with the highest 

numbers in south-southwestern Dominican Republic. 
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Rhino Iguanas most commonly inhabit dry tropical forest, with the majority of the landscape being 

characterised by rocky outcrops and terraces (See Fig. 6). These iguanas are perhaps the most adaptable 

of the extant Cyclura species and are not necessarily restricted to these habitats. 

 Figure 6:  Dry, rocky tropical forest  

          (Image: Alberts 1999). 

 

3.3 Conservation Status 

IUCN STATUS: VULNERABLE ς see section 1.2 

CITES STATUS: All Cyclura spp. are included in Appendix I and protected. 

 

3.4 Longevity 

Accurate records of hatching dates should be kept in accordance with all births and acquisitions from 

other collections. This is probably the most reliable way to determine age in captivity and can be used in 

association with capture/recapture marking techniques in wild populations. 

Some researchers suggest the Cyclura iguanids may live closer to eighty years of age (Blair 2000). 

 

3.4.1 In the Wild 

Most sources suggest this species can reach twenty years of age and possibly much longer in the wild. 

In a study on wild populations of Allen Cays Iguanas Cyclura cychlura inornata, using a long term capture 

and recapture over twenty one years, Iverson estimated that some individuals attained ages of 53.7 and 
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60.7 years of age, although admits this could be an exaggeration. An average of thirty-two years can be 

determined from the twenty one specimens ages (Alberts 2004). 

3.4.2 In Captivity 

As above, most sources suggest a maximum life span in captivity of up to twenty years with an average 

of sixteen years, seven months (Animal Diversity Web online 2008).  

Longevity in captivity recorded for Exuma Island Iguana Cyclura cychlura figginsi, is at twenty-three 

years, six months and for the closely related Lesser Cayman Islands Iguana Cyclura nubile caymanensis, 

is at thirty-three years (Alberts 2004). 

It appears possible that with correct husbandry procedures this species has the potential to exceed 20 

years of age by decades. 

3.4.3 Techniques Used to Determine Age in Adults 

This area of reptile husbandry is still in its infancy; however, there are several techniques which may be 

utilised.  

Skeletochronology: A toe clipped from an amphibian or reptile may be used for Skeletochronology. 

Transverse histological sections taken through the midpoint of the toe phalanx are stained with 

hematoxylin. Circumferential annual layers are present in the sections, and are counted to determine 

age. 

Ages estimated by skeletochronology may give useful approximations of the population's age structure. 

However, aging errors are expected to be common and researchers should take every opportunity to 

test precision, with duplicate specimens, and accuracy, with known age individuals. (Matson's 

Laboratory LLC 2008). This process still needs extensive study to refine the technique in reptiles and 

amphibians. 

Using snout ς vent and total length sizes in Rhinoceros Iguanas can be helpful in determining an 

estimate of age but this can be vague. The growth of an Iguana is determined by diet, heat and activity, 

as well as by the population characteristics in the population from which the iguana was taken or bred 

(Kaplan 1997), (See Fig. 7). 
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End of Year:  SVL (inches):  STL (inches):  Wgt/Lbs:  

Hatchling  2.5-3.5  6-9  ~90 gm  

1  8-9  20-27  1-1.5  

2  11-12  28-36  2-4  

3  12-14  30-42  4-6  

4  14-16  35-48  5-8  

5  18-20  45-60  10-15  

6  20-22  50-66  14-18  

7  20-24  50-72  15-20  

SVL = snout-vent length 
STL = snout-tail length 
Iguana tails range from 2.5-3 x the SVL. 
      
     Figure 7:  Above; this table refers to the Green Iguana Iguana iguana, but may be useful as a guide for the Rhino 
Iguana (Kaplan 1997). 

 

4 HOUSING REQUIREMENTS 

4.1 Exhibit/Enclosure Design 

Although reptiles often require less space than a mammal of similar size the space must be large enough 

to permit a proper temperature gradient to be set up and maintained. Adequate room must also be 

available for the animal to move around, thermo-regulate, feed, drink, bask, and sleep (Kaplan 1997). 

Adult Rhinoceros Iguanas should be housed in outdoor enclosures where possible and the animal should 

be offered as much room as possible (See Fig. 8), (See Appendices for more images).  
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Figure 8: C. c. cornuta exhibit at Taronga Conservation Society (Image: Cameron Candy 2008). 

 

It is usually preferable that juveniles be housed indoors in terrarium or similar arrangements. These may 

be glass, timber, plastic or combinations but must conform to the previously mentioned requirements 

(See Fig. 9). 
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Figure 9: Indoor glass tank suitable for juvenile C. c. cornuta (Image: Cameron Candy 2008). 

 

4.2 Holding Area Design 

Holding areas should be simple and easy to clean as there function should be to temporarily house an 

animal for transport, construction, cleaning or medical reasons. !ƭƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ 

history and basic requirements must still be met; however, the enclosure does not necessarily have to 

be as aesthetically pleasing as a display exhibit (See Fig. 10).  

 


