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Introduction 

For more than 30 years there were hardly any Cuban-USA 
scientific relationships, but within the last 5 years Cuban-American 
scientific exchanges have taken place in many disciplines, specially in 
the field of natural history. 

The five years (1990-1995) of scientific cooperation between 
the American Museum of Natural History and the Museo Nacional de 
Historia Natural of Havana, despite political differences between the 
two countries, is an example of the kind of relationship that is needed 
in order to preserve the future of life on our planet. 

The cooperation between both organizations embrace the 
following aspects: 
• Inventory of present-day and ancient biodiversity in Cuba and the 

other Greater Antilles. 
• Multidisciplinary research toward understanding the origin, 

evolution and extinction of Greater Antillean land vertebrates, 
especially mammals. 

• Review of Cuban-Caribbean fossil biota including Jurassic marine 
reptiles, Tertiary sharks, rays, turtles, crocodiles, dugongs and 
some other fossil groups. 

• Joint exhibitions and educational projects with the participation of 
specialists from United States, Cuba, Puerto Rico and Dominican 
Republic. 

CUBA: Preservation of the Environment 

According to the information supplied by the Agency for 
Environmental Protection in Cuba, the following figures characterize 
the present-day status of biodiversity in the country. 

Compared with other Greater Antilles, the level of landscape 
preservation in Cuba is better. Well preserved areas include marine 
shelves, sea shores, wetlands, and several mountain systems. Today 
there are 4 UNESCO Biosphere Reserves, 14 National Parks, and 
451 Protected Areas. 

In the Cuban archipelago have been identified more than 6 000 
species of tropical plants, 51 °/o of which are endemic. Forest cover 
19°/o of the territory at present. 

There are more than 14 000 animals species identified 
(excluding microorganisms). The status of animal conservation is 
illustrated in the following table. It suggests that without taking 
important measures, the likelihood of new extinction is high. 

2 



ANIMAL #SPECIES (ENDEMIC) ENDANGERED 

Amphibians 42 (93%) 20 

Reptiles 106 (61 %) 64 

Mammals 54 (40%) 13 

AMNH-MNHNH Project: Cuban Jurassic Marine Reptiles 

The Cuban Mesozoic reptilian fauna was essentially unknown 
among scientist outside of Cuba, resulting from poor readership of 
Cuban publications. Additionally there were many undescribed 
specimens in museum's collections in Cuba and the United States. 
Subsequent to paleontological field work in western Cuba and the 
study of the fossil material available, we have been able to identify 
several species of plesiosaurs, crocodile-like reptiles, and pterosaurs. 
These animals, along with several species of fish, ammonites and 
other invertebrates, lived in the shallow water of the early Caribbean 
Sea, 160 to 140 million years ago. 

AMNH-MNHNH Project: Origin of the Antillean mammals 

Before the advent of this joint project in 1990, the oldest known 
Antillean land mammals were only less than 20,000 years old. These 
included fossils of sloths, primates, rodents, and insectivores found 
mostly in caves. 

After seven paleontological expeditions to Cuba, one to Puerto 
Rico, and geological investigations in all of the Greater Antilles and 
northern South America (Venezuela and Trinidad), we successfully 
accomplished something that was like a dream for many generations 
of paleontologists: We found the precursors of present day Antillean 
land mammals. 

In Zaza (Central Cuba), an unique paleontological site was 
discovered which has yielded fossil remains of marine animals 
(sharks, rays, whales), fresh water animals (dugongs, turtles, 
crocodiles) and terrestrial mammals (rodents, sloths and primates). 
Today this constitute the most important paleontological site of 
vertebrate fossils in the Greater Antilles. The fossil-bearing rocks are 
identified as Lower Miocene (18 million years old) and represent a 
coastal plain environment of one of the small islands that existed at 
that time. 
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In Yauco (Southern Puerto Rico), another paleontological site 
was discovered with fossil remains of crocodiles, turtles, dugongs and 
a small sloth. This site is Lower Oligocene in age (34 millions year 
old), thus this sloth is the oldest land mammal ever found on any 
Caribbean island. The fossil-bearing rocks represent a coastal plain 
environment facing the Caribbean sea. 

With this paleontological record and the available geological 
information we have been able to propose a new hypothesis for the 
origin of the land mammals in the Greater Antilles. 

According to these hypothesis, land animals arrived in the 
Antilles around 40 millions years ago from northern South America via 
a land bridge--the Aves Ridge (now submerged). The following map 
illustrates the geography of the Caribbean at that time, when Aves 
ridge was connected to the Greater Antilles as a huge peninsula off 
South America. 
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Later, due to continental drift and sea level changes, occur the 
formation of the Greater Antilles archipelago, a process that started 
30 million years ago. The land fauna became isolated on islands. 
Consequently, land animal populations on the islands evolved 

4 



independently from each other, accounting for the species diversity 
observed in the Quaternary (up to 6 000 years ago). 

The following map illustrate a primitive stage of the formation of 
the Greater Antilles archipelago, during Lower Miocene. 
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In the last 500 years species extinction in the Greater Antilles 
have reduced biodiversity to the present-day fauna, which is a small 
percentage of the animal biodiversity before Columbus. It is our 
responsibility to minimize this trend. 
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