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Although modern-day humans were not the first to drastically modify their environment to suit their lives, this aerial shot of Grand Turk shows
that extensive development certainly has taken place there over the last decade.

An environmental history of the Turks & Caicos Islands.

Story & Photos By Brian Riggs, Curator, National Environmental Centre

In 2001, the Turks & Caicos Islands Government
signed an important and far reaching document.
The Environmental Charter (see page 59) outlined
TCI’s commitment to the environment and conser-
vation efforts on behalf of all the people of our Is-
lands. The very first guiding principle recognized
that all people need a healthy environment in which
to live and work, but also that it is the responsibil-
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ity of all people to help maintain and sustain it.
The charter and this year’s extension of the vi-
sionary 2007 “Turks & Caicos Year of the Environ-
ment” as the “TCl Year of the Reef” are good
indicators of our people’s will to preserve both our
natural and cultural heritage far into the future.
This article takes a look into the past to see how
the journey got started. —_



These woodcuts are just a few of the hundreds produced by Marc Catesby in the early 1700s which document the variety of life in the Ba-

hamian archipelago.

The Turks & Caicos Islands were first inhabited over
1,200 years ago by Taino Indians from Hispaniola. They
settled on almost every island and cay, spreading out to
take advantage of the abundant natural resources they
found here. The Tainos (or Lucayans as they later came to
be called) settled on an archipelago that had never seen
a human footprint in its half-million years in existence.
Many islands had tropical forests much as today’s, but
on a much grander scale. Rains were more frequent, so
the trees were much larger and the forest canopy was
many meters above where it is now. With no human in-
tervention for agriculture or firewood collection, the earth
was covered with the leafy detritus that had accumulated
over centuries. Because of this, the ground held more
water and it is probable that all the islands, including
many of the larger cays, had sizable amounts of fresh
water trapped in underwater lenses.

We know from archaeological research that the Islands
once held large populations of animals that are now ex-
tinct. Indeed, these animals were hunted to extinction by
the Tainos in the earliest years of their occupation. An un-
known species of giant land tortoise, similar to the famous
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Galapagos tortoise, roamed our Islands and the southern
Bahamas for millennia. But in the course of only 100 years,
it was completely extirpated. At least six species of flight-
less birds were also hunted down quickly and disappeared
from the archaeological record by 900 AD. The Lucayans
fished heavily in the waters surrounding our Islands, but
their unsophisticated technology (compared to ours) and
their habit of spreading out their small population to cover
large areas of shoreline, apparently did not affect the
abundant underwater fauna in the same devastating way
that they had on land. Inshore fish stocks and conch pop-
ulations were undoubtedly affected though.

It is commonly thought that “primitive people,” the
“Noble Savages” of the early philosophers, lived in har-
mony with their environments. Unfortunately that’s just
not true. People are people and wherever they settle they
leave a mark. They change their surroundings to accom-
modate themselves. Agriculture, hunting, gathering,
cookfires, large scale fishing; all these endeavors change
local environments. Sometimes the change is not as dras-
tic as the complete extermination of species, but some-
times it is.
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started by Lucayan Indians over 1,000 years ago. They are still being
added to by modern fishermen. They contain millions of shells from
harvested conch over the past millennium.

By the early 1500s, with the arrival of the first waves of
European adventurers and settlers the Lucayans them-
selves became an endangered species and they all but dis-
appeared by 1530. While European settlements grew
rapidly on the larger islands of the West Indies, small
places, like our island group, were largely ignored and left
empty by those early Spanish and French colonists.

Almost 200 years later, in the late 1600s, the Turks &
Caicos Islands were finally inhabited again. The Turks Is-
lands—Grand Turk and Salt Cay—were settled by the sea-
going merchants of Bermuda. They came for the
abundant natural salt deposits there and to make use of
the Turks Islands’ strategic position on the busiest of sea
lanes for the trans-Atlantic trade of the Spanish and
French. The salt industry lasted almost 250 years, right
up until the 1950s.

The Caicos Islands, on the other hand, were settled
by agriculturalists. In the late 1700s, a century after the
Bermudians had set up shop in the Turks Islands, Ameri-
can Loyalists, their properties confiscated by the new rev-
olutionary government in the United States, were given
land grants throughout the fertile Bahamas and the
Caicos Islands to start their plantations again. The Loyal-
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ists brought their entire households including their
slaves. Even though the slave plantation system lasted
only about 25 years, the agricultural lifestyle remained.
The Caicos Islands became the breadbasket for the entire
country for the next two centuries.

These new colonists changed the landscape even
more and at a much faster rate. On the Salt Islands of
Grand Turk, Salt Cay and South Caicos, large trees were
the first to go. Not so much to “stop the rain” as many
local historians think, but because those earliest European
colonists all cooked with charcoal, not wood. It takes ten
pounds of wood to make only one pound of charcoal, so
even a small population of a few hundred would use up an
amazing amount of wood for charcoal burning alone.

Our first settlers were also boat-builders and carpen-
ters. All the first boats and houses in the Turks & Caicos
were made with local timber. Many blacksmiths were at
work making iron fittings for these new houses and boats

The cedar shingles that cover this cottage on Grand Turk and much of
the framing lumber were imported from Canada in the last century.

and for animal harnesses. They, too used a lot of char-
coal. Usable wood supplies became so scarce by the early
1800s that our new government was sent a letter from
the Bahamian government protesting the “poaching” of
lumber from the nearby island of Mayaguana, a Bahamian
territory. Many Grand Turk houses from the 1860s on-
ward were made from Canadian lumber, brought down as
cargo to trade for the Islands’ abundant salt. There are
still a few Canadian-cedar shingled roofs and sheds in
Grand Turk and Salt Cay.



This manatee was the first to be seen in Grand Turk in living memory.
It visited Grand Turk and South Caicos in May, 2005.

On the Caicos Islands, the plantation period lasted
only a few decades, but drastic changes in the environ-
ment occurred there, too. While the plantations were
being set up, there was no profit to be had from the agri-
cultural crops that were being developed. To make up for
that shortfall, Loyalist settlers harvested valuable hard-
woods from the Caicos bush and exported them to Eu-
rope. Lignum vitae, mahogany, cassia, satinwood, and
logwood were used extensively in the burgeoning manu-
facturing processes of the new Industrial Revolution and
quite valuable as export products. They were much
sought after for shipbuilding, furniture making, textile
dying and medicines. Remaining Georgian mahogany fur-
niture was made almost exclusively of mahogany from the
Bahamian archipelago, and is very valuable.

This intensive resource harvesting left huge gaps in
the ecologies of our dry tropical forests. Many endemic
and migratory bird species relied on these trees and
plants for food or nesting sites. We may never know what
species were displaced by the logging. The seas around
the TCl were home to several mammal species that also
disappeared during the Colonial period. Manatees and
monk seals existed in Bahamian archipelagic waters right
up until the turn of the 20th century, but are now “func-
tionally,” if not literally extinct.

Rapid population growth of the past decade and the ensuing
development has brought about many more changes. Previ-
ously uninhabited islands are now teeming with workers and
potential clients for the homes and resorts they are building.
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The Turks & Caicos Islands are at a new crossroads.
Our country, still considered one of the most environ-
mentally aware and ecologically pristine in the Caribbean,
is developing swiftly.

The Turks & Caicos are still a treasure house of bio-
logical diversity. Many of our plants and animals are
found nowhere else in the world. Fortunately for us, many
of the most important and sensitive areas of our country
have been included within a National Park system that is
the envy of our neighbors. The 33 National Parks, Re-
serves, Sanctuaries and Areas of Historical Interest con-
tain a wealth of natural, historical and spiritual treasures
that can sustain our country for generations to come. It is
our collective responsibility to preserve them.

The excesses of the past were not based on ignoble
or dishonorable motives. For the times, they were the only
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This butterfly (P. Aristodemus bjorndale) is one of several endemic
creatures that still survive in the Turks & Caicos Islands. We also have

our own varieties of snakes, lizards and plants.

methods to get ahead. But today, our people are much
more sensitive to their environment and the wealth of nat-
ural treasures that it contains. Profits and livelihoods are
easily made by gently exploiting the environment for its
beauty and uniqueness. This is the goal of what is called
“eco-tourism.” The need for squandering and extractive
processes is over. New technologies and new attitudes
can help us live within our environments the way we al-
ways assumed that our first visitors did. (As we now know,
they did not.) But, starting today, we can! &
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TCI Premier Dr. Honourable Michael Misick and First Lady LisaRaye McCoy-Misick greet former US Vice President Al Gore before the final ses-
sion of “Fostering a Green Culture,” TCI’s 2007 Environmental Conference.

TCI’s Premier speaks up for environmental awareness.

Photos Courtesy Turks & Caicos Government Information Service

“Fostering a Green Culture” was the theme of TCI’s
ground-breaking environmental conference, held in
November 2007. It was hosted by the Ministry of
Natural Resources in collaboration with the Ocean
Conservancy and the National Coral Reef Institute.
The regional conference was designed to draw at-
tention to the global issue of climate change and
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how it will affect small island states. It concluded
with a feature presentation by former U.S. Vice Pres-
ident Al Gore, renowned worldwide for his work to
raise awareness of global climate change. Follow-
ing is TCI Premier Dr. Honourable Michael Misick’s
speech for this conference.



Former Vice President Al Gore, His Excellency Governor
Tauwhare, Ministers of the Government of the Turks &
Caicos, visiting Ministers, Delegates, Heads of Depart-
ments, members of the audience, good afternoon.

| wish to extend gratitude to Former Vice President, Al
Gore for accepting our invitation to be a part of this his-
toric event. The year 2007 has seen a significant increase
in the level of awareness about climate change, attracting
attention of global leaders, scientists and academics. The
importance of this issue was emphasized at the recently
concluded United Nations conference.

In light of this increased awareness, special attention
needs to be given to the less developed countries and
small island developing states such as the Turks & Caicos.
My government supports the conclusions of the UN con-
ference that more attention should be given to nations
that are at greatest risk and that our concerns should be
at the center of the global agenda on climate change.

Here in the TCl we recognize that we are especially vul-
nerable to any rise in sea level since much of our infra-
structure is concentrated in the coastal zone. Global
warming is predicted to cause a 1-2 centimeter per year
rise in sea level during this century. This is a direct threat
to the TCl, as all low lying coastal areas would disappear,
including the beaches, hotel areas and a majority of set-
tlements. Similar fates have been predicted for other na-
tions. Failure to adapt to global warming and climate
change could lead to grave socio-economic costs. The
economic disruption could be devastating, even to the ex-
tent of requiring population relocation into other islands.

The social, economic and environmental vulnerabilities
of small island nations have been glaringly demonstrated
through the horrendous destruction wrought by the cy-
clones and hurricanes in the Caribbean and Pacific over
the past few years. It is evident that climate change threat-
ens the very fabric of our economies and societies. It
promises to change weather patterns, alter species com-
position, disrupt marine ecosystems and call into ques-
tion issues such as food security, availability of potable
water and the robustness of our economies.

Times of the Islands

Mitigation of the effects of climate change is beyond the
ability of the TCl Government (TCIG). However, this con-
ference has reaffirmed my belief that there are some
things we in the TCl we can do to contribute to the range
of global efforts. My government therefore commits to:

Developing a comprehensive strategy for the conserva-
tion of biodiversity. This would identify current trends of
the biodiversity of terrestrial and vast marine communi-
ties of our Islands. The strategy also focuses on how to
use our limited resources to address these risks to our
biodiversity.

Our fast growing economy relies heavily on imports.
Therefore, our government commits to encouraging the
importation of green technology to ensure that the de-
velopment of our Islands proceeds in a sustainable man-
ner. We want green products! We want green business!
We want green development!

Here in the TCI we are blessed with year round sunshine
and cool breezes. Given global energy use trends, the
TCIG commits to ensuring that development of a strategy
that seeks to identify avenues for the use of renewable
energy, e.g. solar and wind power, here in the TCI.

Recognising the importance of awareness and education
in the thrust for sustainability, | wish to emphasize our
commitment to implementing policies and programmes
that will place the importance of our natural wealth and
the need to conserve these resources at center stage.

Finally, | reaffirm my government’s commitment to meet-
ing the objectives outlined in the “Strategy for the Imple-
mentation of the Environment Charter.” &
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To further raise the level of environmental aware-
ness among Turks & Caicos residents, the TCI Govern-
ment, at the instigation of Minister for Natural
Resources Honourable McAllister Hanchell, held the
first-ever pan-Caribbean Environmental Conference in
Providenciales on November 18-20, 2007.

The TCI has over 200 miles of beautiful sandy
beaches, the third largest coral reef barrier system in the
world and a mostly untouched environment. This natu-
ral wealth underpins our economy and provides for the
livelihoods of thousands of our citizens and residents.

The environmental conference was designed to
achieve two main objectives. At the local level, the con-
ference was the culmination of the 2007 Year of the En-
vironment initiative that included many conservation
activities. And at the global level, the conference
brought together leaders and participants from coun-
tries worldwide, including more than a dozen
Caribbean and Latin American countries, in an effort to
start the process of making a unified regional policy on
the issue of climate change. The forum also registered
the serious regional concern that it is the actions of the
larger countries that are contributing negatively to cli-
mate change, while the associated impacts will have
the most harmful effects on the world’s smaller coun-
tries, particularly small island states like the Turks &
Caicos Islands.

Major points made at the conference included:

- Small island states, particularly in the Caribbean, are

the most vulnerable to the effects of climate change.

&£ f
Top: Judith Campbell, Permanent Secretary, Natural Resources
meets former US Vice President Al Gore at the conference.

Bottom: Delegates and presenters came from all over the world, in-
cluding more than a dozen Caribbean countries,

- Coral reef degradation, and therefore the safety of
coastal areas, is a result of global climate change
through sea level rise and a warming atmosphere.

- There must be strong political will worldwide to put
“green” initiatives in place that can lead to environ-
mental sustainability.

- Restoration/rehabilitation of coastal ecosystems is a
necessary approach to mitigate the effects of climate
change in coastal areas.

- Comprehensive waste management and alternative
energy solutions must be found and put in place.

- Most importantly, the environmental crisis has no ad-
ministrative or political boundaries. Climate change is
every nation’s and every person’s concern. &
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Smith’s Reef is one of Providenciales’ most popular nearshore patch reefs, with a beauty that is easy for everyone to access.

"Iwo popular snorkeling trails get a spring cleaning.
Story & Photos By Richard Green Jr.

After guiding thousands of people around Smith’s
Reef and Bight Reef snorkel trails for a decade, the
educational trail markers circling the popular Prov-
idenciales nearshore patch reefs have been treated
to a much needed cleaning, thanks to two of the
people responsible for the trails’ creation.
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Marine ecologist Marsha Pardee and artist
Pamela Leach, both of Providenciales, donated pro-
ceeds from the sale of their children’s book Twas a
Sight Before Christmas to help pay to clean off the
marine growth that inevitably overtakes anything
underwater for a long time. —



The blue ceramic tiles—13 at Smith’s Reef and 11 at
Bight Reef—have done their job well, leading snorkellers
along the outskirts of the reefs to minimize the negative
impacts possible when venturing directly over the shal-
low, beautiful formations. Some of the markers warn
against touching or breaking corals—even kicking up
sand—that can destroy the delicate basis for so much ma-
rine life. Other tiles give newcomers and old salts infor-
mation about the reefs and creatures living there,
enriching the wondrous experience.

Both Smith’s and Bight reefs are just a few fin kicks
from public beach accesses. So discovering this undersea
beauty is easy for everyone, young and old alike, requir-
ing only the ability to swim and to not disturb these treas-
ures.

To get to Smith’s Reef, turn off Lower Bight Road at the
Princess Alexandra Land & Sea National Park beach access
sign nearest Turtle Cove Marina. Bear left at the fork in
the road and follow it to the end, where a narrow gravel
road between two walls leads to a small parking area. Out
on the beach, walk to your right for about five minutes
and look for a small pile of rocks on the beach marking
the beginning of the trail. Spotted eagle rays and sea tur-
tles often cruise the reef. The trail takes only about 15
minutes to follow through depths of one to 10 meters.
Novice swimmers should pace themselves and pay atten-
tion to currents and tides.

ect at the Conch World Visitor Centre in Grand Turk.
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Corals Are Ali
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The blue ceramic tiles that lead snorkelers along the outskirts of the
reef are much easier to read now that they have been cleaned.

Bight Reef, often referred to as White House Reef, is off
Lower Bight Road in Grace Bay. Turn at the entrance to
the Coral Gardens resort and park in the lot just outside
Coral Gardens. A short path leads to the beach, where
you’ll see the reef surrounded by swim buoys. Do NOT
swim inside the buoy line. This not only protects the reef

from you, but you from the reef, which contains lots of
yellow fire coral that inflicts severe stinging if touched. A

.

From left: Marsha Pardee, Barb Young and Pamela Leach, the original creators of the snorkeling reef and explanatory tiles, work on a new proj-
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shallower reef than Smith’s, Bight is only 5 meters deep at
most.

The British Foreign Office and more than 30 local busi-
nesses and individuals paid for the two trails, and their
names appear on the tiles. Marsha Pardee and Gudrun
Gaudian were the project leaders, and artists Pamela
Leach and Barbara Young designed and created the tile
markers.

The trails no longer have funding support, leaving their
upkeep to local volunteers who cleaned the tiles periodi-
cally in the water. In the latest cleaning, Julie Davis and
Brian Cabral volunteered to remove the markers, clean
and reinstall them. Marsha and Pam partially paid for their
work through Mer Angel, the company they named after
the main character in their undersea twist on the famous
Christmas story. They are in the process of forming a
foundation of the same name to fund further ecological
efforts.

The tiles are bolted to small Reef Balls, concrete hollow
domes specially designed for reef restoration. The balls,
devised by the Reef Ball Development Group, come in var-
ious sizes, featuring holes that allow fish to use them as
habitats. When corals must be moved to be rescued from
coastal development, they are cemented to the environ-
mentally friendly structures as a new home base, jump-
starting the natural process. Fish move into the balls
immediately, and marine algae flourishes within in the
first few months, but corals take many years to grow onto
the concrete and eventually cover it.

Reef Balls are being used to create another nearshore

reef across from the National Environmental Center near

Salvaged corals from development areas can be "re-planted" onto reef
balls for their survival.
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"Layer Cake" Reef Balls are made by Junior Park Warden participants
at Beaches Resort.

the intersection of Pratt’s Road and Lower Bight Road. The
Reef Ball Coalition provided training and marketing, which
inspired the Living Classroom Foundation of Baltimore,
Maryland, to take on the project for its students, which
included at-risk youth and groups from various back-
grounds.

Backed by the Department of Environment and Coastal
Resources (DECR) and the Ministry of Natural Resources,
the program began in June 2000 when students arrived
for two marine ecology programs that included the Reef
Ball installation at what is now known as the Junior Park
Warden Reef Discovery Site. Since then, the project has
been carried on annually by local youth through the
DECR’s Junior Park Warden Program, and more than 60
balls have been put in place.

In 2006 Marsha Pardee and others transplanted the
first corals they rescued from Babalua Beach, where de-
velopers of the Third Turtle Inn paid to remove corals that
would have been destroyed. DECR is currently transplant-
ing a second round of corals to save them from develop-
ment and dredging in Leeward Going Through.
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BRIAN RIGGS

Reef Balls are catching on elsewhere in the Turks &
Caicos. The all-inclusive family resort Beaches, which do-
nated to the JPW Reef Discovery Site, installed two sites off
the beach for their patrons in the summer of 2007, with
corals saved from the Babalua Beach development area
and other places. The final corals were rescued from Lee-
ward Channel dredge sites and transplanted in January.

The Turks & Caicos Government has declared 2008 the
Year of the Coral Reef, acknowledging that development
and tourism are taking their toll. That pledge has many
residents, businesses and environmentalists hoping for
more government money for DECR to monitor and pro-
tect the reefs, and for worthwhile projects like the
nearshore reefs.

Making reefs more accessible to people is a two-edged
sword. Human contact of any kind is detrimental to coral,
whether from development, water pollution or water
sports like snorkeling. But showing people the incredible
beauty of reef systems and the myriad life forms they sup-
port can bolster awareness that might help protect and
preserve them for future generations. &

For more information about Reef Balls, visit their web site

at www.reefball.org.
MerAngel, go to www.merangel.net.

For more information about

Junior Park Wardens put a lot of muscle into making the Reef Balls.
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Restoration required

This view of the side of Government House in Salt Cay shows why
the restoration is so immediately important.

Government House is falling down . . . and a group
of concerned Islanders and residents on Salt Cay want
to bring it back to its former glory. Also known as the
Old Commissioner’s House, the structure was the site
of many important and historic Salt Cay events, in-
cluding the wedding of a present-day schoolteacher.
The property also serves as a prime example of Turks
Islands architecture from the early 1800s. The house
and surrounding property are currently owned through
a 99-year lease by the Turks & Caicos National Trust
which has taken on the restoration of this extraordi-
nary national asset as one of their ongoing projects.
The Turks & Caicos Preservation Foundation Inc. was
founded as a Charitable Trust to raise funds to restore
Government House and aid in preserving the historic
district of Salt Cay. Donations large and small are wel-
come; a target of $650,000 has been set to restore the
property. For more information and to donate, visit
http://saltcaypreservation.org.
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