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FOCUS OF THE TALK 

 What is Sustainability? 

 

 Why Sustainability in Small Islands? 

 

 How to do Sustainability Assessment? 

 

 The Exumas Case of Sustainability – the advantage of knowing. 



SUSTAINABILITY FROM WHAT 

 TIME OR BASE LINE CONDITION? 

 Sustainability can be defined as maintaining what exists at the time of a 

project’s development or action’s approval. 

 

 Sustainability, however, can set the base line at a more desired state that 

existed in the past, so sustainability can involve restoration from which 

new state changes can be measured and evaluated. 
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SUSTAINABILITY OF WHAT? 

 Society is a spider web of networks. 

 Cultures are interconnected values and 
beliefs. 

 Environment is where people live. 

 History is what happen to make these 
into a single socio-environmental 
system. 

 Such a system is expected to have 
thousands of components (or traits), so 
what is to be protected. 

 Individuals do struggle alone, but humans 
mostly work together in families and 
communities to survive and prosper. 

environment 

culture society 



SMALL ISLANDS ARE SPECIAL 
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SO WHAT IS ISLAND BIOGEOGRAPHY? 

 

 



SMALL ISLANDS ARE ALL EDGES 

 People and resources live in close association. 

 

 When small islands have had industrial plantations then all natural resources 
were  cleared at some time for commercial production. 

 

 The salty edge (the littoral) of the island became the focus of new life when 
the plantations failed. 

 

 The littoral became a region of refugee where new environmental                co-
adaptations begun. 

 

 The lifeways of small former plantation islands are all about moving away from 
commercialization towards a life style built on positive relationships,  sharing, 
and environmental conservation through smart use. 

The Sea at its best is a place where I can walk in the water up to my knees and look down 

and see conch, fish and other foods for life. It should all be there for you. 

Lester Flowers, Professor of Biology, College of the Bahamas 



BIOLOGICALLY 

EDGES ARE THE MOST PRODUCTIVE ECOZONES. 



SOCIALLY 

EDGES ARE THE FIRST PLACE FORMER PLANTATION WORKERS 

LEARNED ABOUT ENVIRONMENT AND PROSPERED. 

 



SUSTAINABILITY 

ASSESSMENT (SA) 

 How do we know what 

will happen as a result of 

our actions before we 

decide to proceed? 

 SA is the next 

generation of Impact 

Assessments which 

were first mandated in 

1969 in the US National 

Environmental Policy 

Act (NEPA) 



SIMPLY DEFINED, 

SUSTAINABLE ASSESSMENT … 

 Is an assessment of both environmental and socio-cultural impacts from 

a proposed project or action (usually a government policy). 

 Considers the relationship between the environment and the people. 

 Has a wider foot print – i.e., space of impacts considered. 

 Has a longer time frame – i.e., years into the future. 

 Requires post decision monitoring of key socio-cultural and 

environmental variables. This tends to be called Adaptive Management. 

 SA studies are transparent and inclusive of public opinion. 



THE EXUMAS CASE STUDY 



PROPOSED MPAS FOR EXUMAS 



STUDY DESIGN 

1. Deductive = seeking hypotheses 

2. Iterative = data collected in 8 field 

sessions from March 2002 to July 2006 

3. Mixed Methods = data triangulation 

 Sea Attachment Survey 

  Quality of Life 

  Grubbing 

  Tourism 

  Ethnobotany 

  Land Use 

Mapping  

  Sea Use Mapping 

4. Collaborative = worked in COB – UofA 

teams. 

5. Consultative = constant feedback and 

review of findings at the national, 

community, and individual levels. 
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STUDY TOTAL INTERVIEWS 

Gender Formal Informal Total 

Male 190 138 328 

Female 161 83 244 

Total 351 221 572 



A FINDING: 

EXUMIAN PEOPLE HAVE CO-ADAPTED WITH THEIR 

ENVIRONMENT AND EACH OTHER OVER THE PAST 

230 YEARS 

 Need to understand the history of 

the place and people 

 Need to know how the people 

have learned about their 

environment. 

 Need to know how the people 

have learned to live and work 

together as communities. 

 Need to understand the resilience 

relationships between these two 

kinds of adaptations. 
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Environmental Multiplicity in 
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SOME FINDINGS FROM THE CO-

ADAPTATION STUDIES 

 The relationships between Exumian Communities and their natural 
resources can be understood. 

 There are extensive mutual ties between the people and the 
environment. 

 These ties are culturally important; that is essential to the persistence of 
these communities 

 These understandings can be used to make sustainable decisions that 
will strengthen these coastal communities. 

 Development projects and policy decisions, however, can adversely 
impact the ability of these communities to be resilient and thus not 
sustainable. 

 

 



EXAMPLE OF IMPACT ISSUES 

 The MPA proposal were all designed as NO TAKE thus many people for 

the first time in 220 years could not go out their front doors and catch 

fish for dinner. 

 The people generally supported the concept of having an MPA in their 

area but they wanted the right to participate in the design, management, 

and policing of this MPA. 

 The people all wanted to limit the access of outside fishers, like the 

commercial trawlers of the Chinese, and continue the access of local 

fishers for subsistence fishing. 

 The people all wanted to have their traditionally defined rights to the 

land and sea recognized and respected. 
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ONE SHORT CASE, 

THE NORTHERN NO TAKE MPA 

Local Responses: 

•It eliminates 

subsistence fishing. 

•It removes us 

from control over 

our sea. 

•It is not for us, but 

instead for western 

science at LSI 

marine lab. 

Barretarre 



AAAS 2006  25 

NORTHERN MPA 

Our analysis 

suggested that that 

there 2 primary 

causes to the 

negative northern 

response.  A:  The 

MPA would cause a 

loss of subsistence 

fishing areas in the 

Leeward Cuts.  B: If 

properly policed 

no one can have 

fish in a boat in a 

no take MPA, thus 

no Barretarre 

fisher could ever 

come home again 

with fish from 

elsewhere. 

Barretarre 
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ANOTHER SHORT CASE: 

CENTRAL MPA 
Local Responses: 

•Great idea should be 

bigger. 

•We should continue to 

fish for food. 

•We are best managers. 

•Why didn’t someone 

come and talk with us 

about it? 

Moss Town 
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STUDY CONCLUSIONS 

BENEFITS OF PEOPLE-CENTERED MPAS 



SUSTAINABILITY CONCLUSION 

 The human and natural resources of small islands are uniquely 
interconnected. 

 

 If the content or structure of these interconnections are significantly 
changed then both the way of life of the people and their natural 
environment can be harmed or even eliminated. 

 

 Conversely, if government and business planners are fully aware of these 
interconnections social and natural resource policies and development 
can be accomplished in ways that strengthen and make more stable the 
human-nature system.  



The future 
is for the 
children 
of the 

Bahamas 


