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Farmland Management
and Biosphere Reserves
in the Lesser Antilles

Jim Riddle
Virgin Islands National Park
P.O. Box 7789, Charlorte Amalie
St. Thomas, Virgin Islands 00801 USA

The Man and the Biosphere Program (MAB), begun in 1971
under UNESCO, seeks to develop the ability of participating
countrics (0 manage and eonserve natufal resources in line
with each country’s social and economic features. The
Biosphere Reserve on St. John, Virgin Islands has been sug-
gested as the keystone area for a multiple-site Lesser Antillean
Biosphere Reserve in the Lesser Antilles. The MAB Program
empbhasizes environmental rraining and education, and incor-
porates an interdisciplinary approach in solving resource
management problems in the field. One role of the proposed
Lesser Antillean Biosphere Reserve would be to encourage im-

proved agriculrural practices by integraring farm management
into an overall land use system in each country. The part smalt
farm systems play in the Lesser Antillean ecological scene is an
importanr one. Few countrices can afford to lack up major por-
tions of their natural resources from any form of consumptive
utilization. Benefits of a Lesser Antillean Biosphere Reserve
might include provision for sharing research efforts, restora-
ton of degraded environments, and improved quality of life.
Keywords: Biosphere Reserve, lntegraced Land Use Planning,
Lesser Antilles, UNESCO

It is well known that no single land management unit, in an
insulac setting, can be managed withour considetation of rhe
other ecosysrems found in the islands. Yet, plannets often forget
this when considering intensely-managed systems such as
farmiands.

The small-scale farms thar dominace the scene in the Lesser
Antilles are more susceptible ro land use practices on surrounding
lands, than are their counterparts in the Greater Antilles and on
the continenrs. Obvious undesitable effecrs include clear-curring
of forests on the slopes of watersheds above farmlands and dump-
ing of harmful chemicals and other pollutants into water supplies
used by man and livestock. And, thete ate many other less ob-
vious but important external threats to consider when land use
plans ate being prepared.

External threats to farming systems in the eastern Caribbean
have not gone unrecognized (Jackson, 1979; Ramdial, 1971),
And, as we look for solurions to these problems, one fact is in-
escapable: thre is a need for land use managemen plans thar con-
sider the whole of an island’s resources, nor just one ecosysrem or
one land management zone. This need has been recognized, and
there are a few useful guidelines for the preparation of multi-
system management plans in the Lesser Antilles (Geoghegan,
1983; Putney, 1979).

For the implementation of a successful integrared land use
management plan in a patticular country, several conditions must
prevail:

1. Most imporrantly, the plan must have the suppotr of the

political system govetning the country.

2. There must be financial suppott for the implementarion of
the plan.

3. The special interests affected by the plan must be willing
to subordinate theit immediate economic and social weli-
being to the good of the whole.

Here we are concetned about benefits land use plans hold for

one particular system: the food production farm system in rthe
castern Cartibbean. As plans are developed (and they are being
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developed), it is important that rhe role of farms n land manage-
ment plans be given appropriare considerarion. All too ofren we
see the driving forces ro be preservationists on the one hand and
industrialists on rhe other, with lirle input from small-scale
tesource users such as fishermen and farmers.

A Lesser Antillean Biosphere Reserve

There is a relatively new concept in planning for managemenr
of natural resources, the Biosphere Reserve. In 1971 the United
Nations Educarional, Scientific and Culrural Organization
(UNESCO) established the Man and the Biosphere (MAB) pro-
gram. Its purpose “is to develop scientific knowledge with a view
to the rational management and conservarion of natural
resources, to train qualified personnel in this field and to
disseminate the knowledge acquired both to the decision-makers
and the population of each country” (UNESCO, 1982).

Under the MAB program there are protected areas called
Biosphere Reserves. Over 200 such reserves in about 60 councrics
have been esrablished to date. Criteria for site selection are
varied, bur the key ¢lemenr is thar the Biasphere Reserve is
represenrarive of a particular ecosystemn type.

In the Aantilles, only two Biosphere Reserves have been
established, both on islands under the U.S. flag. The Luquillo
Experimental Fotest in Puerto Rico was designated in 1976, as was
the Virgin Islands National Park unir (the latter, however, was
not dedicared until 1983). It is recognized thar these twa units
alone cannor represent all of the varied ecosystems (and cambina-
tions thereof) existing in the Wesr Indies.

Purney (1983) presenrs an analysis of the complex factors in-
volved when considering establishment of Biosphere Resetves in
the Lesser antilles. Racher rhan proposing addirional Biosphere
Restves on an island-by-island basis, he suggests that a Virgin
Islands Biosphere Reserve (encompassing parts of the U.S. and
British Virgin Islands), a Leeward Island Biosphere Reserve (in-
cluding portions of Guadeloupe, Barbuda, and Sinr Maarten),
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and a2 Windward Island Biosphere Reserve (with parts of Marrin-
ique and Grenada) could be created as multi-sire units under
MAB. He uses existing or proposed prorected narural areas sueh
as patks as the keystones for his unirs. He also considers the
possibility of an overall Lesser Antillean Biosphere Reserve, en-
compassing all three of the proposed units.

Gregg (1983) supports the concept of a Lesser Antillean
Biosphere Reserve, and views the existing Virgin Islands National
Park Biosphere Reserve as the first in a multi-unir sysrem. He
does not specify rthe other geographical unirs that would be in-
cluded in a Lesser Antillean Biosphere Reserve, but believes rhat
the “diverse terrestrial and marine ecosystems of the eastern
Caribbean, in concert with the different cultural histories and
land use traditions of the region, present exceprional oppor-
tunities for building mulriple-site biosphere reserves ro meet the
needs of individual islands and the region as a whole.”

These initial suggestions for establishing a Lesser Antillean
Biosphere Reserve have led to many discussions on the adaptabili-
ty of the concept 10 the diverse systems found in the easrern
Caribbean. One paper (Chakalall and Geoghegan, 1983)
analyzes the pracricality of a Lesser Antillean Biosphere Reserve in
the context of today's srate of resource management and social
and economic conditions in the Lesscr Antilles. They are general-
ly favorable to the idea and believe thar although the . . . con-
cept needs much closer study before any arrempt is made at
implementation,” a Lesser Antillean Biosphere Reserve ©
could well provide the necessary framework” for working towards
securing assistance on an international basis w “. . . further the
integration of conservation and developmenr in the region.”

Farmlands and Biosphere Reserves

To understand what the role of farmlands can be in a Lesser
Antillean Biosphere Reserve, we need to have some knowledge of
the structure of Biosphere Reserves in general. An essential point
to remember is that the MAB program “. . . is primarily a pro-
gramme of research and training. It is not a programme of
management . . . It is oriented to the solurion of concrere prac-
tical problems of management and conservation of renewable
natural resources” (Eidsvik, 1979). Therefore, the emphasis is not
on regulations and directives; rather, the program seeks ro
develop educational programs and train personnel to properly
manage the resources of their areas.

Biospherte reserves can be of two types. The most common is
the single contiguous reserve, where all management zones are
together. The other type is the cluster Biosphere Reserve, where
units of the Reserve are not necessarily in close contact with one
another. The proposed Lesser Antillean Biosphere Resetve would
be such a unit. Both types of reserves can have the four basic
management zones thar occur in Biosphere Rescrves:

1. Core Zone - This is rhe area with the least amount of
human interference. There is no intended manipulavion of
the tesources; preservation is the keyword. It is in this zone
that bascline data for each region are established and much
research s accomplished.

2. Buffer Zone - This zone contains cssenrially the same
resoutces as the core zone. However, conrrolled
manipulative activities are allowed; these are primarily
consumptive uses of renewable narural resources such as
timher harvesting and livestock grazing.

3. Restoration Zone - There can be areas within Biosphere
Reserves thar have had significanr resource degradarion
(e.g., soil depletion and loss of importanr vegetation). This
zone could be the focus of research aimed at rectaiming the
tesources so affected.

4. Cultural Zone - This is the area where compatible land use
pracrices are continued (e.g., farming and commercial
fishing). Ideally, no new (non-comparible) activities may
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be introduced, and the emphasis is on rhose human ac-
tivirtes that have tradirionally occurred in rhe area.

Some of the nations in the eastern Caribbean have established
protected areas similar to rhe requiremenrs of the core zone.
These are usually designated as parks, sanctuaties, nature
reserves, or whatever. Although many of chese areas are primarily
preservation-ofiented (core zone) areas as defined by the MAB
program, others have incorporated elemenrs of the buffer zone
and/or the cultural zone.

Putney (1983) has identified exisring protecred areas in rhe
Lesser Anrilles which can constitute core zone areas in a Lesser
Anitillean Biosphere Reserve. As the idea of the Reserve pro-
gresses, respurces managers in each affected counary should iden-
tify possible areas that could be incorporated in a culwural zonc.
Traditional farming areas are almost ideally suited for this, and
the benefits to the farmer are many:

1. The farmer will have assurance that no non-traditional ac-

tivities can be imposed in the cultural zone.

2. The farmer will have the benefit of research-generated infor-

mation sponsored by rhe Man and the Biosphere program.

3. There will be controls on surrounding lands thar will pre-

vent watershed deforesrarion and  other activiues
deleterious to farms.

4. Visual, aestheric, and other narural conditions will be

maintained as parr of a conrinuing way of life.

Experience has raught many of us w be suspicious of govern-
menral regularions over what we can and cannot do wirh our
lands. To sorne, the Biosphicre Reserve concept may seem to be
just another layer of bureaucratic conrrol. Bur, this is not the in-
tent of cthe Man and the Biosphere Program.

One key element of MAB is that each participating country is
responsible for proposing sites for Biosphere Rescerves. The crea-
rion of 2 MAB area in no way affects rhe counuy's sovereignty.
MAB is in close associarion with many other ofganizations in the
United Nations sysrem, including the Food and Agriculrure
Organizarion (FAO).

Another key element is funding. In most instances, countries
that now operate protected areas which qualify under MAB
guidelines can continue this level of support. In addition,
however, they will have (potendally) acess to UNESCO
resources.

Another key element is support services. “A most importani
characceristic of biosphere reserves is thar they form an interna-
tional network in which rhe inrernarional character is ensured by
rhe exchange of infotmation and personnel. The MAB Secretariat
ar UNESCO provides coordinating services for the nciwork and
furnishes catalyric support” (von Droste, 1983).

Another key element is prorection. Quite often, existing
legislation covering protected areas constitutes sufficienr resource
protection. It is almost always preferable not to enact legislation
specifically for Biosphere Reserves, although, of course, a country
may do so if it so wishes (Eidsvik, 1979). Neither UNESCO nor
any other entity associared with MAB secks to impose a regulatory
structure upon any nation.

CONCLUSION A

An international system is now in place that can provide
significant support and protection for farmlands in the Lesser An-
tilles and elsewhere. Not only can a Biosphere Reserve provide
prorection against external and internal environmental threats,
but, 2s a part of rhe international Man and the Biosphere pro-
gram, it can promoe research and a flow of information useful to
the farmer. A proposed Lesser Antillean Biosphere Reserve can be
instrumental in providing a secure role in the land use planning
process for small farm systems in rhe easrern Caribbean.
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