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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This Environmental Profile  is a synthesis of the state of the environment , near the  end  of the first decade of the twenty -first 

century , in the smallest of the British Virgin Islands ñthe island of Jost Van Dyke *ñand in the immediately adjacent 

smaller islands of Little Jost Van Dyke, Green Cay, Sandy Cay, and Sandy Spit.  It is the first suc h effort in the British Virgin 

Islands. 

The Profile  opens with an introductory description  of the Profile islands  (Chapter 1) , focusing on their natural and physical  

features as well as  the community setting , in order to provide the reader with an overview  of òthe placeó.  This is followed 

by a second introductory chapter (Chapter 2) which focus es on the institutional and legal framework  for protecting and 

managing the environment in the BVI, particularly as resource management institutions and laws impact Jost Van Dyke 

and its satellite islands.    

At the end of each of the six chapters that follow (Chapters 3 -8) is a section in a double -column, framed  format that 

highlights the priority resource management and protection issues surrounding each chapterõs ce ntral theme ; alongside 

each issue are specific recommendations for action.   

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the terrestrial and marine natural resource sectors.  òConserving the Biodiversity of Jost Van 

Dykeó (Chapter 3) provides the first comprehensive invento ry and assessment of the terrestrial environment of Jost Van 

Dyke, encompassing separate sections on floral and faunal resources  and a further section on salt ponds as a critical 

ecosystem.  òJost Van Dyke and the Seaó (Chapter 4) moves to the marine and c oastal environment to examine both 

the maritime traditions of the island as well as the economic primacy of the sea in the lives of Jost Van Dykians.  The 

islandõs marine biological communities ñits beaches, mangroves, seagrasses  and coral reefs ñare examine d, as well as 

the fisheries sector.  

Chapters 5 and 6 turn to the man -made  environment, focusing  on the islandõs historical heritage and its cultural tradi-

tions.  The historic sites of Jost Van Dyke and Little JVD are inventoried and assessed in Chapter 5 , while the non -tangible 

artefacts of JVDõs cultural heritage are explored  in Chapter 6.  

Chapter 7 looks at waste management and pollution control issues , while the  last chapter of the Profile  (Chapter 8) looks 

to the future, at priorities for protection a nd how a small place with a small population might participate more fully in the 

management of its commonly -shared resources.  

The Profile  provides easier access to environmental data, findings and recommendations than has ever been available 

for the target ed  islands.  It presents JVD as an island  where resources and community are undergoing change as a result 

of economic growth.  It identifies those resources most at risk and discusses current practices and policies that continue 

to place these resources in  jeopardy.  It links the healthy sustainability of the islandõs resource base to its economic fu-

ture, given the islandõs economic dependence on tourism.  It provides options and choices for Jost Van Dykeõs residents 

and stakeholders, and for the Governmen t of the Virgin Islands  as it shares responsibility for the islandõs future with Jost 

Van Dykians.   

As stated elsewhere in this Environmental Profile , Jost Van Dyke finds itself positioned between a past it does not want to 

lose or squander and a future t hat promises expanded growth, but with costs.  Its citizens and Government need to  find 

a balance between wh at they want to protect and how they want to grow.  When assessing the limits of growth , Jost 

Van Dyke  must ask:   what can be removed from the envir onment and from the cultural patrimony , and how much can 

be put back in the way of pollution or extracted and lost forever for  future  use and enjoyment ?  This Environmental Profile  

is intended to help guide those choices and decisions  by presenting  informa tionñperhaps the most precious resource of 

all . 

 

 

 

* The spelling of Jost Van Dyke (with an upper or lower case òvó in Van) wa s not consistent in the various sources  we consulted , including  

   Government report s and topographic/nautical maps .  For this report, we have elected to capitalis e the òVó throughout. 



  

x  
 

PREFACE 

Environmental Profiles  

The potential utility of Environ -

mental Profiles in the Eastern 

Caribbean was first acknow l-

edged  during a seminar on In -

dustry, Environment and Devel -

opment sponsored  by the 

Caribbean Conservation Asso -

ciation (CCA)  and the University 

of the West Indies in August  of 

1986.  Seminar participants  co n-

firmed the need to produce 

Profiles for each country in the 

Eastern Caribbean region, with 

particular attention given to a 

profiling process that would 

strengthen existing institutions 

and make maximum use of 

qualified local personnel and 

indigenous organisations.  Add i-

tionally, Environmental Profiles 

were recogni sed as an effective 

means to help ensure that en -

vironmental is sues were ade -

quately addressed in the devel -

opment planning process and  

would lead to greater advo -

cacy of environmental consid -

era tions in public policy decision 

making.  

Environmental Profiles were first 

produced in the Eastern Carib -

bean as part of a pr oject i m-

plemented from 1987 -1990 by 

the Caribbean Conservation 

Association with the technical 

assistance of the Island R e-

sources Foundation (IRF).  This 

effort was funded by the U.S. 

Agency for International Devel -

opment (USAID)  and resulted in 

publicati on in 1991 of six Envi -

ronmental Profiles for the coun -

tries of Antigua and Barbuda, 

Dominica, Grenada, St. Kitts 

and Nevis, St. Lucia, and St. 

Vincent and the Grenadines.  A 

synthesis of the six Profiles was 

provided in Environmental 

Agenda for the 1990s , also pu b-

lished jointly by Island Resources 

Foundation and the Caribbean 

Conservation Association in 

1991. 

Two years late r, with funding 

from the United Nations Deve l-

opment Programme (UNDP), 

CCA and IRF undertook prep -

aration of two additional Env i-

ronme ntal Profiles, this time for 

the islands of Anguilla and 

Montserrat (published in 1993).  

No Environmental Profile has 

been produced for the British 

Virgin Islands (BVI), although 

UNDP had indicated a willin g-

ness to support a  BVI Profile at 

the time it un dertook funding for 

Anguilla and Montserrat.  

These comprehensive Profile 

documents represent the most 

comprehensive environmental 

overviews prepared to date for 

each of the target islands.  Al -

tho ugh much of the data in -

cluded is  now out dated, the 

eight Pr ofiles continue to be 

used extensively by natural re-

source managers, researchers, 

students, policy makers and d e-

velopment planners throughout 

the Caribbean.  

The Jost Van Dyke 

Environmental Profile  

In 2007, a partnership was e s-

tablished between the Jost  Van 

Dykes (BVI) Preservation Society 

(JVDPS), a recently revived  

community -based organisation  

on the BVI island of JVD, and  

the Island Resources Founda -

tion , a 35 -year -old environmen -

tal NGO serving the insular 

Caribbean.  A primary objective 

of the partn ership was to de -

velop an Environmental Profile 

of  Jost Van Dyke, the fourth 

largest of the inhabited British 

Virgin Islands.   

The two organisations recog -

nised that the Jost Van Dyke 

community faced  a growing 

challenge to balance its ec o-

nomic growth wit h sustainable 

use of its natural resources.  

However, they  also acknow l-

edged that there was little 

scientifically based information 

available for the community to 

employ in evaluating the short - 

and long -term impacts of 

growth.  

A project was proposed that  

would bring a fresh approach to 

community awareness and un -

derstanding of the local envi -

ronment.  Phase 1 of the initia -

tive would focus on develop -

ment of a  Jost Van Dyke  Envi-

ronmental Profile , including the 

surrounding islands of Little Jost 

Van Dyke,  Sandy Cay, Green 

Cay, and Sandy Spit .   



 

 xi 

 

Phase 2 would draw upon Pro -

file findings (1) to disseminate 

new information , in several for -

mats , to JVD residents, stak e-

holders, visitors, and the BVI 

Government  and (2) to  initiate a 

long -term programme of edu -

c ation, outreach and enviro n-

mental monitoring by the JVD 

Preservation Society.  

Subsequently, an application 

was submitted by the Society to 

the UK Overseas Territories Envi -

ronment Programme (OTEP) for 

funding of a new  project, now 

entitled  òJost Van Dykeõs Com -

munity -based Programme for 

Advancing Environmental Pro -

tect ion and Sustainable Devel -

opment ó.  The project was a p-

proved by OTEP in March 2008 

and formally announced at a 

community meeting in J ost Van 

Dyke  in May 2008 by His Excel-

lency, Governor Dav id Pear y. 

This Environmental Profile , consti -

tuting Phase 1 of the approved 

project, provides a description 

of the natural and historical re-

sources of JVD and its nearby 

neighbouring  islands.  It assesses 

the current condition of this tar -

geted environmen t and  identi -

fies natural features, species, 

sites, and ecosystems that r e-

quire special protection.   

Additionally, i t review s BVI and 

JVD institutions, legislation, pol i-

cies and programmes for the 

environment as these apply to 

Jost Van Dyke and its neig h-

bouring islands.  

This document also identifies the 

major environmental issues, 

conflicts, and problems that 

currently affect the quality of life 

in Jost Van Dyke and assesses 

options for improving the long -

term environmental health of 

Jost Van Dyke and t he smaller 

islands of Little Jost  Van Dyke , 

Sandy Cay, Green Cay, and 

Sandy Spit.  

Intended A udience   

A focus audience  of intended  

Profile users was identified early 

on by project planners.  With this 

focus in mind, t he JVD Environ-

mental Profile was prepar ed to 

serve as: 

 A primary reference docu -

ment and information r e-

source for the residents of 

Jost Van Dyke, including the 

Primary School.  

 A planning resource for the 

Jost Van Dykes Preservation 

Society as it identifies and 

develops its future pr o-

grammes a nd activities.  

 An additional reference 

source for BVI government 

planners, technicians, re -

source managers, research -

ers, educators, and policy 

decision -makers, and for pr i-

vate -sector developers and 

consultants, NGOs, donor 

agencies, and the general 

publi c,  

Intended Outcome   

As we commenced the project, 

it seemed to be an opportune 

moment to examine not only 

the islandõs environmental re -

source base ñupon which fu -

ture economic growth will be 

established ñbut also to identify 

and assess prior ity env ironmen -

tal issues and concerns and 

place these in a forward -looking 

context that supports sustain -

able growth.  There seemed to 

be considerable value in taking 

a retrospective look at and 

reporting on env ironmental 

change on this emerging and 

promising island.   

Moreover, a process that pro -

vides easy access to data, 

find ings and recommendations 

will increase their visibility to a 

wider audience of resource 

users, stakeholders, and island 

lea ders.  In the long -term, pro -

ject participants believe this 

effort will e nable the community 

of Jost Van Dyke to apply 

broader environmental  con -

cepts and issues to daily life, civil 

discourse, and decision making 

about JVDõs future. 

Jost Van Dyke has been re -

ferred to elsewhere as a òmi-

crocosmó of the larger British 

Virgin Islands.  In this context, 

the lessons learned about its 

environmental future through 

the profiling process might well 

provide a fresh approach to 

understanding environmental 

change in the BVI Territory as a 

whole and to improving cha n-

nels of dialogue among  those in 

search of workable solutions.  

JUDITH A. TOWLE, PROFILE EDITOR 

 ISLAND RESOURCES FOUNDATION 

 SEPTEMBER 2009 

 



  

 

 

Figure 1.  

Topographic map of Jost Van Dyke, Little Jost Van Dyke, Gree n Cay, Sandy Spit and Sandy Cay  

(map source:  UK Directorate of O verseas Surveys, Series E 803 (D.O.S. 346); Edition 3-D.O.S. 1984). 
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1. DESCRIPTIVE OVERVIEW 

INTRODUCTION TO THE 
PROFILE ISLANDS 

Despite its three centuries of 

modern habitation , Jost Van 

Dyke (JVD) has only been lightly 

developed, with economic 

growth proc eeding at a slower 

pace compared to its larger 

nearby neighbours ñTortola in 

the British Virgin Islands (BVI) and 

St. Thomas in the U.S. Virgin 

Islands (USVI).  Much of the 

islandõs environmental and 

cu ltural eleme nts remain 

relatively intact ; its lifestyle 

seems less hurried and stressful 

than on more developed 

Caribbean islands.   

Yet the pressures for change 

and growth are also evident , 

and Jost Van Dyke finds itself 

positioned between a past it 

does not want to lose or 

squander and a future that 

promises  more 

options with e x-

panded growth.   

The island is ap -

proximately 8 

square kilometres 

(3 square miles) in 

size and lies a -

bout 8 kilometres 

(5 miles) north -

west of Tortola, 

the primary com -

mercial and po -

litical centre of 

the BVI  (Figure 2 ), 

about 11 kilome-

tres (7 mi les) 

north east of St. 

Thomas, the 

commercial and 

political centre of the USVI, and 

about 10  kilometres ( 6 miles) 

north of St. John, USVI, the site of 

the Virgin Islands National Park.   

The islandõs population is small 

(less than 300 reside nts).  A few  

from JVD  work  in Tortola and 

com mute  by ferry or private 

boat  (about a 30 -minute one -

way trip) .   A larger number of 

Government and private sector 

workers commute in the 

opposite direction, from Tortola 

to JVD for a dayõs work.  The 

Governm ent  operates one 

primary school, a public health 

services clinic , and police and 

fire facilities on the island , as 

well as providing postal services 

and Customs and Immigration 

services.   

According to the JVD District 

Officer, approximately 15 

workers are em ployed by 

Government on the island , 

including employees in the 

Departments of Solid Waste, 

Environmental Health, and 

Conservation and Fisheries, as 

well as staff from Public Works 

and Water and Sewerage ( pers. 

c omm ., Carmen Blyden, 2009) . 

Economic pursuits  were primarily 

limited to farming and fishing 

until the emergence of the  BVI 

tourism sector in the 1960s and 

the recognition  of Jost Van 

Dyke and its neighbouring isles 

and surrounding pristine waters 

as a key  destination for 

yachting tourism  in the BVI.   

Little Jost Van Dyke  (LJVD) is a 

smaller island , 66 hec tares ( 163 

acres ), lying offshore of JVDõs 

east end .  It is uninhabited 

except for one family which has 

made the island home since 

1981.  There was a bar/restau -

rant facility on 

Little Jost dating 

to  the 1960s, but 

it is no longer 

functional.   

During the eigh -

teenth century, 

a prominent 

Quaker family  

named  Lettsom 

maintained a 

plantation on 

Little Jost, the 

ruins of which still 

remain  (see 

Chapter 5).  Dr. 

John Coakley 

Lettsom (1744 -

1815) was born 

on  LJVD and  

Figure 2 . Location of Jost Van Dyke, Little Jost Van Dyke, Green 

Cay, Sandy Spit, and Sandy Cay.  
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later founded the Medical So -

ciety of London in 1773 .  

Because of his prominence, 

there is continu ed  interest in 

restoring and developing th is 

site, including a negated 

development scheme for the 

entire island by a Canadian 

developer in the late  1960s.   

A little less than half the island 

(31 of 66 hectares ), including 

the Lettsom plantation ruins, is  

part of a  family estate owned 

by  the Vanterpool family of JVD ; 

the remainder of the island is 

gov ernment land  (Figure 3 ).  

Pelican Cay  (Photo 1 ), about 10 

acres in size, lies just off the 

northern shore of LJVD.  

In the eighteenth century,  the 

Lettsom family of LJVD also 

owned Green Cay  and Sandy 

Cay ; the principal crop o n these 

isolated islets was cotton.  

Nearby Sandy Spit  was not 

farmed as a sand y beach 

covers about three -quarters of 

the tiny isletõs coastline.   

Sandy Cay (5.7 hectares/ 14 

acres in size) lies a little less than 

a kilometre  to the east of the  

southeastern point of Jost Van 

Dyke ; Green Cay (6 hectares/ 15 

acres in size) lies less 

than a kilometre  off 

the eastern tip of 

JVD (a little more 

than six kilometres  

north of the western 

end of Tortola); and 

Sandy Spit  (0.10 hec -

tare s/ 0.25 acre s) is 

just south of Green 

Cay ( Figure 2 ). 

There is not evidence 

that any of the three  

ever had a resi dent 

population; no building  

foundat ions, rock walls, turtle 

crawls, fencing  or the like 

survive to g ive evidence of 

former habitation .  In the case 

of the largest and most visited 

of the three ñSandy Cay ñthe 

islandõs last private owner  did 

not build  any st ructures,  docks, 

jetties, or other physical 

attractions  to accommodate 

visitation , except for a walking 

trail and an abandoned 

irrigation system.  

For four decades, from the late 

1960s, Sandy Cay was owned 

by international entrepreneur 

and conservationist, the late  

Laurance S. Rockefeller , who 

had purchased the island from 

the Smith brothers of Apple Bay, 

Tortola  (pers. comm ., Premier  

Ralph OõNeal, May 2008).  Mr. 

Rockefeller maintained the 

uninhabited island as a combi -

nation botanic garden, nature 

reserve,  and low -key recrea -

tional site, always open to the 

public  even though  the island 

remained in private ownership . 

Sandy Cayõs privately main-

tained park became a public 

park when, in May of 2008, the 

Estate of Laurance S. 

Rockefeller donated the pro -

perty as a protected natural 

area to the British Virgin Islands 

National Parks Trust (NPT), to 

remain in perpetuity as part of 

the Territoryõs System of National 

Parks and Protected Areas.  

During Mr. Rockefellerõs 40-year 

stewardship of the island, he put 

in pla ce a management 

strategy that permitted him not 

only to practice conservation 

but also to experiment with im -

proving the islandõs visual per-

spective and the aesthetics of 

 Figure 3 . Little Jost Van Dyke, with Crown Land to the right 

shown in brighter yellow; the remainder of the island 

(to the left) is in private ownership (source:  T&CPD).  

Photo 1.  

Pelican Cay, top of photo, is located  along the 

north shore of Little Jost Van Dyke.  It is connected 

to the larger island by a sandy/cobbly spit, except 

when the spit is breached by very strong storms.  
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selected landscape features.  

His aim was to facilitate an un -

derstanding of what he  termed 

the òwilderness qualities ó of 

Sandy Cay  (Photo 2).  His vision 

included horticultural en -

hancement, clearing of under -

brush, significantly increasing 

the number of coastal coconut 

palm trees, and making the 

island accessible by creating 

and maintai ning a simple walk -

ing trail.   

Now, as the BVIõs newest na-

tional park, Sandy Cay will be 

maintained and protected by 

the National Parks Trust as part 

of the Sandy Cay Habitat 

Management Area.   

In addition to Sandy Cay , and  

within the geographic area 

en compassed by this Environ-

mental Profile , other officially 

protected areas  include:   

 Diamond Cay National Park , 

a one -half hectare/ 1.25 acre 

site occurring as the terminus 

of a small peninsula  off Long 

Bay, JVD, a national park 

since 1991 , and  

 A fisheries protected area in 

the waters to the east of 

Green Cay and Sandy Spit  

(15.5 hectares/ 38.4 acres) , so 

declared under the Fisheries 

Regulations, 2003.  

Since the early 1980s,  Green 

Cay and Sandy Spit have been 

proposed  for protected area 

status.  The British Virgin Islands 

Protected Areas System Plan, 

2007-2017 (Gardner, 2007) 

reaffirms the proposed designa -

tion of a larger management 

unit under the authority of the 

NPT to include Sandy Cay, 

Green Cay, and Sandy Spit as a 

marine and terrestrial protected 

are a.  With the Governmentõs 

purchase of the formerly 

privately owned Green Cay 

and Sandy Spit (completed in 

2005), this hopeful vision would 

seem to be closer to becoming 

a reality.  

 

THE PHYSICAL AND 
NATURAL SETTING 

Geology  

Jost Van Dyke and its surround -

ing islands are relic mountain -

tops that lie on a geological 

structure known as the Puerto 

Rican Plateau.  During the last 

Ice A ge, about 10,000 years 

ago when sea level was well 

below the current level, the is -

land of Puerto Rico formed a 

huge land mass tha t included 

all of the British Virgin Island s 

and all the U.S Virgin Islands, 

with the exception of St. Croix.  

The current shape of JVD is the 

result of the  interaction of geo -

logical tectonic forces (uplifts) 

and the opposing forces of 

mass wasting (weathe ring, ero -

sion, landslides), and changes in 

the sea level attributed to 

glacial melting since the peak 

of glaciation .  Evidence of 

geological activity  is reflected 

along many JVD road cuts, 

particularly along the Ridge 

Road  and along the exposed 

north coas t (Photo 3). 

 

Photo 2.   Sandy Cay Vista, May 2008.   

This photo of Sandy Cay displays the òmanage d wilderness ó landscape that Laurance Rockefeller worked to achieve at the island.  

The primary attraction was always the accessible beach with gorgeous white sand.  Yet, by shaping tree canopies and nurturing  

and exposing colourful flowering plants and cl earing sight lines in the vegetative understory, he also sought to enable visitors to 

sense the complexity of the islandõs intermixed ecosystem.   


