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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 proceeding 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 elements 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 

do es 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 -

merci al and po -

litical centre of the BVI ( Figure 

2), about 11 kilome tres (7 miles) 

northeast 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 residents).  A few 

from JVD work in Tortola and 

commute 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 direct ion, from Tortola 

to JVD for a dayõs work.  The 

Government 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 employed 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 Sewe rage ( 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 wat ers 

as a key 

destination for 

yachting tourism 

in the BVI.   

Little Jost Van 

Dyke  (LJVD) is a 

smaller island, 66 

hectares (163 

acres), lying 

offshore of JVDõs 

east end.  It is 

uninhabited 

except for one 

family which has 

made the island 

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

Cay, Sandy Spit, and Sandy Cay.  
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home since 1981.  The re 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 

Cha pter 5).  Dr. John Coakley 

Lettsom (1744 -1815) was born 

on LJVD and later founded the 

Medical So ciety of London in 

1773.  Because of his 

prominence, there is continued 

interest in restoring and 

developing this 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 islan d is 

government 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 on 

these isolated isle ts 

was cotton.  Nearby 

Sandy Spit  was not 

farmed as a sandy 

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 tares/0.25 

acres) is just south of Green Cay 

(Figure 2 ). 

There is not evidence that any 

of the three ever had a resident 

population; no building  

foundations, rock walls, turtle 

crawls, fencing or the like 

survive to give 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 structures, 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 

uninhabite d 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, th e 

Estate of Laurance S. 

Rockefeller donated the pro -

perty as a protected natural 

 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 breach ed by very strong storms.  
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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. Rock efellerõs 40-year 

stewardship of the island, he put 

in place 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 

selected landscape feature s.  

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 maintaining 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 

encompassed 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 

area.  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 lev el, the is -

land of Puerto Rico formed a 

huge land mass that 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 (weathering, 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, 

particul arly along the Ridge 

Road  and along the exposed 

north coast ( Photo 3 ). 

Photo 2.   Sandy Cay Vista, May 2008.   

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

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

and exposing colourful flowering plants and clearing sight lines in the vegetative understory, he also sought to enable visit ors to 

sense the complexity of the islandõs intermixed ecosystem.   
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The dominant bedrock geology 

for all the P rofile islands (except 

Sandy Spit) is of volcanic origin 

and consists of two closely 

related formations.  The òShark 

Bay Formationó occupies the 

northern half of JVD, all of LJVD 

and Green Cay.  It is mostly 

composed of glass -bearing 

andesitic breccias and tuffs  

(Helsley, 1960).   

The òHans Lollik Formationó 

covers the southern half of JVD 

and the eastern ridge on Sandy 

Cay.  Dominant rock ty pes 

include augite, andesitic 

breccias, and tuffs (Helsley 

1960).  Sandy Spit is an 

accumulation of coralline sand 

probably overlying a very 

shallow , hard -bottom reef 

system.  No exposed volcanic 

bedrock is found on the island.  

Other tha n volcanic bedrock , 

surficial deposits are found 

scattered throughout low -lying 

parts and around JVDõs 

shoreline.  They include valley fill 

and alluvium and are of 

restricted extent laterally, 

occurring in the flats of 

the more important 

ghuts and valley 

bottoms such as the  

Great Harbour, White Bay, 

Garner Bay, and Long Bay 

areas.   

No data are  available on the 

thickness of these deposits, but  

it is likely that they are 5 metres 

(16 feet) or more in  thickness, 

becoming  increasingly shallow 

inland.  Other features found in 

low -lying areas include salt 

ponds, beach rock, and 

beaches with deposits ranging 

from cora lline sand to cobble 

and rubble (Martin -Kaye, 1959).  

Photo 5. Above is an example of a well -de veloped soil profile with 

organic litter at the surface, underlain by more decomposed 

organic matter mixed with mineral content from underlying 

volcanic bedrock.  

Photo 3 .   This photo, taken 

along the Western Peninsula of 

JVD, illustrates ground that is 

c om pletely devoid of soil.  

Plants are limited to Jumping 

Cac tuses (Opuntia repens ) 

and Wild Pineapple ( Bromelia 

penguin ). 

Photo 4.  

This photo, taken along the Western Peninsula of JVD, 

illustrates ground that is completely devoid of soil.  Plants 

are limited to Jumping Cacti ( Opuntia repens ) and Wild 

Pineapples ( Bromelia penguin ). 


