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3. CONSERVING THE BIODIVERSITY*

OF JOST VAN DYKE

This chapter is based on prelimi -
nary field work and research car -
ried out on J ost Van Dyke and
other Profile islands in July and
October of 2008 by IRF scien
tists Kevel C. Lindsay and Jean -
Pierre Bacle. Unless otherwise
noted, the findings presented are
based on | RF0&s
and analysis.

2008

Few areas of comparable size
anywhere in the world are e  n-
dowed with a floral and faunal

heritage as diverse and asin -
teresting as the plants and an -

mal s found on the
assemblage of islands. For na
turalists, however, the region

can be a difficult taxonomic,

ecologic and  biogeographic

pu zzle, in part because of the
regiond6s checkered
past, the intermix of high and
low, wet and dry, volcanic and
limestone islands, and in part
because of the proximity of fi
and species input from i the
islands of the Greater Antilles to
the north and the South Ameri
can mainland to the south.

The small size of Caribbean is -
lands often belies the rich biodi
versity these landscapes sup -
port. Standard assessment me
thodologies can obscure the
high density of insular biodiver -
sity. However , the global con
servation community now ac = -
knowledges that insular regions,
like the Caribbean, are among
the most threatened biodiversity

figre dndérboing exs -

hotspots in the world.
Hotspots are identified
as areas where
exceptional
concentrations ofen -
demic (native) speci es

ceptional loss of habi -
tat, thus putting these
species at great risk.

This chapter of the
Environmental Profile will

%krat o%ebsmall cluster of
|slandsI in the%wder
Caribbean re gion to
examine spe cies diversity and
terrestrial bi odiversity as they are
reflected in the floral and faunal
heritgge belostiV%n Dyke and
itsgnei&bouri%g cays and islets.

FLORAL HERITAGE

Walking along the main ridge of
Jost Van Dyke, an observer may
enjoy the spectacular views of

the islands of the BVI s tretching
to the horizon inthe east and to
the U.S Virgins in the south and
west. The walk is pleasa nt,
though steep in some areas,

and the sounds of birds and the
occasional tree frog add to the
natural theatre of the place.

But few may be impressed by
the vegetation of the island.
Compared to the forests of

Photo 9.
A lone Tyre or Thatch Palm (Coccothrinax alta )
towering along the W estern Peninsula

of Jost Van Dyke.

Sage Mountain on Tortola , with
its lush wet landscape of ferns,
large towering trees along the
steep ghuts and a myriad of
exotic -looking s pecies , the flora
of Jost may leave the observer
somewhat disappointed

The landscape of Jost Van Dyke
that is visible today bears little
resemblance to the island of

500 years ago. Overthe many
intervening decades , the origi -
nal evergreen and semi  -green
forests of the upper slopes, the
dry forests of the lower coastal
areas and the woodlands with
their thousands of waving

Thatch (Tyre) Palms
(Coccothrinax alta ) (Photo 9)
have given way to open grassy
areas, human settlements and a
few remaining tracks of forests,
albeit quite degraded.



* Biodiversity , short for biological diversity, refers to the variety and variability (that is, the diversity) of animals, plants, ecosystems,

ecosystem functions, genetic diversity and landscapes in a given area. The most frequent measure of biological diversity is a list of the
species occurring within an area (species diversity), but the concept of diversity can also refer to the gene pool of a given species
(genetic diversity) or to the habitats (ecosystem diversity) where that species occurs.



On the steep northern slo  pes of
JVD and the rocky uplands of
Little Jost and Green Cay, the
combination of goats, loose

sandy soils and seasonal rains
have resulted in the loss of rich
soils in some areas, severe ero -
sion has set in. Today, g oats are
the main agents of change af-
fecting the landscape sof Jost
Van Dyke , Little Jost Van Dyke,
and Green Cay. Throughout
the three islands, much of the
remaining forest has lost its un-
derstory as the free -roaming
animals have eaten  most of the
edible growth.  In many areas,
even the | eaf litter is gone. One
local resident ( pers. comm .,
Vancito George, June 2009) re -
members how proud people

used to be of their Guinea Grass
and that JVD was once all

term goal was to encourage the

growth of a virtually natural  setting
with as few non -natural distractions
as possible (Bacle and Towle, 2008).

Vegetation Communities

There are 13 terrestrial vegeta -
tion or plant communities found
today on Jost Van Dyke and its
neighbouring islands (Table 7).
These communities have all
undergone visible change fi
human - or livestock -induced fi
over the last 500 years of
colonisation, although the
Amerindian peoples undoub -
tedly also had some impact on
native vegetation.

Table 7.
List of the thirteen plant communities
of Jost Van Dyke.

grass.

Semi-deciduous
Forest

Mixed Dry
Shrubland

In contrast, Sandy Cay fi which is
goat freef displays a much

Gallery Semi -
deciduous Forest

Pasture/Grassland

healthierflora. The i sl anddls
former owner, Laurance S.

Rockefeller, sought to maintain

Drought -
deciduous Dry
Forest

Rock Pavement

the 14 -acre cay as a kind of
0Oinsul ar gardend t
the islandds

mostl|y i

Semi-deciduous Beach

Mogdand | e n Y

cobblestone,

coastal dry tropical forest
vegetation with horticulture,

landscape architecture and

ntact rubble/coral)
Coastal Hedge Wetlands
Built Areas

Sclerophyllous
Evergreen
Shrubland

(gardens, cultivars,
ornamentals)

conservation.  His approach
was:
é to enhance

bstacé t he |s'ligkevScrub

and image of the island by
optimizing vistas to surround ing
islands, nurturing and ex posing
naturally colorful flower ing plants,
and clearing sight lines in the
vegetative understory. The ongoing
objec tive was to augment the
canopy effect, enabling a visitor to
sense the complexity of the
intermixed natural plant, tree and
wildlife communities that constitute
t he

islandds ecosystem.

Much of the vegetative land -
scape of Jost Van Dyke and the
neighbo uring islands issecond -
ary in nature, meaning it has
undergone tremendous

changes in species composi -
tion, structure and ecology over
the years as a result of human
interygntion and gctivities.  Ad -

ditionally, s ome community
types are not indi genous to the
islands, for example, much of
the pasture and vegetation on
the slopes above Great Harbour
and Little Harbour or the vege -
tation communities found
around homesteads and hotels.

Some of these communities are
naturally uncommon to rare,
meaning limited in size and
distribution. Communities such
as beach, wetland s, natural
grassland , semi-deciduous forest
and gallery s emi-deciduous
forest were always rare and

the refore more vulnerable to
human -related activities.
Continued adverse impact on
these communities may
threaten their very existence as
well as the species of animals
that depend on them.

The plant communities of th e
Profile islands are described in
Table 8 (employing the vegeta -
tion classification system from
CDC, 2004).

A Great Diversity of Plants

For their size, Jost Van Dyke and
the other Profile island sdisplay a
diversity of plants . Together, the
islands host at least 332 plant
species, of which approximately
84 percent are native and
naturalised species (see
Appendix 2) . Because of its size
and elevation , JVD is the most
diverse and has most of these
species, but all the islands offer

a beautiful array of  Virgin

I s | aspecieds)some of which
are quite rare.



Vegetation

Community
Type

Vegetation commun

Location

Table 8.

ities of Jost Van Dyke and the s atellite Islands.

Brief Description

Semi-deciduous
Forest

Found on the steep ridge between
Belle Vue Hiill and Roach Hill,
from Spring Hill to Majohnny Hill,
and from Majohnny Hill

to Man o6 War

Hi

A rare community limited to the highest peaks on the island where
moisture and humidity levels seem to be at their greatest. This plant
community consists of a mix of evergreen (about 25%) and
deciduous (about 75%) tree species.

Tallest and most dominant tree species include: Turpentine ( Bursera
simaruba ), Genip ( Melicoccus bijugatus ), Manjacks ( Cordia spp.),
Pigeon Berry ( Bourreria succulenta ), Fishpoison (Piscidia
carthagenensis ), Water Mampoo ( Pisonia subcordata ), Black
Mampoo ( Guapira fragrans ), Autograph Tree ( Clusia rosea ) and
White Cedar ( Tabebuia heterophylla

In the understory, especially on large boulders, are Anthurium
crenata , the orchid Epidend rum ciliare and the bromeliad ~Aechmea
lingulata .

Gallery Semi -
deciduous Forest

Found along Brow n, North Side Bay, and

Saddle Bay ghuts on Jost Van Dyke, and
the upper
drains into Great Harbour

reaches of

Similar to Semi-deciduous Forest ( see above ), it is found along steep
ghuts where, given the higher humidity and moisture availability, the
trees grow a bit taller than usual.

Drought -
deciduous Dry
Forest

Found on mid -slopes of the northern
side of Jost Van Dyke,
and on the eastern slo pes of
Roach Hill and some small patches at
Western End Hill

This community is dominated by deciduous species (up to 75% or
more) such as B. simaruba and Pisonia spp.

This is the most dominant forest type on the island of Jost Van Dyke.

Semi-deciduous

In patches throughout Jost Van Dyke and
Little Jost on abandoned

agriculture/pasture lands; on Jost, found

above Great Harbour and White Bay, and

An open tree canopy community sometimes interspersed with
pasture and shrubland. Trees provide 25% -60% of the land cover and
include many native and naturalised plant species.

Woodland .
in small patches on the lower slopes of
Little Jost Van Dyke
Found on the lower Found on lower steep coastal slopes e  xposed to high winds and salt
northern -facing slopes of spray, which inhibit the growth to a low sculpted hedge (hence the
Coastal JVD and Little JVD name). Most of the species in this community are evergreen types
Hedge (75%) found widely throughout the island across many other plant

communities, and under norma
grow taller.

| circumstances these species would

Sclerophyllous
Evergreen
Shrubland

Small patches on Jost Van Dyke,
including at West End Hill (north side),
East End, and east of Roach Hill

On Little Jost,
found in small scattered patches
throughout t he island

Plants in this community are usually thorny, have small leaves and
display sclerophylly (stunted growth due to wind exposure and dry
conditions). The plants have hard leaves (which allows the leaves to
stay stiff even during severe dry periods)  and short internodes
between leaf and stems. Deciduous species may be more common
(75%) as compared to evergreens (25%).




Vegetation

Community
Type

Location

Brief Description

On Jost Van Dyke, at East End,
on slopes above East End Harbour
and in small patches
above Great Harbour

Low shrubby vegetation, often with
vines and scandent growths, forming thick, sometimes impenetrable
ground cover. May include both native scrub and secondary

communities and a number of introduce d species.

Thicket/Serub On Little J ost, On JVD and Little Jost, the ground may be covered by dense cover
above Machioneel Bay of the introduced  Bromelia pinguin . Other species may include
Croton spp., Lantana spp., Leucaena leucocephala and Cassine
xylocarpa .
This community may actually be an early stag e of a taller more
mature plant community.
On Jost Van Dyke, in small patches Somewhat similar to the above community type (and may
on the north -facing slopes; small integrate ), but characterised by a mixt  ure of evergreen and
patches on the southern slopes of West deciduous species, including cacti and other succulent thorny
End Hill and on the East End species.
On Little Jost, on the north -facing slopes The native agave ( Agave missionum ) is characteristic of this
Mixed Dry and small patches at Machioneel Bay and community, although in recent years, the species has seriously
Shrubland the eastern end of the island declined due to an attack of the introd uced Sisal Weevil
(Scyphophorus acupunctatus ), native to Mexico.
On Green Cay, small degraded patches
on western slopes
On Sandy Cay, on northern
summit of the island
On Jost Van Dyke, above This community type includes grass and forb plant vegetation
Great Harbour, along the main growing on abandoned agricultural and cleared lands, as well as
Ridge and scattered patches throughout livestock pastures.
the island
pasture/ In the past, these islands would have included native grasslands, but
On Little Jost, in scattered patches along the goats have likely destroyed these.
Grassland

or near the coast and
eastern end of the island

On Sandy Cay, along main ridge
and small patches near the shore

Rock Pavement

Found on all Profile islands except
Sandy Spit, especially along the coast

Limited to the rocky outcrops and coastal cliffs. T he vegetation is
usually sparse, sometimes covering less than 10% of the surface. All
species are influenced and affected by strong winds, thin soils and

salt spray, and are therefore shaped by this environment, growing as

low shrubs. Under less harsh conditions , these species would grow
taller.

Beach

(sand,
cobblestone,
rubble/coral)

Found on all five islands

Low vegetation found along beaches, often sparse ground cover,
which may include a number of grass and forb species.

Built Areas

On Jost Van Dyke at Great Harbour, Whit
Bay and East End

Only one residence on Little Jost and none
on the other three islands

The species of plants found in this community type result from
deliberate plantings and careful management of the landscape.

Most of the dominant species are non  -nati ve fruit and ornamental
species.




Photo 10.

Leaves of the JVD Indian Mallow

(Bastardiopsis eggersii ).

As an example ,
there is the wild
hibiscus relative, the
Jost Van Dyke
Indian Mallow
(Bastardiopsis
eggersii ), first
recorded on Jost in
1969 by Dr. Elbert
Little of the then
Institute of Tropical
Forestry in Puerto
Rico (see Little,
1969). The species
is named after Jost
Van Dyke , and the
IRFProfile survey
team discovered
one lone specimen,
along the upper reaches of

Brown Ghut on the eastern

end of the island (see Photo 10).
Dr. Little also noted how rare the
species w as on the island , and
he too found only one

specimen.

This tree, which grows to about
10-15 metre s in height , has
somewhat heart -shaped leaves
that are covered in short soft

hairs, giving the
leaves a silvery,
velvet -like look from
a distance.

The Indian Mallow is
endemic (native)t o
the British Virgin
Islands and Culebra
(PR), and is only
found on JVD and
Little JVD in the BVI.
Although recorded
for Tortola, itis
believed to be extinct
there. Itis most
common on Little Jost

(Erythrina eggersii ), named after
Henrik Franz Alexander von
Eggers, its discoverer (about
1870) and a Danish army cap -
tain who published on the flora

of the Virgin Islands. Many other
plants in these islands also bear
his name, including Bastardiop -
sis eggersii (JVD Indian Mallow).

The one specime n on Jost Van
Dyke located by the IRFre-
search team was in the ravines
on the steep sl opes of the
northern coast . It showed ob -
vious signs of severe damage
from goats an d the resulting
erosion of
surrounding

Photo 11.
Cockspur in bloom ( Erythrina eggersii ).

Van Dyke , where it was
recorded for the first time
IRF Profile team. There are
about 50 trees on that island.
However, this most beautiful
tree is endangered by goats, on
both JVD and Little JVD.

by the

Another spectacular species,
and anothe r Virgin Islands and
Puerto Rica n endemic , is the
Cockspur or Coral Tree

slopes.

The Cockspur has
a brilliant bright -
red, inflorescence
flower thatit dis-
plays in the dry
season when it
sheds most of its
leaves (Photo 11).
Thischaracteristic
is the reason that
related species
are ofte n referred
to as the
0i mmortel
the immortal tree.
It seems to come
back to life during the most
severe season of the year.
This is the first record of this
species from JVD. Itis quite rare
in all of the Virgin Islands , and
every effort should be made to
ensure that this species survives.

On the steep slopes of Little Jost
was found a new spec ies for the
British Virgin Islands, the Smple -
leaf Bushweed (Flueggea
acidoton ). This Euphorbe is a
relative of the Manchioneel T ree



(Hippomane mancinella ), and
its discovery by Profile scientists
isanother new record for the
BVI (it is rare in the USVI).

The beautiful thorny small tree
with small leaves and arching
branches survives in dry forest
near the coast. Itis quite rare
throughout the Virgin  Islands but
is endemic (native) t o the
Greater Antilles and the

Bahamas .

One of the most impressive of

the Pr of i | e raietdesisr d s d
the Lignum Vitae (Guaiacum
officinale ). A number of

medium -sized specimens were
discovered in heavy fruit  on the
southern slopes of the Western
Peninsula of JVD (see Photos 12

and 1 3).

The Lignum Vitae tree has
attained almost mythical
distinction in the USVI and BVI,
being one of the heaviest and
densest woods in the world (it
sinks in water).

It has been over -harvested in
the past b ecause of its
popularity in the production of
ball bearings and pulley

compo nents used in ship
rigging; i ts by-products were
also used in the treatment of
Syphilis. Because of the huge
demand for this resource, by
the late 1700s the species had
be come quite rare in the West
Indies; in some islands, it be -
came extinct. | n the British
Virgin Islands, it is recorded from
Anegada. This recent sighting
by IRF researchers isthe first
record for Jost Van Dyke.

Early settlers also named the

tre e Buckwood or Pockwood.
Apparently , the area known as
Pockwood Pond on the south
shore of Tortola was named be -
cause of the abundance of this
tree (Gibney, 2008) . Today, due
to its rarity in the wild, the tree is
protected under CIT ES, the
Convention
on Interna -
tional Trade
in Endan -
gered
Species.

Lignum Vitae is a popular
landscaping species, although
slow growing ; it is highly prized
by gardeners for its beautiful
purple flowers and bright yellow
fruits, the seeds of which are
covered by ared aril.  The
species is found throughout the
West Ind ies, northern Venezuela
and Colo mbia.

One of the B V | nfbost specta -
cular and economically impor -
tant plants is the Tyre or Thatch
Palm (Coccothrinax alta ), an
endemic species only found in
the Virgin Islands and Puerto
Rico. This beautiful palm with its
fan -shaped leaves is now very
rare on the Profile islands ,
having been eaten into

extinction by goats. The goats
eat the seedlings and ripe fruits,
thereby depriving the species of
regeneration. They strip the
fronds from young trees, and
over time the plant eventually

Photo 12.

Fruiting Lignum Vitae ( Guaiacum officinale).

Photo 13. Lignum Vitae is easily distinguishable by its trunk.



