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This article, from CIEEM’s 
Overseas Territories Special 
Interest Group, highlights two 
initiatives aimed at preserving 
biodiversity on Bermuda. Both 
engage with local people to 
protect against damaging 
development and help plant 
native tree species.

As a UK Overseas Territory, Bermuda 
has contributed significantly to the 
UK’s tally on endemic species and 
biodiversity in general. However, as with 
so many other locations around the 
world, biodiversity (and endemic species 
in particular) has suffered following 
human settlement and ‘development’. 
Due to intense human activity, only 
very small areas of natural habitat 
remain in Bermuda today. Although the 
islands have a well-managed system 
of protected areas, they are one of the 
world’s most densely populated regions, 
with a heavy tourist industry. However, 

two stand-out initiatives pushing 
societal and cultural shifts in terms of 
conservation are designed to save those 
important areas that remain and reverse 
some of the habitat losses. One aims to 
galvanise financial support to purchase 
areas of biodiversity interest and protect 
them from development. The other 
intends to encourage volunteers to help 
plant native trees across the islands.

Buy Back Bermuda
Buy Back Bermuda is a campaign to 
save open space from development. 
Bermuda’s landscape can be described 
as suburban in nature. With a 
population of 64,000 and land area 
of only 53 km2, the remaining natural 
environment is under constant pressure 
from building development. In 2004, 
at a meeting of ECO Bermuda (a 
coalition of local environmentalists), 
members learned that 22 beach-front 
condominiums were proposed, requiring 
a pond to be filled in. The Bermuda 

Bermuda: Societal  
Action for Sustainability 
and Conservation

Feature

32  | Issue 114 | December 2021



Feature

Audubon Society concluded that the 
only solution was to buy the land at 
the market price, but would only likely 
achieve success as a joint environmental 
initiative with the Bermuda National 
Trust. Buy Back Bermuda was formed 
to buy areas of land threatened with 
development using funds contributed 
in both large and small amounts by 
the public, corporate donors, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and Government. Both the Bermuda 
National Trust and Bermuda Audubon 
Society (the two partners in Buy Back 
Bermuda) have Acts of Parliament that 
enable them to own land and regulate 
that land as nature reserves.

Buy Back Bermuda continues to focus 
on acquiring new pieces of open space 
as they become available. Added to 
that original mission, they now allocate 
funds for ongoing maintenance of the 
existing three reserves. To be considered 
for purchase, any proposed area must:

• be at risk of development

• have ecological value (natural habitat 
and biodiversity)

• offer potential to be improved and 
managed as a nature reserve

• provide public access.

In most cases the owners are pleased 

Figure 1. Buy Back Bermuda property Somerset Long Bay East, which includes Pitman’s Pond.

to sell their land to Buy Back Bermuda 
rather than see it developed. This is 
especially true for those areas with 
some protective zoning which, because 
of restrictions, may not fetch top price 
on the open market. In addition, some 
areas have been owned by the same 
families for many generations, who 
are happy for the land to be publicly 
accessible after sale, so they can 
continue to visit.

The success of any project depends 
not only on a successful fundraising 
campaign but also on the support of 
the whole community: the general 
public, private business and the 
Government. The three projects at 
Somerset Long Bay East (also known as 
Pitman’s Pond), Vesey Nature Reserve 
and Eve’s Pond are all examples of 
successful campaigns. To date, about 
5.5 ha of land has been purchased. 
The Buy Back Bermuda properties 
are managed by a joint management 
committee composed of members 
representing both the Bermuda 
Audubon Society an NGO and Bermuda 
National Trust. Each reserve has its own 
Conservation Management Plan (CMP) 
which lays out restoration and future 
management activities. The CMP is part 
of the planning process.

Pitman’s Pond (Figure 1) is a coastal 
brackish pond. The land around the 
pond was a cow pasture until it was 
acquired by Buy Back Bermuda in 2005. 
The existing pond was excavated to 
enlarge it and create isolated islands for 
nesting birds. The perimeter of the pond 
was fenced to protect visiting birds. The 
land was then planted with a mixture 
of native and endemic woodland trees 
and shrubs, and the pond edge was 
augmented with bullrushes and red and 
black mangroves. A bird hide and dock 
were installed to allow visitors to view 
the resident and migrant waterfowl that 
now use the pond.

The Vesey Nature Reserve encompasses 
a disused inland limestone quarry, 
and a large tract of woodland hillside 
sloping down to a rocky shore on the 
calm waters of the Great Sound. The 
woodland contains relict specimens of 
several rare shrubs including rhacoma, 
Pavonia spinifex and the largest 
remaining population of the locally 
protected Bermuda bedstraw. Planting 
of rare species in the reserve has been 
ongoing since 2013, and it now hosts 
endemic species on the IUCN Red List, 
including Bermuda sedge (Endangered), 
Darrell’s fleabane (Near Threatened), 
Bermuda palmetto (Endangered), 
Bermuda olivewood (Endangered) and 

33December 2021 | Issue 114 | 



Feature

Bermuda cedar (Critically Endangered) 
(Figure 2).

Eve’s Pond was a tidal salt water pond, 
connected via underground caves to 
the ocean. It was completely filled in 
with dredged sand from nearby Flatts 
Inlet in the 1940s. Buy Back Bermuda 
acquired the land and removed the 
invasive trees that had overgrown the 
sandy fill. A portion of the original 
pond was re-excavated in spring 2020 
(Figure 3a). The new pond is a tidal 
brackish pond, as the cave connection 
to the ocean was not re-opened. The 
pond was stocked with widgeon grass 
and the endemic Bermuda killifish, and 
hosts numerous species of resident 
and migrant waders and waterfowl. 
The coastal valley around the pond has 
been extensively planted with native 
and endemic vegetation, and planting 
will continue. In the last year at least 
19 species of indigenous plants have 
been introduced to the land around 
Eve’s Pond (Figure 3b). The next steps 
in the restoration of this site include the 
installation of a bird blind, clearing of 
invasive trees from the adjacent hillside 
and replacement with indigenous plants.

Bermuda National Trust: 
planting native trees
The Bermuda National Trust launched a 
tree planting initiative in 2020 and has 
planted trees at Paget Marsh and other 
Trust properties around the island. Paget 
Marsh comprises 2 ha of natural green 

space which is made up of a native 
peat marsh with a canopy of cedar and 
palmetto forest. The National Trust has 
been planting the perimeter of the site 
with endemic species to enhance its 
biodiversity and ecological resilience. 
The species used are those that would 
have been traditionally found there, but 
which have been removed or lost for 
anthropogenic reasons. The Bermuda 
National Trust uses various historical 
references including pictures, stories 
from elders and the remains of stumps 

Figure 3a. Site clearing in May 2020 at Eve’s Pond, previously filled with sand and colonised by 
invasive trees.

Figure 2. Entrance to Buy Back Bermuda’s Vesey Nature Reserve, which now hosts several endemic 
species on the IUCN Red List.

on site to determine where and what to 
plant. All of the areas we are planting 
were previously wooded and are part 
of a restorative process that will see our 
nature reserves transition to native and 
endemic strongholds.

Incredibly, 500 trees were planted last 
year, despite lockdown as a result of the 
coronavirus pandemic, to celebrate the 
Trust’s 50th anniversary. The goal of the 
initiative is to offset carbon emissions 
while repopulating the island with 
native and endemic plants. The initiative 
is attracting support and volunteers 
from a range of sources including 
businesses, students and even the Duke 
of Edinburgh award scheme.

One of the target species being 
planted across the island is Bermuda’s 
national tree, the Bermuda cedar 
(Juniperus bermudiana). The Bermuda 
cedar is IUCN Red Listed as Critically 
Endangered. Cedar trees have 
significant cultural value to Bermudians. 
The wood of the Bermuda cedar was 
historically valued for construction, ship 
building and furniture. It was also used 
for carving, boxes and firewood. The 
soft, red wood is still highly prized by 
woodworkers and the signature smell 
of cedar is known to most Bermudians. 
A cedar seedling is often placed atop 
Bermudian wedding cakes, to be 
planted by the couple.
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The Bermuda cedar no longer grows in 
dense forests. Before its discovery and 
subsequent colonisation in the 17th 
century, much of Bermuda was covered 
by a forest of Bermuda cedars, Bermuda 
palmetto and other indigenous trees. 
Cedars provided a valuable resource to 
the colonists, and were widely planted 
and used for ship building in the 18th 
and early 19th centuries. By the mid 
1830s, large areas had been denuded. 
A subsequent decline in shipbuilding 
allowed the forests to recover, only for 
them to be badly affected again by 
damage caused by introduced scale 
insects in the 1940s. Between 1946 and 
1953, in an event known as the cedar 
blight, 95% of the Bermuda cedars 
were killed by accidentally introduced 
juniper scale insects Carulaspis minima 
and Lepidosaphes newsteadi. At 
that time, given that Bermuda cedar 
was the most dominant tree on the 
Bermudian landscape, the magnitude 
of the die off caused the island to 
become deforested, constituting an 

ecological disaster with rippling effects 
that continue today (Figure 4a). Many 
biological control species, such as lady 
bird beetles, were imported to attack 
the cedar scale insects. In the aftermath, 

dead cedars were cut and burned, 
removing valuable timber resources and 
nesting habitat for birds and homes 
of insects and other species. Many 
species that were adapted to life in the 

Figure 3b. Dead cedars and planted cedars at Eve’s Pond, September 2020.

Figure 4a. Dead cedars are a legacy of widespread deforestation in the 1940s and 1950s.
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-------- 
About the Overseas Territories 
Special Interest Group

CIEEM’s Overseas Territories Special Interest 
Group was formed in 2012. The aim of the 
Group has been to promote the work done 
in the OTs, as well as the OTs themselves. The 
Group continues to explore ways in which 
CIEEM can work with, learn from and support 
the OTs. Do get in touch with a member of the 
Steering group if you would like to be involved.

Contact Simon at: siboulterwork@gmail.com

Contact Katie at: katie.medcalf@envsys.co.uk
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cedar-dominated forest also seriously 
declined, such as the native bluebird 
and the endemic cicada, which is now 
extinct. In the aftermath of the blight, 
many invasive plants were introduced to 
Bermuda in an attempt to restore tree 
cover quickly.

Around 5% of the Bermuda cedar 
population survived the insect attack, 
and these trees were found to be 
resistant to the scale. In the early 1980s 
coordinated efforts to propagate and 
restore cedars began, using seeds from 
these scale-resistant trees. People were 
encouraged to plant them in their 
gardens and planting in parks began. 
To facilitate and encourage people to 
plant the tree it was removed from 
the Protected Species Order in 2016, 
because the legal protection of the tree 
had caused people not to want to plant 
it. Today the cedar is Bermuda’s most 
common endemic plant (Figure 4b). 
They are doing well in parks, nature 
reserves and gardens where invasive 
plants are managed and not allowed to 
overwhelm the cedars.

Figure 4b. Restored Bermuda cedars at Fort Scaur.

This latest initiative from the Bermuda 
National Trust will help continue this 
work, encouraging and facilitating the 
planting of significant numbers of this 
endemic tree over the coming years.

Conclusion
Bermuda’s biodiversity is unique, formed 
by its isolated location. However, the 
native habitats have been dramatically 
altered by development, agriculture 
and invasive species introductions. 
Bermuda now has a similar population 
density to Solihull in the UK. Buy Back 
Bermuda and the Bermuda National 
Trust tree planting campaign are 
restoring important native ecosystems 
to the islands. These initiatives are 
protecting endemic species and 
enhancing community understanding 
and engagement with the unique 
nature on this overseas territory. 
Taking some radical steps, such as 
removing protection status from the 
Bermuda cedar and purchasing land 
for restoration of nature reserves, has 
allowed wildlife to flourish and people 
to support these initiatives.
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