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In this document measurements are first stated as metric measures 

followed by U.S. equivalents in parenthesis . 
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 cm  centimetre  

 ft foot  
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 kg  kilogram  

 km  kilometre  
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lb  pound  

m  metre  

m 2 square metre  
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mi  mile  

mm  milimetre  

yd  yard  

yd 3 cubic yard
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1. INTRODUCTION TO ANEGADA 

1.1 The Physical and Natural Setting  

1.1.1 Physical Geography  

The island of Anegada , aptly christened  by 

explorer Christopher Columbus, takes its name  

from the Spanish word meaning òdrownedó or 

òflooded,ó describing the low-lying and flat ñ

almost submerged ñnature of the island  that, 

when viewed from offshore, displays no unusual 

landmarks or features and appears dry and mostly 

devoid of veg etation.  

Anegada is so dramatically different from its 

neighbouring islands  that it has been  referred to as 

the òMysterious Virgin.ó  Its extraordinar ily flat  ter -

rain is an anomalous landscape that stands in stark 

contrast to all the other islands  in the chain of is -

lands we call the Virgin Islands , whether British or 

American .  And yet, in this seemingly in hospitable 

environment can be found many  exceptional fea -

tures nowhere else seen in the Virgin Islands.  

The Territory of the British Virgin Islands (BVI) is com -

prised of approximately 50-60 islands, islets, and 

cays .  Anegada, the second largest at 38 km² (15 

mi²), is the only land mass  in the BVI archipelago 

that is flat and non -volcanic in origin.  The island sits 

on the edge of the Caribbean tecto nic plate at 

Latitude 18° 44õ and Longitude 64Á 20õ.   

Its closest, large -island  neighbo ur is Virgin Gorda, 

24 km (15 mi)  to the south , while  Tortola , the ad -

ministrative and commercial capital of the BVI, lies 

33 km (20.5 mi) to the south west ( Figure 1 ).  

Anegada is further from Tortola than any of the 

other British Virgins, and while it cannot usually be 

seen from Tortola, Anegadians can view Tortola 

and Virgin Gorda from its southern shore.  North of 

the island is an unbroken view across the Atlantic 

Oce an to a distant horizon.  Thus, Anegada is not 

only very flat and dry, it is also relatively isolated.  

Figure 1.  

Territorial map of the primary islands comprising the British Virgin Islands , with Anegada furthest to the north   

(source:  adapted from the BVI National Geographical Information System ). 
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From the air , the island of Anegada looks crescent 

shape d ( Figure 2 ), stretching longitudinally from 

west to south -southeast for 17 km  (10.5 mi) .  Its 

maximum width  along the centre from Soldier Point 

to Pearl Point  is approximately 4.75 km  (3 mi) .  The 

island is so flat and infrastructure so low that first -

time visitors arriving by boat would require some 

convincing that Anegada is out there ñsome -

where.  If not for the tall Australian Pines and Coco -

nut Palms, land is barely visible until  the last few 

kilometre s from shore  (Photo 1 ). 

According to conventional knowledge  and the  

literature , the island rises to a maximum height of 8 

m (26 ft) .  However the latest topographical map 

of 1976 indicates that the highest point of  eleva -

tion is 36 ft (11 m)  just northwest of the airport ( Brit-

ish Government, 1977 ).  It is estimated that a good 

40 percent  of the island lies under 3 -4 m (10-13 ft) 

elevation , with lar ge areas of land in the western 

half of the island being below sea level.  

While  being flat like a pan cake,  Anegada has two 

distinct land scapes  that geographically split the 

island roughly in half.  The western side is formed by 

a series of sand dunes and beach ridges that mark 

the coastline and cover extensive backshore ar -

eas.  The dune system is very pronounced along 

the north side while a series of low sandy ridge s 

mantle  the south and western side of the island.  

Together, the dune and ridge system almo st com -

pletely surrounds an interior wetland system com -

prised of seven interconnecting ponds.   

In contrast, the eastern half of the island consists 

primarily  of flat reef limestone.  Most of this Lime-

stone P lain  is exposed or thinly covered with soils.  

The exposed bedrock surface is marked by thou -

sands and thousands of sinkholes or solution holes  

(locally named òslobsó).  Surrounding the Lime-

stone Plain  are sand dune ridges on the north  side 

and  a narrow band of wetland marshes along the 

east and sout heast side , as well as fringing man -

groves.  

1.1.2 Geological History  

Anegada lies at the north eastern edge of the 

Puerto Rico / Virgin Islands Platform.  Except for  

Anegada , a ll other islands in the Virgin Islands ar -

chipelago are essentially volcanic and  started 

forming about 80 million years ago.  Geologically , 

Anegada  is very young and started forming as a 

submerged barrier reef system between 119,000 

and 130,000 years ago during the last interglacial 

within the late Pleistocene Epoch , whe n tempera -

ture s were warmer and seal levels about 3 to 15 m  

(10 ft to 49 ft)  higher  in the Caribbean region 

(Hearty , et al ., 2007).   

Some 100,000 year ago, the last ice age of the 

Pleistocene Epoch initiated a òcooling offó period 

of the earth .  As a consequence , sea level s low -

ered to approximately  120 m (393 ft) below  to -

dayõs level, thus e xposing the entire Puerto 

Rico/Virgin Islan d Platform.  At that time, it was 

theoretically possible to travel betwe en geograph -

ical areas without crossing any body of water.  

Since t hat period, the exposed coral reef that 

eventually became Anegada  went through a 

lengthy process that gradually transformed it into a 

limestone platform.  Afterwards, about 20,000 years 

ago, a warming phase initiated deglaciation and 

a gradual sea level ri se that reached current levels 

approximately 4,000 to 6,000 years ago (Gore, 

2012). 

Photo 1.  

Looking at the Neptuneõs Treasure Hotel, located west of 

Setting Point.  The inn is nestled within a coconut grove while 

tall Australian Pines mark the shoreline on the right.  
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Figure 2.  

General location map of the island of Anegada with key location points identified (adapted from the BVI Geographical Informat ion System).  
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Rising sea level s stimulated  an  upward growth of 

coral throughout tropical waters.  This caused the 

formation of a  new barrier reef along the north 

side of Anegada, t he Horseshoe Reef along the 

southeast side, and the multiple patch reefs south 

of the island.  The coral reef history of Anegada  

can be seen  in a  multitude of evidence found in 

bedrock exposure and stone walls throughout the 

island (Photo 2).  

Anegada con tinues to experience  ongoing 

weathering and climatic processes.  Shoreline ero -

sion and accretion is a testament to the islandõs 

continuing adjustment to coastal dynamics, 

caused by normal climate  fluctuations  assisted by  

anthropogenic activity.  

1.1.3 Landscape  Features

Howard (1970) divides the  island into five 

physiographic areas:  Bedrock Ridge; Bedrock Flat; 

Dunes-Beach Ridge Complex;  Salt Ponds; and 

Mangrove A reas.  More recent studies , by Atwater , 

et al . (2011) and Gore , et al . (2012a), depict the  

island along features similar to those of Howard but 

with added  details ( Figure 3 ).  Following  is a sum-

mary of the four  primary  physiographic features of 

Anegada based on the above -cited references.  

The features are:  

(1)  Limestone Plain  

(2)  Dune and Sand Ridge Formation  

(3)  Salt Ponds 

(4)  Mangrove Forest  

(1)  The Limestone Plain  covers the eastern 

two -thirds of the island and is primarily composed 

of exposed  and  hardened  coral reef limestone 

bedrock that gently slopes southward and south -

eastward .  The Limestone P lain is ma rked along the 

north side by a slightly curved  ridge as described 

by Howard (1970), extending from  Soldier Point to 

East End Point.  He further notes that the highest  

elevations are generally found along this ridge.  

Other high spots are just north and wes t of the 

airport and along the pronounced dunes lining the 

northwest coastline.  

Much of the Limestone Plain is bare of soil for -

mation.  In many areas, the bedrock surface is rid -

dled with sinkholes or solution pits (also called 

òslobsó), usually ranging from 10 cm (4 in) to 1 m (3 

ft) in diameter ( Photo 3 ) and, in certain areas, 8 to 

10 ft (2.4 to 3 m) deep.  Larger sinkhole formations 

are located between the airport and Bumber Well 

Pond, with the largest measuring at least 20 m (65 

ft) in diameter (see Figure 4  and Photo  24 in Chap -

ter 4).  

Photo 2.  
Huge coral fragments located inland were used for stone walls.  

The specimens in the centre are likely brain coral species, broken 

away from the Limestone Plain as a result of erosion.  

Photo 3.  
Most of the Limestone Plain is bedrock exp osed and marked by 

sinkholes, such as this example (abou t 1 m in diameter), which 

serve as drinking hole s for local livestock.  
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Figure 3.  

Geological and physiographic features of Anegada (source:  Atwater, et al ., 2011) 
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(2)  The Dune and Sand Ridge Formation  co -

vers a large  portion of the western half of the island 

and mostly surrounds the  western salt ponds  and  

sand and mud flats.  It is also found as a narrow 

strip along the northern e dge of the Limestone 

Plain Formation.   

According to Howard (1970) , this Formation  is es-

sentially composed of unconsolidated bioclastic 

carbonate sands.  The Sand Ridge Formation  runs 

roughly parallel to the curr ent shoreline and is 

characteris ed by  a series of ridges and swales with 

an average height of 1.5 m  (5 ft) .  The Dune Ridge 

System along the south ern  and western coastline is 

relatively low -lying , whilst the du nes along the 

north coast can exceed  5 to 6 m (16 to 20 ft) in 

height and can be found mo re than 100 m (330 ft) 

inland.  These dune ridges are frequently targeted 

for sand mining as shown in Photo  4. 

(3)  The central western half of the island con -

tains an extensive complex of Salt Ponds which 

occup y a topographical low in the bedrock  (Photo 

5).  These ponds are mostly interconnected with 

one another and together form one of the largest 

wetlands in the Lesser Anti lles (Scott and Carbonell, 

1986; Jarecki , 2004).  There are seven named 

ponds forming this vast wetland system:  

1. Flamingo  Pond  (220 ha  /  544 a)  

2. Red Pond (110 ha / 272 a)  

3. Point Peter Pond  (72 ha  / 178 a )  

4. Bones Bight Pond  (57 ha  / 141 a)   

5. Bumber Well Pond  (size not available )  

6. Manhead Pond  (size not available )  

7. Vagabond Pond  (size not available ) 

Most ponds are bounded in part by limeston e, 

and all except for  Point Peter Pond adjoin beach 

ridges of the north shore (Atwater , et al ., 2011). 

The ponds are connected to the sea by one 

narrow channel along the south shore at Salt Heap 

Point.  The connection to the sea is likely open year 

round b ut constricts inland to a few metre s in width  

and a few tens of centimet re in depth (Jarecki 

and Walker, 2006: Atwater , et al ., 2011).  Pond 

levels vary little with tidal fluctuations.  The normal 

tides rise and fall tens of  centimetre s daily.  

At one point  in the past, these ponds were a 

marine embayment environment that connected 

directly to the sea via inlets on the north shore but 

were later gradually transformed to hypersaline 

condition between 1650 and 1800, possibly caused 

by a major sedimentary event  such as the  tsunami 

cause d  by the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 

(Atwater, et al ., 2011).   

A series of intermittent ponds and salt marshes are 

also found at  the eastern end of the island , fringing 

inside the south ern  and north ern shoreline.  Aside 

from runof f over the limestone bedrock, t hese 

wetlands are likely fed periodically by storm tides 

which have access through tidal channels in the 

extensive mangrove forest along the south eastern 

side of the island.    

Photo 5.  
Flamingos at Red Pond , Anegada . 

Photo 4.  

Sand mining along a tall Dune Ridge Formation.    

Most sand mining activity takes place along the  

islandõs northwest road. 
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In the nineteenth century the Budrock Pond area 

once was a productive site for salt harvesting 

(Ausherman and Chapman, 1985).  The most pro -

ductive years were usually associated with times of 

little rainfall and high evaporation.  These salt 

ponds produced salt, which was sold in its solid 

form and used  to prepare salt fish.  According to 

Schomburgk (1832), one salt pond of less than two  

acres (0.8 ha) yielded as much as 1,500 barrels 

annually.  At the present time , there is no evidence 

that salt harvesting takes place.  

(4)  A fairly continuous band of Mangr ove 

Forest covers the south eastern shoreline from Low -

er Bay to East Point.  Here the  mangroves  form part 

of a rich wetland ecosystem that includes ex -

tensive salt marshes and  sand and mudflats.  Sand 

and mud flats are common features along the 

edges of mo st salt flats and salt marshes as well as 

along interconnecting channels.   From Lower Bay 

westward, mangrove distribution becomes more 

fragmented until they disappear near Setting Point.  

1.1.3.1 Shoreline  

Anegadaõs shoreline is approximately 39 km (24 

mi)  in length, the majority of which is primeval 

sandy beach that stretches continuously from Set -

ting Point westward, wrapping around West End 

Point and continuing along the entire northern 

coast to near East Point.  The length covers ap -

proximately 25 km (1 5.5 mi) or 64 percent of 

Anegadaõs total shoreline length.  A second domi-

nant  shoreline type is the coastal Red M angrove 

forest that stretches from Pearl Point to East Point 

for a total of 8 km (5 mi) covering approximately 20 

percent of the islandõs perimeter.  

Anegadaõs shoreline can be further described in 

four segments  as discussed in the following sub -

sections.  

(1)  Southwestern Coast, from West End to 

Pearl Point.   Most of this coastline is shaped into a 

series of broad lunate bays separated by points 

kno wn as cuspate forelands such as Pomato Point, 

Setting Point, Saltheap Point, and Nutmeg Point.   

Although these lie on the south side (leeward side) 

of the island, some inner section s of the se bays are 

eroding while others are showing signs of accretion 

(Photo 6 ).  Beaches facing eastward (windward)  

along their points differ somewhat from those fac -

ing west (leeward).  The eastward facing beaches 

have narrower foreshores and lower slopes than 

those facing west ( Sterling Bank, et al ., 1974).   

Most of the co astline between Setting Point and 

Pearl Point benefit s from protection provided by 

the  offshore reef and shallow waters extending for 

a distance offshore;  thus, it receiv es less wave im -

pact.  The coastline is lined by patches of fringing 

mangroves  and  nar row sandy beaches.  

(2)  Southeastern Coast, from Pearl Point to 

East Point.  The southeastern coastline is mainly 

lined with Red M angrove (Rhizophora manglar ) 

forest in the lower seaward  side (Photo 7 ) and by 

salt marsh grass in the upper tidal sections .  The 

stretch from Lower Bay to East Point is interrupted 

by numerous small tidal channels that connect 

with the eastern ponds , thus allowing tidal flushing 

into and out of the salt marsh and inner ponds .   

Photo 6.  

From Pomato Point looking eastward toward Setting Point.   

The low -lying cuspate shoreline at Pomato Poi nt is  

experiencing accretion, whilst beach erosion is evident  

heading eastward to Setting Point.  
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Salt marshes and ponds are  floored with loose or -

ganic sediments underlain by sandy shells and , 

further down, by limestone bedrock.  Inland, the 

pond shores are covered with salt marsh grass and 

stunted mangroves.  

(3)  Northwestern Coast, West End to Soldier 

Point.  While the entire south coast is relatively low,  

flat and lacks dunes, the north coast, in contrast , is 

backed by dunes that reach 6 m (20 ft)  in height .  

Most dune slopes are stabilis ed by vegetation.  

Sand deflation is uncommon except in areas 

where wave erosion along the fore -dune base is 

occurring , and further inland where there is dune 

mining along the north shore road ( Photo 4 ). 

Most of northwest coastline between West End 

and Windless Bight is exposed to prevailing winds 

and waves.   Along this portion the shoreline is 

shaped into slightly accurate  bays separated by 

broad sand bluff headlands.  Bays are largely 

stable and often experiencing accretion whereas 

the headlands are locally eroding.  At Keel Point, it 

is estimated that coastal erosion is occurring along 

a 150m (500 ft) stretch of coastline .  Erosion has cut 

into the base of the 3 m (10 ft) high dune and 

exposed sand on the fore -dune slope, and is 

currently threatening coconut palms and the Keel 

Point cottages nearby  (see also Chapter 3, Section 

3.1.2.1).   

Further to the west ( at West End Point), consid -

erable erosion has taken place as a result of 

recent storms , thereby  necessitat ing  beach nour -

ishment  measures in order to salvage a few 

coastal cottages ( Photo 8).  Since littoral drift is 

mainly westward, most erodible sands will mainly 

be transported in that direction  (see also Chapter 

3, Section 3.1.2) . 

(4)  Northeastern Coast, Soldier Point to East 

End.  The northeastern coastline from Soldier Point 

to East End Point borders the Anegada Limestone 

Formation and thereby is relatively straight w ith 

bays and headlands less pronounced than along  

the northwestern half o f the island.  The coast is 

backed by a narrow continuous ridge of sand 

dunes that range s from 4 to 6 m ( 13 to 2 0 ft) in ele -

vation  (Photo 9 ).  The dunes are largely stable ex -

cept fo r few small areas in Table Bay.  

The entire coastline is exposed to prevailing east -

erly winds and waves.  Its shores are eroding at 

many points , due in part to a less continuous and 

more broken reef protecting the shoreline.  This has 

resulted in crenulate d bays at Loblolly and Table 

Bays.  Beach  rock formation is prominent at a few 

locations, mainly in the Soldier Point area and at 

East End.  At the la tter location , the submerge d  

beach rock averages 60 m (195 ft) in width (Gore , 

et al ., 2012a). 

Photo 8.  

Many cottages along West End Point are at risk and have 

become vulnerable due to severe beach erosion.  

Photo 7.  

Extensive coastal mangrove forest is characteristic of the 

southeastern shoreline of Anegada.  
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1.1.4 Soils 

Although there is no comprehensive soil survey for 

Anegada, one can assume the islandõs soil for -

mation stron gly reflect s underlying geology, to -

pography, weather and land use activity.  As ex-

pected, soils from the eastern and western half of 

the i sland differ significantly in texture and thick -

ness. 

In the eastern half of the island , which is domi -

nated by the Limestone Pla in, soils tend to be thin 

or non -existent.  However , some areas do have 

pockets of more significant soil accumulation.   

They c an be found within limestone cavities, rock 

fissures, sinkholes and topographic lows .  These 

depressions g enerally contain sandy organic soils 

and promote more dense vegetation cover due to 

the thickness of the sediment layer and increased 

moisture within these depressions  (Photo 10 ). 

A factor contributing to Anegadaõs soil loss is over-

grazing and trampling of the vegetation land 

cover by free -roam ing and feral livestock.  This is 

particularly true  withi n a significant portion of the 

Limestone P lain, and i ncreasingly so elsewhere.  In 

the past, stone walls were used by Anegadians to 

delineate household gardens and keep livestock  

under control.  Until the 1960 s, households culti -

vated a variety of crops inside their walled enclo -

sures, including guinea corn,  garden fruits and 

vegetables (Koester, 1987).  With changes in the is-

landõs economic base , as Anegadians moved  

away from cash crops  and animal husbandry,  

maintenance of the walls was  abandoned and 

most of the livestock let loose.  Many Anegadians 

recall that soils on the island were much thicker 

and more productive than at present ( pers. 

comm. , Anegada resident Kevin Faulkner, 4 

November 2012).  

Photo 10.  

A palm t ree occ upying a small sinkhole , which allows loose 

sediments to accumulate and rainwater to be captured.  

Photo 9.  

Looking towards Soldier Point and a wide beach backed by dunes reaching 6 m 

(20 ft ) in elevation.  The heavy surf i s breaking on the offshore barrier reef.  

 


