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IRF closing
its doors
after 45 years

Working to digitise

conservation library

By CONOR KING DEVITT
cdevitt@bvibeacon.com

Over the last four and a half
decades, the Caribbean-based Is-
land Resources Foundation has
built its mission around compil-
ing and disseminating decades’
worth of conservation research
and other environmental infor-
mation about the region.

Now, in the sunset stages of
its existence, the foundation is
preparing to make that infor-
mation readily accessible to
the world.

“The Island Resources
Foundation was built on the
premise that knowledge is
power and that information is
the basis for informed decision-
making about the environment

IRF see page 26
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EDITORIAL

IRF set bar high for
Caribbean NGOs

For some 45 years, the Island
Resources Foundation has set a
notable example for non-govern-
mental conservation organisa-
tions in the Caribbean.

Now it is continuing to do so
even as it closes its doors.

Since the non-profit agency
was founded in 1970 in St.
Thomas, it has worked with vari-
ous partners to create and compile
an important body of research and
other information about the
Caribbean’s largely under-studied
environment.

Such work is particularly im-
portant in a region whose econ-
omy depends heavily on tourism,
fishing, farming and other indus-
tries that rely on nature.

The Virgin Islands is among
several countries and territories
that have benefited directly from
the IRF’s efforts. Besides helping
to facilitate the 2008 donation of
Sandy Cay to government, the or-
ganisation recently completed en-
vironmental profiles of most of
the islands here, as it also did in
several other Eastern Caribbean
countries.

These documents provide an
invaluable catalogue of the VI's
natural resources that should be
useful in guiding development
decisions for decades to come.

Sadly, the IRF is closing its
doors this month. But in doing
s0, it is wisely taking steps to en-
sure that its legacy continues.

To that end, the organisation is
working with VI partners to digitise its

library, which was donated to the H.
Lavity Stoutt Community College in
1997.This information is eventually to
be made easily accessible to the public
via the internet. Given the dearth of
such records in much of the region, the
importance of this endeavour cannot
be overstated.

Of course, the IRF’s successes
have not come easily. On the con-
trary, locally based NGOs peren-
nially struggle with challenges
that tend to be magnified in
small jurisdictions like the ones
that dot the Eastern Caribbean.

To succeed, the IRF
doubtlessly has had to carefully
navigate delicate politics even
while riding the ups and down of
oftentimes patchy funding.

Similar challenges have taken
their toll on many NGOs in this
territory as well: Though a few
have prospered, many others have
formed and then disappeared
after a year or two.

This is unfortunate, as such
groups play valuable roles in soci-
ety: Besides carrying out their
own projects, they can give the
community a greater voice
through their lobbying efforts;
they can spread awareness about
important issues; and they can
serve as a check to government
power, to name a few benefits.

For more than four decades,
the IRF has demonstrated how
an environmental NGO can suc-
ceed in the region. Now more
than ever, other groups should
follow suit.
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document was not only an

“That means that they will

IRF: NGO dlgltISIIlg library as it closes
T

in small islands,” wrote Judith
Towle, IRF’s co-founding vice
president, in a document outlining
the foundation’s history.

After the official announcement
last month that the foundation
planned to shut its doors at the end
of June, IRF President Bruce Potter
re-emphasised an effort that began
in 2015 and will continue after the
IRF's retirement: the digitisation of
the organisation’s vast library of
thousands of Caribbean documents.

According to Ms. Towle, the
creation of the library began
around the time of the IRF’s in-
ception in the early 1970s, when
Ms. Towle’s husband, the late co-
founder and then-president Dr.
Edward Towle, began to com-
pile unpublished and non-tradi-
tional literature on small island
systems, insular environments,
and sustainable development in
the Caribbean.

In 1997, the IRF, facing a
need for greater physical space,
donated its library to the H. Lav-
ity Stoutt Community College,
where it currently resides today.
Now the foundation and the col-
lege are working together to make
all of the content available to the
world at the speed of a simple
Google search.

“What we are doing with the
college is we are scanning and
converting [the documents] to
searchable PDF formats and then
indexing within a digital catalogu-
ing system that was created by
Bruce Potter,” Ms. Towle said in
an interview this week.

This will help carry the IRF
legacy forward into the future,
Mr. Potter wrote in the closure
announcement.

History

Ms. Towle traces the begin-
nings of the organisation to a trip
her husband took to Anegada in
the late 1960s.

“We were living in Washing-
ton DC, Ed and I, and Ed was a
curator of naval history at the
Smithsonian Institution,” Ms.
Towle said. “And in 1967, the
Smithsonian sent him on a marine
archaeological expedition to the
island of Anegada. The United
States was looking forward to
1976, which was the bicentennial
of the country’s revolution, and
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Biologist Kevel Lindsay photographs plants near Gorda Peak in 2012 while carry-
ing out research for the Island Resources Foundation’s environmental profile of
Virgin Gorda. The IRF is closing this year, but it is working to digitise its library.

they were hoping to find a Revo-
lutionary War shipwreck.”

Dr. Towle found lots of ship-
wrecks around the island, but did
not locate one from the American
Revolution, Ms. Towle explained.
However, on the way back, during
a long layover in St. Thomas, Dr.
Towle wandered down to a little
bar in the Yacht Haven Marina,
where he ended up sitting next to
the dean of the new college on the
island. It happened that the dean
was looking for a new director for
the Caribbean Research Institute.

“By the time they got finished
with their rum-and-cokes and Ed
went to catch his plane, he had of-
fered him a job,” Ms. Towle said.

As director of the CRI
from 1967-1971, Dr. Towle
learned the skills necessary to
build his own regional founda-
tion from the ground up, ac-
cording to Ms. Towle.

First signed into incorporation
in 1970, the IRF began operations
in earnest in 1971 with a broad
conservation mission and start-up
funding from famous American
businessman and philanthropist
Laurance Rockefeller and both
American and Eastern Airlines.

Early projects
An early IRF project in the
1970s involved studying and

monitoring endangered green sea
turtles on an uninhabited
Venezuelan island in the eastern
Caribbean, which helped scien-
tists map out potential conserva-
tion zones for the species,
according to Mr. Potter.

In its early years, the organisa-
tion also carried out a series of
coastal projects emphasising pol-
lution control, water quality and
marine resource development, and
acted as one of the earliest advo-
cates for environmental impact as-
sessments, which it completed for
several regional public sector proj-
ects throughout the decade, ac-
cording to Ms. Towle.

In the 1980s, the organisation
began developing extensive coun-
try environmental profiles, a proj-
ect Ms. Towle describes as one of
IRF’s proudest achievements.

The profiles brought together
academic institutions, private in-
dividuals, governments and non-
governmental agencies to assess
each nation’s baseline environ-
mental conditions.

“There was a comprehensive-
ness about putting these materials
together for the profiles for the
Eastern Caribbean countries that
had never been done before,” Ms.
Towle said. “To bring all this en-
vironmental data together in one

overview of the state of the envi-
ronment, but was looking at the
issues and options for the future.”

Another of her proudest
achievements, also beginning in
the 1980s, was an IRF initiative
that provided support to emerging
environmental NGOs around the
Eastern Caribbean.

Lasting from 1985 to 1994,
the effort provided technical as-
sistance, in-country training,
grants and institutional plan-
ning support for the different
national organisations.

In the 1990s, the organisation
oversaw research studies examin-
ing sediment releases and erosion
in the USVI and Puerto Rico.
These studies developed erosion
models and sediment-control
practices that planners around the
region could use to mitigate future
damage to fragile coral reefs, ac-
cording to Mr. Potter.

Herein the VI

In the 2000s, the IRF worked
on two major projects in the VI:
creating environmental profiles
of the territory’s islands and
helping to facilitate the donation
of Sandy Cay.

One of the organisation’s ear-
liest benefactors, Mr. Rockefeller,
owned the 14-acre cay and wanted
to donate it to the VI government.
Before doing so, however, he com-
missioned the IRF to do an
ecosystem survey and long-term
management plan for the island.
He also collaborated with the IRF
for eight years to push support for
VI government policies and laws
that supported conservation be-
fore Sandy Cay was donated, Ms.
Towle said.

Moving forward

Now the foundation is focused
on securing its legacy.

In addition to digitising its li-
brary, the IRF plans to establish a
legacy fund at the St. Thomas-
based Community Foundation of
the VI to ensure continued sup-
port for the programmes that
share its environmental goals, ac-
cord to Mr. Potter.

Ms. Towle also mentioned that
the New York-based Rockefeller
Archive Center recently ap-
proached the IRF in hopes of tak-
ing custody of the organisation’s
administrative records and pro-
gramme files.

index, catalogue and eventually
make available to researchers in
perpetuity, the story of IRF as re-
flected in the files and records that
we have maintained for 44 years,”
Ms. Towle explained.

Keeping track of these stories
can help other philanthropists in
the future chart out what has
worked in the past and what has
not, according to Ms. Towle.

NGOs

Ms. Towle is deeply supportive
of national, indigenous non-gov-
ernmental conservation organisa-
tions that have sprouted up across
the Eastern Caribbean. She har-
bours a bit of concern, however,
when it comes to international en-
vironmental NGOs working in
the region.

“I think they tend to have their
own agendas: I think that’s what
concerns me,” Ms. Towle said.
“And their agendas may not al-
ways mesh with the agendas of the
people in the region and they im-
pose their agendas because they
come with money. ... Sometimes
the agendas may mesh, but too
often they don't.”

She advises the indigenous
NGOs to plan their long-term
strategy on the inevitable “peaks
and valleys” of funding and not to

expect an  always-consistent
stream of donations.
Vllaws

This territory has a lot of en-
vironmentally friendly laws on
the books, according to Ms.
Towle. That does not necessarily
mean, however, that results are
always seen.

“The BVI is really a leader in
some of this legislative policy
agenda,” she said, citing the 2004
Physical Planning Act and new
climate change policies. “But how
quickly it gets implemented and
how well the implementation is
regulated are probably of some
continuing concern.”

Ms. Towle is happy that sup-
port for the environment has be-
come a mainstream political
platform, but she notes that she
would like to see politicians treat
it more as a long-term issue.

“Governments work on short-
term agendas,” she said. “They
work on election cycles, and the
environment doesn’t work on an
election cycle.”



