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BIOREGIONAL MANAGEMENT IN JAMAICA: 
PAST AND FUTURE APPLICATIONS 

 
 
Abstract: The inability of traditional approaches to regional planning to adequately address 
issues related to management of biological resources, protection of critical ecological processes, and 
public participation in the resource management process has resulted in increased articulation of the 
need for an ecological approach to regional planning.  This ecological approach, referred to as 
Bioregional Planning, allows for the management of areas and resources as single units or linked 
systems.  The paper first identifies the guidelines proposed for bioregional planning and, secondly 
describes the attempts at bioregional planning in Jamaica.  Finally, it discusses the possible future 
application of bioregional planning in Jamaica, as well as the supporting systems required. 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Regional planning developed in reaction to a number of social and administrative problems; 
primarily urbanisation and its associated environmental problems, depressed industrial and 
rural areas, political differences and the desire of groups for degrees of autonomy, and the 
need to achieve administrative efficiency at the sub-national level (Glasson 1978).  The 
objectives of regional policy were identified as (Diamond, in Sant, 1974): 
 
(a) Reducing unemployment in areas where it is persistently high; 
 
(b) Reducing the pressure of population in already congested areas; 
 
(c) Increasing the average rate of utilisation of natural resources; 
 
(d) Reducing inter-regional differences in the pressure of demand in order to relieve 

inflationary pressures; 
 
(e) Preserving and strengthening regional cultures and regional identities; and 
 
(f) Achieving a better balance between the population and the environment. 
 
Regional planning therefore became the mechanism through which resources were allocated 
inter-regionally, thus introducing the spatial dimension into national economic planning and 
decision making.  The European traditional approach to regional planning is to produce 
Structure Plans, which provide the general guidelines for detailed land use plans. 
 
Unfortunately, this traditional approach to regional planning had a number of limitations, 
namely; 

(a) Issues of public participation and community development were still not 
adequately addressed; 

(b) Conservation strategies were still not addressed; 
(c) Agricultural strategies were not properly incorporated into structure plans; 
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(d) Social issues such as the equitable distribution of wealth were not addressed; and 
(e) Though regional planning is supposed to be sensitive to local needs, it did not 

react fast enough to changing circumstances. 
 
The failure of traditional approaches to regional planning has resulted in greater articulation 
of the need for an ecosystem approach to regional planning. 
 
 
 
2. Bioregional Management 
 
A Bioregion is a large area that can be identified as a functional unit (such as a sea or a 
watershed) or which contains a number of closely linked ecosystems.  Management of whole 
ecosystems is supposed to reduce the over-exploitation of resources that result when linked 
ecosystems extend across administrative boundaries.  Bioregional planning also allows for 
greater participation by persons and communities affected by the process.  As Miller (1996) 
states, “bioregional planning is an organisational process that enables people to work 
together, acquire information, think carefully about the potential problems of their region, 
set goals and objectives, define activities, implement projects, take actions agreed by the 
community, evaluate progress, and refine their approach”. 
 
Efforts at bioregional management have been characterised by the following factors (Miller, 
et al, 1996): 

(a) Large regions, required to make biotic communities and populations ecologically 
sustainable; 

(b) Leadership and management, to establish the programmes; 
(c) Core sites, representing characteristic samples of the region’s biodiversity; 
(d) Planning for the economic sustainability of communities within the bioregion; 
(e) Full involvement of stakeholders; 
(f) Social acceptance by local peoples; 
(g) Solid and comprehensive information; 
(h) Research and monitoring; 
(i) Use of scientific, local, and traditional knowledge in planning; 
(j) Use of adaptive management approaches; 
(k) Restoration of impaired habitats or ecological functions where possible; 
(l) Cooperative skills development, for communities and public and private 

organisations; 
(m) Institutional integration, through alliances with other organisations; and 
(n) International cooperation, because some ecosystems cross international 

boundaries. 
 
Based on the above, the following guidelines were developed to guide bioregional 
programmes (Miller, et al, 1996): 

(a) Develop leadership for the bioregional program; 
(b) View management as a social and governance issue; 
(c) Use authority to foster cooperation; 
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(d) Redistribute power over land and resources to develop authority as needed; 
(e) Identify and assess the capacities of organisations and individuals in the bioregion 

and fill in the gaps; 
(f) Use and build upon existing capacity wherever possible; 
(g) Build the capacity to handle change; 
(h) Leaders, planners, and policy-makers should get to know the stakeholders, their 

concerns, interests, and perspectives; 
(i) Focus initial tasks on a few issues of interest to the widest possible set of 

stakeholders in the region; 
(j) Link conservation and restoration activities with socio-economic development 

goals in the bioregion; 
(k) Give local residents and communities access to decision-making processes and 

the skills needed to participate fully in the development and implementation of 
regional programmes; 

(l) In order to keep negotiations fair, give all stakeholders information of equivalent 
value; 

(m) Give stakeholders incentives to get involved in and committed to bioregional 
programmes; 

(n) To foster involvement and commitment, ensure that individual and group 
stakeholders receive a fair share of the benefits; 

(o) In areas of multiple jurisdictions, try to develop coordination mechanisms that do 
not immediately challenge nations' existing mandates or sovereignty; 

(p) Honor all commitments that result from negotiations; 
(q) Promptly implement projects that respond to community needs; 
(r) Don't hesitate to rely on short-term financial support from external sources 

initially, so long as it is replaced in a timely manner by a sustainable flow of 
resources; 

(s) Establish cooperative management options with and among stakeholders; and 
(t) Adjust the design and delivery of technology to allow for the space and time 

necessary for communities and institutions to adapt. 
 
 
 
3. Bioregional Management – The Jamaican Experience 
 
Bioregional planning and management started in Jamaica in 1963, with the promulgation of 
the Watersheds Protection Act.  Under this legislation, a Watersheds Protection Commission 
was established for the purpose of managing the watersheds.  Watershed management was 
deemed to be necessary as work from as early as the 1930s indicated that hillside farming 
practices caused soil erosion and deterioration of water resources (Edwards, 1995). 
 
Work carried out by the Watershed Protection Commission resulted in the demarcation of 33 
watersheds in Jamaica.  Though, using standard definition, more than 100 watersheds were 
identified, many were small and seasonal, and therefore considered to be insignificant as 
single units. 
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The watershed, taken as a hydrological unit, therefore became the first ecosystem unit to be 
used for planning in Jamaica.  However, the prevailing planning philosophy at the time did 
not place much emphasis on environmental planning.  As such, watershed management 
became a supporting arm of agriculture, aimed more at soil conservation than management of 
habitats and maintenance of ecological processes. 
 
Over the three decades since the passage of the Watershed Protection Act, protection of 
water resources became more important.  As such, in 1994 the government agencies dealing 
with water resources decided to "regularise the boundaries so as to avoid conflicts with 
standard definitions and to enable consistency among the various planning agencies" (Natural 
Resources Conservation Authority, 1994).  This was done by re-defining the 33 watersheds 
into 26 Watershed Management Units.  Unfortunately, this move did not improve problems 
related to land-use planning, development control, and management of biological resources 
within these watersheds. 
 
Bioregional planning in Jamaica evolved another step with the passage of the Green Paper on 
a National System of Protected Areas.  A Green Paper is a statement by the Government 
about its intentions in a particular matter.  This Green Paper undergoes a process of public 
review before being sent back to parliament for discussion and passage into a "White Paper", 
the official government policy on the issue.  The Green Paper on the national system of 
protected areas identified an Environmental Protection Area as one category of protected 
area, allowing for the protection of areas on the basis of the need to reduce perceived threats 
to the area.  It also provided for the development of an environmental policy framework, 
through which local environmental concerns could be defined and addressed. 
 
The first Environmental Protection Area (EPA) was planned for Negril, an area containing 
the second largest peat deposit in Jamaica, but which also supported the main tourism resort.  
The EPA should have been declared in 1995, but problems related to development of 
regulations for the EPA, rationalisation of institutional responsibilities, and local tensions 
resulted in postponement of declaration of the area until the end of 1997. 
 
Based on the problems experienced in Negril, it became clear that no cohesive management 
framework existed at that time for the implementation of EPAs.  Similar interventions 
planned for other areas in Jamaica were therefore re-examined.  This review resulted in the 
development of the Environmental Policy Framework (EPF) approach to environmental 
planning in Jamaica. 
 
 
 
4. Environmental Policy Framework 
 
The environmental policy framework that was developed was supposed to provide the 
following: 

(a) A Statement of Environmental Policy for a large area, typically a parish or 
watershed; 
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(b) A Basis for Cooperative Agreements on policies and actions; 
 

(c) An Action Plan for dealing with priority environmental problems and issues; 
 

(d) A Feasibility Assessment of priority candidate areas for inclusion in the national 
system of protected areas; 

 
(e) A Commitment by public sector agencies, non-governmental organisations, 

business, and others to work together; and 
 

(f) A Process designed to allow all interests, especially area residents, to participate 
in deciding on an acceptable approach to dealing with environmental problems 
and issues. 

 
 
4.1 Environmental Policy Framework Planning and Implementation 
 
The EPF process, which was first attempted in St. Elizabeth, was coordinated by the Natural 
Resources Conservation Authority (NRCA), the main environmental management agency in 
Jamaica.  The NRCA embarked on the EPF process in early 1996 in an attempt to rationalise 
several interventions it had planned for the same general area.  These separate interventions 
included; watershed management, pollution control involving a number of industrial plants, 
establishment of three protected areas, a number of wildlife management initiatives, and 
general enforcement activities.  As such, integration of strategies and actions became 
important, in order to prevent conflicts and maximise the use of scarce human and financial 
resources. 
 
The EPF process had four main phases: 

(a) Information collection and project planning; 
(b) Public consultation; 
(c) Strategy preparation; and 
(d) Implementation of the Action Plan. 

 
 
 Information Collection & Project Planning 
 

The first six months of the project were spent collecting information on the target area 
from a variety of sources.  The information was used to identify gaps in the 
knowledge base, refine plans for field verification, and prepare a community 
discussion booklet.  The period was also used for orientation of the project team.  
This project team was composed primarily of technical staff from the Natural 
Resources Conservation Authority, along with a number of consultants, and one 
representative from an umbrella non-governmental organisation (NGO). 
 
Periodic briefings for senior management officers within the Natural Resources 
Conservation Authority formed an important part of the process of receiving approval 
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for the continued evolution of the intervention. 
 
 
 Public Consultation 

 
The public consultation process lasted approximately nine (9) months, and consisted 
of the following elements: 
(a) Distribution of a Community Information and Discussion Booklet; 
(b) Meetings with service clubs and special-interest groups; 
(c) Meetings with the Local Planning Authority (Parish Council); 
(d) Meetings with community leaders; 
(e) Public meetings in the sub-regional centres and larger villages; 
(f) Participatory Rural Appraisal exercises conducted in selected communities; 

and 
(g) Informal meetings with relevant government agencies. 
 
This consultation process was used to confirm/identify the main environmental 
problems and concerns in the area, identify the priority needs (for project 
development) of affected communities, advise local authorities of the plans of the 
environmental management agency, identify local plans and initiatives, and share 
information with other government agencies working in the target area. 
 
The local component of the consultation process was very successful, though it 
required significant effort, as the general population had a low level of awareness of 
environmental issues.  The inter-agency consultation took place, but no official 
agreements were reached during the process. 

 
 
 Strategy Preparation 
 

The consultation process climaxed in a major Environmental Exposition, conducted 
over a period of three days.  In addition to showcasing some of the environmental 
initiatives in the parish of St. Elizabeth, consensus on the elements of the EPF and 
action plan was reached.  These element of the EPF, including the proposed location 
of protected areas and other restricted areas, were discussed with the local institutions 
and communities throughout the process.  As such, it was not difficult to achieve 
consensus.  However, the communities were very clear that they awaited action. 
 
The information gathered over the long months of consultation was then used to 
prepare a draft EPF strategy and an action plan.  Unfortunately, due to problems with 
financial support, the documents have not been circulated for public review, and the 
inter-agency consultation and agreements have been discontinued. 
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5.0 Future Applications 
 
The significant amount of input by communities that took part in the Environmental Policy 
Framework (EPF) process for St. Elizabeth indicates that the process allows not only for 
identification of priority problems and needs, but it can also facilitate empowerment of 
communities.  This was one of the lessons gained from application of the EPF process in a 
second community, Port Royal in Kingston. 
 
The indications are that the process can be successfully applied regardless of the primary 
reason for the intervention.  As such, initiatives in which the EPF approach could be used 
include: 

(a) Protected areas planning; 
(b) Watershed management; 
(c) Biodiversity planning; 
(d) Coastal zone planning and management; 
(e) Urban renewal; 
(f) Resort planning and management; and 
(g) Land use planning. 

 
 
5.1 Requirements for Future Action 
 
To some extent, the slow movement of the EPF process from planning to policy development 
and implementation resulted from policy and administrative inadequacies in the main 
implementing agency.  Use of the EPF process in the future will require the following forms 
of support: 
 
(a) Clear Policy 

The EPF strategy developed out of a project planning exercise in the Natural 
Resources Conservation Authority (NRCA), and therefore was not a strategic 
initiative of the agency.  Similarly, it did not form a part of the Government’s 
environmental policy framework.  As a result, it was therefore difficult to obtain the 
necessary support for the initiative.  Now, a clear strategic framework should be 
developed within the NRCA to facilitate the integration of the different initiatives.  
This should thereafter lead to the development of an administrative mechanism for 
incorporation of the other government agencies into the EPF process. 

 
(b) Administrative Reform 

The main environmental agencies will have to be re-oriented to facilitate and support 
local planning initiatives and information feedback mechanisms.  This will also apply 
to all the national and local institutions which are active in the target area. 

 
(c) Community Development 

Community involvement in national, regional, or local planning and management 
initiatives is severely restricted if the targeted communities are not aware of the issues 
involved.  Additionally, given the history of subordination of community needs 
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within national imperatives, communities have felt marginalised and hopeless.  As 
such, awareness building must have as one of its objectives an increased sense of 
community and community power.  Early activities must therefore be geared towards 
building mechanisms for community participation in local planning initiatives, as 
well as addressing priority community needs that are practicable within the scope of 
the particular intervention. 

 
(d) Strengthening of Local Organisations 

Institutional capacity is often inadequate to effect the changes required to support the 
EPF process.  This should not be considered a deterrent to participation.  However, it 
is necessary to be pragmatic when designing the scope and timing of any associated 
action plan.  This is also dependent on the financial resources available to the 
institutions. 

 
(e) Leadership and Training 

The initiatives mentioned in the preceding sections did not proceed smoothly partly 
because the initiative was not “owned” by a senior officer within the main 
implementing agency.  Due to the need to involve several agencies of government, as 
well as civil society institutions and business, leadership at a high level within the 
system is required.  Additionally, the capacity of “team” leaders must be improved to 
ensure proper management of what is obviously a different way of planning and 
management. 

 
(f) Improved Project Design 

Development projects are usually very narrow in focus and scope, and the design 
does not lend itself readily to the flexibility required to deal with community 
development issues.  Using an EPF approach will therefore require that project 
planning and design be conducted differently.  However, once the EPF process 
identifies the priorities for an area, the design of programmes and projects should be 
more in keeping with the development/management goals of the area.  This is a 
critical feature, as it helps to generate community support for the initiatives. 

 
(g) Development of Information Systems 

Information systems to support the EPF process must be developed.  This should 
involve the following: 
• Compilation of information on the target area, for use by project staff, local 

institutions, and residents; 
• Computerised database for manipulation, storage, retrieval, and dissemination of 

relevant information; 
• A communication strategy/system that keeps all the participants in the process 

informed of progress and activities; and 
• A mechanism for informing senior managers and policy makers. 

 
(h) Application of an Evaluation Process 

The EPF process is fairly new, whether one designs it as a bioregional planning 
exercise or only as a participatory planning exercise.  As such, the process should be 
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recorded and evaluated in an effort to modify implementation procedures and to 
identify lessons to be used in designing future interventions. 

 
(i) Adequate Financing 

In the EPF process described above, the financial resources were determined by a 
project budget.  However, the scope of the exercise was much greater, in the long 
term, than the resources available in the project.  The success of the initiative was 
therefore threatened by shifting priorities within the project.  In the event the EPF 
process is initiated with funds from external sources, sustained financial support from 
other sources has to be secured at an early stage for the initiative to be successful. 

 
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
The need for an ecosystem approach to planning has been articulated, and attempts are being 
made in many countries to adopt this approach.  This approach is evolving, as shown by the 
case of Jamaica.  What comes across quite clearly is that bioregional planning can be applied 
in response to many different types of policy or environmental management imperatives. 
 
However, present systems of planning and management have to be modified to accommodate 
this new approach to planning.  This requires commitment on the part of leaders and decision 
makers, as well as more informed and consistent input by affected residents and 
communities. 
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