Using Lemon Trees to Combat Coralita on Saba

Between December 2017 and June 2018, members of the St. John’s community planted five
lemon trees to bring attention to and work
towards the eradication of the invasive Coralita
vine on Saba. Using updated Participatory Action
Research techniques, researchers were able to
inspire community involvement which had previously been hindered due to a lack of interest and
understanding.
Turning on the news today, there are a wide variety
of global crises, from health pandemics to environmental catastrophes. These problems come
in many different forms, some more obvious than
others. Problems can be defined as one of four
types: manifest, tangible, conceptual and latent, as
seen in Figure 1. A manifest problem, for example,
has a clear cause and effect, such as contaminated
groundwater, where the impact of the problem is
well understood and can be easily predicted. On
the other hand, latent problems are much more
difficult to tackle, as they have low impact on most
people’s daily lives and are very difficult to predict.
Participatory Action Research
For larger issues, it can be easy to rally people together to work towards a solution. One method for
doing so is known as Participatory Action Research
(PAR), which is an approach which includes the
general public in gathering information and

working towards a solution. This method is well
understood and has been utilized to solve many
issues around the world.
However, what if the problem we want to solve
doesn’t affect most people’s daily lives? Or what
if the problem is so complicated most individuals
within a community have a hard time understanding or feeling a personal connection to it? This is
a serious problem facing PAR researchers since
environmental issues tend to be latent problems
with limited impact on the community making it
difficult to inspire a communal response.
Solution: Lemon Trees
Researchers from Utrecht University and the
University of Amsterdam worked to develop a
PAR-L approach, where the “L” stands for latency.
Using a seven-step plan, this approach was implemented on Saba to combat the invasive Coralita
vine (Antigonon leptopus). This vine poses a
significant threat to local biodiversity as it grows
rapidly, quickly covering large areas of land and
once established is very difficult to remove (Burke
and diTommaso, 2001). For most Sabans, this vine
is merely a garden annoyance but does not significantly threaten their livelihood, and therefore there
is little incentive for locals to work to remove it
(Vaas et al., 2017, Vaas et al., 2019).

Figure 1: The four types of problems as they relate to their threat to livelihoods
and their predictability (Vaas et al., 2020)
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A significant portion of this research involved
brainstorming with locals on how to generate an incentive for removing this vine. The PAR-L strategy
for this study was more than simply including the
public in the response, it was about integrating the
public into every step, inspiring a sense of ownership and responsibility in those that will benefit the
most from the project.
Furthermore, 90% of the land on Saba is privately owned and there are no spatial planning
ordinances, so any solution for managing this
invasive plant is going to require public support
(Schoenmaeckers, 2010).
This study ran from December 2017 to June 2018.
It included the creation of a seven-step plan which
encompass five stages, namely: defining the issue, planning, acting, observing and reflecting (as
presented by Apgar et al. 2017a, b). The idea was
to create an iterative process so at any point a new
cycle could begin or participants could backstep to
an earlier phase if needed. In addition, researchers
participated in guided tours, local interviews, focus
groups, conducting a small-scale questionnaire and
public participatory mapping, where 50 Sabans
were asked to identify areas where they did not
want Coralita to be present. From these efforts, it

was decided to select a community plot of land,
where the vine would be removed and replaced
with lemon trees.
The first step was to work with the community to
identify any sticking points that could derail the
project. Together three issues were identified:
free-roaming goats, land-use and land titles. Freeroaming goats are known to knock down fences
to reach areas they wish to graze. Any agricultural
project will need to protect itself from these threats
if they ever want to get off the ground. There are
also large stretches of privately owned land left
unused, giving ample area for the vine to grow and
establish itself. Since it’s private land, the government cannot rightfully enter and eradicate this
vine. Additionally, land titles are commonly handed
down through the generations without a formal
title change, making tracking down the rightful
owner of land very difficult and political.

and maintain the project. Students from an afterschool program worked to mow the area, clearing
the Coralita. Next, members from the Department
of Agriculture helped plant and fence off the five
lemon trees. The core members took turns watering the trees daily and clearing Coralita as it reappeared in the plot.
Overall, it was determined that by creating a project in which the community was invested (planting
lemon trees) the researchers were able to inspire
individuals to work on a problem they were not
affected by (removing Coralita). This seven-step
process can easily be applied to additional problems facing the community. Hopefully by increasing community involvement and investment in the
environment, groups can work together to resolve
these seemingly impossible issues moving forward.
This integrated response will be key in tackling
similar issues in the future.

The Results
In the end, a small plot of land in St. John’s was
selected as the project area. It was decided that
this land could be cleared and used as a fruit
orchard, both working to eliminate Coralita and
provide a source of fresh fruit for the island. A
team of 7 core members volunteered to oversee
Members from the Department of Agriculture helped plant and fence off lemon trees. The core
members took turns watering the trees daily and clearing Coralita as it reappeared in the plot.
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