Saving the Cockpit Country with Noah’s Ark?

There has been much recent debate over the issue of bauxite mining in the Cockpit Country.  The much maligned “environmentalists” have maintained that even the prospecting of the Cockpit Country’s interior forest would have disastrous consequences for the endemic wildlife species that occur there.  And the environmentalists are correct:  the access trails/roads that would necessarily attend prospecting activities would cripple an already threatened ecosystem; large scale mining would decimate the area and precipitate an extinction crisis in a part of Jamaica that is globally recognized as a critical repository for endemic plant and animal species.  Given the magnitude of the inevitable disaster that would result from a commercial mining enterprise, it is both baffling and disturbing that such a plan is even under consideration.  And if mining the interior Cockpit Country is clearly not an option, there is no compelling reason to prospect in the area.

The impetus for this letter was an article entitled ‘Mining okay in Cockpit Country,’ which appeared in the Sunday Gleaner on 3 December 2006.  The title was in quotes because it was apparently the opinion of Mr. Paris Lyew-Ayee, the Executive Director of the Jamaica Bauxite Institute.  Mr. Lyew-Ayee is quoted extensively in the article, and the inane nature of his comments demand addressing.  Among other things, Mr. Lyew-Ayee asserts that the impact of prospecting in the interior Cockpit Country would be equivalent to the impact of a group of bird watchers:  “all you really leave are your footprints.”  And if you believe that… 

But the most absurd idea forwarded by Mr. Lyew-Ayee was that a sanctuary could be used to house the Cockpit Country’s plant and animal species, so that they could be returned “to their habitat once mining was completed.”  Ignoring the fact that a ravaged, post-mining Cockpit Country would be unable to support the species that now occur there, the captive management of plants and animals is no simple undertaking.  The cost of maintaining even a single species in captivity can run into millions of U.S. dollars.  Attempting to house the Cockpit Country’s entire biota in a sanctuary would cost many billions, but more importantly, it simply would not work.  Indeed, such ex situ conservation programmes are notoriously problematic, and subject to frequent failure.  The captive breeding and management of any species is a difficult undertaking, even when the species’ biology and relevant husbandry protocols are well known.  Because nothing is known of the natural history of most species in the Cockpit Country, it would be impossible to even plan such ex situ programmes.

I am sure that Mr. Lyew-Ayee is an intelligent and educated gentleman, but he should certainly not be talking about conservation issues.  If there was no bauxite mining in Jamaica, the JBI, and hence Mr. Lyew-Ayee, would be out of business.  To be sure, Mr. Lyew-Ayee’s vested interest in the bauxite industry should not be a substitute for a sound understanding of biodiversity conservation.  So please Mr. Lyew-Ayee, stick to speaking on topics for which you may have some expertise.  And by the way, would the Ark travel on the Martha Brae River, or would all the species be shuttled over to the Black River?
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