THE ROAD TO BLACKBURN-CROOKED TREE VILLAGE

May 17, 2009 Crooked Tree Village will witness the inauguration of a new road across the Western Lagoon that will take farmers to the Blackburn Area.
This new road is a battle between the environment and development in the Crooked Tree Village Wildlife Sanctuary. In April of last year there was a dispute between the Area Rep. Hon. Edmond Castro and the Belize Audubon Society over the aforementioned road.
Crooked Tree Village is renowned for its birds, cashews and Cashew Festival. Crooked Tree Village is an inland island in the middle of a protected area; in fact, it is the only protected area in Belize where people resides. The first causeway to the village was built in 1983, to connect the village to the mainland across the Crooked Tree Lagoon.
The construction of this similar 1.7 mile road has been the source of significant controversy. The Belize Rural North Area Representative claims that the people have been suffering for a long time and this road will give some of the villager’s access to their farm lands and pasture across the Western Lagoon.
Last year was perhaps the lowest point in the long relationship between Belize Audubon Society and Crooked Tree Village. A few of the Villagers organized and collected money for fuel and borrowed bulldozers and other equipment to start this new road. Mr. Castro claimed that the first road was not well planned and that it impeded much of the natural flow for half of the lagoon’s drainage, and the environmental impact was dramatic.
The Audubon Society said the second road was even less well-planned, and it could be a disaster for the entire lagoon. The Belize Audubon Society said that they are not against progress, but a proper environmental impact assessment was not completed and a lot of community goodwill was sacrificed in the process.
A significant number of people in Crooked Tree Village have a fundamentally different view of the community’s responsibility to the protected status of the Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary (CTWS). The challenge will be to work in that context to truly balance the needs of people and nature even when all the parties don’t agree on exactly what that means. This will be a long process. It’s not merely a matter of ignorance or lack of alternatives here.
Despite its importance for the people and the environment the future of Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary is under threat. The increasing pressure for development and land clearing is reducing the ability of the wetland to carry out its important role of flood control and water filtering. If this trend continues there is a serious risk that the wetland won’t be able to protect the land and the people of Crooked Tree Village from serious flooding as well as continue to provide clean water and food to people and wildlife. The removal of large areas of vegetation in the Blackburn and surrounding area of the Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary will cause the water to flow off the land and could create problems of erosion and loss of fertile land. It could also reduce the ability of the wetland to absorb and filter the water, therefore reducing its ability to protect the villagers from floods.

Protecting the CTWS does not mean that development cannot take place. There should be a solution in striking the right balance. For example, some of the farmers could retain some of the big trees while clearing the land and leaving a strip of the forest between properties no less than 60 feet. By doing this, it will ensure that the wetland can continue to function and everyone can profit from development.

