There are No Guarantees: the Dangers of Golf Courses

As the government “reassesses” agreements, the developers of one of the territory’s most ambitious projects find themselves in court.  The Beef Island Resort and its golf course are being challenged as illegal, and because of the inevitable destruction it will cause to Hans Creek, an OFFICIAL Marine-protected area. This internationally recognized ecosystem --with the largest pristine acreage of mangroves next to Anegada and home to 62 species of fish- has been included in the BVI National Parks Trust system for 25 Years.  The lawsuit questions whether a resort for private gains has precedent over the violation of a previously recognized law.  While a spokesman for Inter Island Quarum insists it will be environmentally “sensitive”, I want to know how that can be guaranteed. 

The same reassurance was given for Scrub Island despite the Planning Authority’s misgivings about the marina’s environmental impact.  Those concerns were validated by Town and Country’s issuing (a rare) compliance notice stating the management’s violations and lack of qualifications to protect the environment.  This company managing Scrub, fraught with silted coral beds and sewage leaks, is purportedly involved with Beef Island as well.  While immediate lessons were learned at the “experimental” Scrub, what is to keep unintended consequences from happening over the next 25 years to the Hans Creek system?  Proof of harm is too late.

By definition, a golf course cannot be “sensitive” regardless of “reduced amounts” of chemicals.  It REQUIRES that trees and natural habitat be bulldozed flat, that topography and salt ponds be “re-engineered”, which will inevitably cause erosion and gullying, increased sediment in run-off (seen at Scrub), and damage to flora and fauna.  Equally, quantity of run off can be disruptive and destructive to natural aquatic communities.  Chemicals including fertilizers, insecticides, pesticides and fungicides can be damaging and lethal to organisms in water, land –even air.  In general, 90% of sprayed chemicals end up in the air effecting people with respiratory problems and birds, and the amount of chemicals used is equal to 7 times the amount used by large-scale agriculture.  Even if this was “sensitively done” it cannot be controlled.  It is possible that chemicals banned in the US may find their way here creating a supervising nightmare.  Imported and non-native grasses also require tremendous amounts of water and chemicals to maintain that perfect putting green on the edge of Hans Creek. 

Although great strides have been made in mitigating golf course problems in industrial countries with strict oversight, it has been published in Sport in Society Journal (July 2006) that golf courses in other countries are in dire straits because of lack of infrastructure and strict monitoring.  The authors also state “as long as developers continue to prey on developing nations as sites for the latest super resort and golf course, negative effects will continue”.

If Beef Island goes forward in its present form, (complete with feeble 10-12% reduction), in theory, what would keep Sage Mountain from being built on?  Laws protecting parks are in jeopardy, which “Nature’s Little Secret” can ill-afford.  Protection should be a priority of the government for the very survival of the territory as it is known by legions of visitors.  How can this be ignored?  Kudos to the Virgin Island Environmental Council for fighting profit-seeking short-sightedness and thinking of the future.  I, for one, will  be glad to donate towards the right to challenge any potentially harmful act and do what I can to help protect the BVI.  
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