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Perspectives 
 
A diminishing crisscross of untamed sandy beaches, mangrove wetlands, 
coconut plantations and quiet villages nestled within (Plate 1).  This is the 
Southwest Wetland System.  Located between 617200mE to 638000mE and 
1110000mN and 1123300mN, it is the most southerly wetland system and 
human community on the island of Trinidad.  The system consists of three 
interconnected wetlands locally known as “The Fibre Factory”, “San Jose 
Swamp” and “Hicacos”, interspersed between coconut plantations and the 
villages of Icacos, Fullerton and Bonasse, and another isolated wetland known 
as Los Blanquizales.  The entire system occupies approximately 125km2 of land 
extending from Icacos to Chatham. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Plate 1: The Southwest Wetland 
System consisting of (a) Basin 
Mangrove Wetland, (b) Coconut 
Plantations, (c) Villages and (d) 
Sandy Beaches 
 

The resources in the system are held in common by various stakeholders without 
any structure or strategies for capturing and harmonizing their goals and 
objectives.  These stakeholders are community residents, hunters from 
throughout Trinidad, local and foreign tourists, owners of coconut plantations 
and government agencies. 
 
The system is managed as ‘open access’, which permits anyone to access and 
exploit the various resources.  As currently exists, different components of each 
wetland system are managed by different stakeholders under their own 
objectives and strategies.  Such management is often conflicting and not in the 
best interest of the system.  Other stakeholders such as government agencies and 
the Tourism and Industrial Development Company of Trinidad and Tobago 
(TIDCO) do not perceive local residents as managers. 
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Therefore management decisions are made without taking local views and needs 
into account to the detriment of residents, management plans and the natural 
health of the system. 
 
Locally, the management regime also appears to operate in an ad hoc manner 
where historically residents from the various communities come together only in 
times of crisis to solve a particular problem.  However, resolution of community 
issues is generally individualised. 
 

Introduction to Cedhram 
 
The Cedros Harmony Community (CEDHRAM) emerged out of residents’ 
efforts to come to grips with social decay, precipitated by a cancerous drug 
culture that had taken over the community.  Recognising that social decay was 
closely tied in with the decline of economic fortunes in the agricultural and 
fishing sectors of the community, as well as by punitive, political neglect, the 
group was intent on sensitizing governmental agencies about the problems in the 
area, as well as to generate economic activities through community micro 
enterprises. 
 
The group initially started out with the vision of strengthening community ties 
by hosting social recreational activities such as sports days and celebrations in 
commemoration of local religious festivals.  However, the quality of life in these 
communities continued to degenerate through social ills including: 
 

• Exploitation and appropriation of the area’s abundant natural resources, 
especially, petroleum resources, without allocation of benefits gained, 
being returned to the communities 

• Degradation of marine fishery stocks from the unsustainable Deep Sea 
Trawling Industry, which has devastated the sea beds over the years, 
seriously jeopardizing the livelihood of the artesian fisherman; and the 
coconut industry, which has lost considerable market share, national, 
political and institutional support to the omnivorous international soya 
bean industry 

• Unemployment and underemployment resultant from consistent reduced 
economic viability of the area’s key income earning industries – marine 
fisheries and coconut plantation farming 

• Drug trafficking and the negative effects associated with it, including 
drug use and escalating crime 

• Long-term State and institutional neglect, particularly underdevelopment 
of communication infrastructure (roads, telephone) 

• Long-term unsustainable use of the area’s wetland resources, including 
over-hunting, over-fishing, indiscriminate lumbering, oil spills and 
alterations to its hydrology, mainly due to insufficient understanding of 
the wetlands’ ecology and its innate multiple values, including aesthetic 



value, as provider of protection, food, recreational, medicinal and 
scientific services and as a natural heritage of the area 

 
The core symptom of these problems were ongoing breakdown in the social 
cohesion of communities in their fight to appropriate whatever resources 
available to sustain their existence, disempowering of community groups and 
individuals, and unsustainable depletion of the area’s natural resources. 
 
In recognition of these issues, CEDHRAM extended its portfolio to include 
programmes for skills development, such as computer literacy training and 
development of cottage industries.  This, however, was insufficient and a more 
focussed approach was needed to effectively address the problems.  Having 
direct experience with the problems, being residents of the area and intimately 
knowing the wetlands, beaches and resources contained within, CEDHRAM 
extended their analysis of the problem to include an assessment of the 
communities’ strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats for development.  
The outcome was a plan to embark upon a transformation of the Southwest 
Peninsula into an eco-tourism park. 
 
Their vision was to rehabilitate the Southwest Peninsula’s natural and human 
communities through (CEDHRAM 2000): 
 

• “Building the moral and social fabric in the Cedros community and the 
self esteem of the community at large 

• Directing government’s policy so as to open up employment opportunities 
for people in the area 

• Rehabilitating, enhancing and developing the Los Blanquizales and Icacos 
Wetlands” 

 
BUILDING THE CASE FOR COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION 
 
Participation generally involves the movement of the decision-making process 
from a single body towards the group.  It means “…a readiness of [all 
stakeholders] to accept certain responsibilities and activities…that the value of 
each [stakeholder’s] contribution is seen, appreciated and used … [and there is] 
honest inclusion of stakeholder representatives as ‘partners’ in decision-making” 
(Srinivas 1994, pp. 1). 
 
Community participation in the management of resource systems has been 
proven to (World Bank 1996): 
 

• Increase effectiveness in achievement of the project objectives 
• Increase the efficiency with which the objects are achieved; 

implementation, monitoring, policing and enforcement of management 
initiatives are significantly reduced 

• Increase capacity building for community groups 



• Empower participants and beneficiaries 
 
CEDHRAM believes that realization of the eco-tourism project goals and 
objectives are dependent on active and meaningful community participation.  
The group is seeking to achieve equitable and inclusive joint venturing between 
the community and appropriate government agencies, at both the developmental 
and operational levels of the project.  They are of the view that through active 
community inclusion in the development of the project that: 
 

• “…the community will grow and develop in such a manner as to create 
greater social cohesion…” 

• “…a reservoir of skills related to the project needs would emerge during 
the course of time to make the community’s handling of the project more 
manageable” 

• “…through eco-tourism tours and other income generating activities 
related to the project, the project would eventually become self-
sustaining; the benefits of which would redound to the community’s well-
being” 

• “…through ecologically friendly engineering and well tested scientific 
measures at environmental conservation and restoration, the wetlands will 
eventually abound with a richer and more varied plant and animal stock 
and that the total aesthetic value of the wetlands would be multiplied […], 
thereby making it a must-destination, […] for eco-tourists[…and] tourists 
in general 

 
If used, community participation can enable a multitude of benefits for 
individuals, the communities, the wetland systems, government, local and 
international development agencies and the people of Trinidad and Tobago.  
These would include awareness development among residents on the Southwest 
Peninsula, curtailment of unsustainable resource use practices, development of 
an information database for the areas’ resources for use by local and foreign 
stakeholders, achievement of sustainable livelihood for the communities and 
perhaps most importantly, greater likelihood of successful implementation of 
management initiatives for the well-being of the entire Southwest Wetland 
System. 
 
Recommendations to Facilitate Participatory Management of the Southwest 

Wetland System 
 
The main obstacles to effective management of the Southwest Wetland System 
lies with the interrelations among stakeholder groups and external stakeholders’ 
dominantly negative perceptions of the system, its people and value of its 
natural resources (CEDHRAM 2003).  An attempt to resolve the ecological, 
social, economic and technical problems plaguing the Southwest Peninsula 
would most effectively work through active inclusion of resident locals, who at 
present are the ‘situational knowers’ of the system. 



 
For community participation to positively contribute to the transformation of the 
Southwest Peninsula, the bureaucracy has to reorient its activities toward a 
participatory approach.  This would entail redevelopment of resource 
management goals and objectives at the level of individual and community 
rather than with government, sectoral interests, or the altruistic agendas of aid 
groups; also the restructuring of communication and organizational systems 
from top-down to bottom-up and network systems. 
 
Government and other external stakeholder personnel must view community 
persons as collaborators rather than passive beneficiaries.  This would require a 
revision of performance evaluation systems and standards to provide incentives 
for achieving community objectives. 
 
Ultimately, a harmonious, ongoing working relationship between a proven and 
capable community, government agencies, and private sector stakeholders, in 
which the community is allowed to grow and empower itself and the people at 
large, is a the directional thrust most likely to develop long-term sustainability at 
all levels of the development process.  This, of course, would involve 
empowering the community with decision-making authority and accountability 
for the project and program activities. 
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