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T

he environment is
everything around us. It
can be divided into:

What is the Environment?

•

•

The natural environment
or nature – air, fresh
water, sea, coral reefs,
wetlands, mountains,
plains, forests, beaches,
animals and plants
The built environment –
roads, buildings, homes,
airports and urban parks
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This booklet is about the
natural environment.

Environmental issues can also be divided into two types

“Green”
environmental issues
relate to protection
of important natural
areas or types of
ecosystems, such as:

•

National parks and
protected areas

•
•

Wilderness areas

•
•

Forests

Coral reefs,
mangroves and
seagrass beds
Endangered
species

An example of a green
environmental issue
in Jamaica – the
protection of Cockpit
Country

“Brown”
environmental issues
are those related to
the ways in which
humans impact the
environment with our
garbage and different
types of pollution.
Pollution can make us
sick; for example, bad
garbage management
can cause rats, ﬂies and
mosquitoes to multiply,
and these animals
spread diseases among
humans. If people drink
water with human
waste in it, they can get
very sick, and even die.
An example of a brown
environmental issue in
Jamaica – the Riverton
City Waste Disposal
Site.

ecosystem, one of the
most common examples is
represented by a food chain.
Plants usually form the base
of a food chain and they
make energy and food using
An ecosystem is a community sunlight by a process called
of living things (plants, animals, photosynthesis. They are
called producers. Animals
fungi, bacteria) interacting
cannot make energy from
with non-living things (e.g. air,
the sun – they are called
water, sunlight) in a particular
consumers. Some animals
place.
eat plants and bigger animals
eat smaller animals in order to
Although there are many
obtain energy.
examples of the relationships
between living and non-living
things in any given

There are many more
organisms at the bottom
of a food chain than there
are at the top. Nutrients and
energy are cycled through
our environment. Waste from
animals also provides food
for plants. When animals and
plants die, organisms in the soil
(called decomposers) break
down their remains and this
fertilizes the soil for the plants.
Then the cycle starts over.
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ll living creatures affect
and are affected by the
environment in a complex
set of relationships which
occur in an ecosystem.

What is the Environment?

Ecosystems

A few things everyone
should understand about
ecosystems are:

•
•

What is the Environment?

•
•

•
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•

•

If they are healthy all
the different parts are in
balance with each other
If one part of an ecosystem
is disturbed, other parts are
affected
They are very complex
Scientists have studied
ecosystems and know a lot
about them; but there is still
a lot we do not understand,
so we should be careful not
to disturb them

Our natural environment can become threatened when
the impact on a single component is too great, and the
ecosystem is thrown out of balance. For example, fishing
(see box below).

Top predators like sharks eat fish at the top of the food
web, but if they eat too many, there are not enough fish
to support them and they either move to another area,
or stop breeding. If there are less sharks, there are more
fish. Once there are more fish, there are more sharks.
The system balances itself over time.

Diversity – the variety of
living and non-living things
– make ecosystems able
to recover from shocks (for
instance from a storm or
a disease). This is called
resilience. If there is less
diversity or variety in an
ecosystem, there is lower
resilience and a single
shock could have very
devastating effects.
Humans are part of
ecosystems – we are not
separate from them. We are
part of the environment and
we depend on it for many
things
Ecosystems also provide
functions to humans, such
as the provision of fresh
water (rivers), flood control
(mangroves) or protection
from storms (coral
reefs). These are called
ecosystem services.

Fishermen also catch fish - as humans, we are a top
predator in many food webs. If fishers catch too many
fish, the system is thrown out of balance. There are not
enough breeding fish, so not enough juvenile fish, and
soon there will not be enough adult fish. If fishing is
not controlled, the entire ecosystem can “crash” and
stop functioning entirely. Jamaica’s waters are heavily
overfished, so fishers go further and further away to try
and catch the same type and amount of fish they used
to catch near to shore.

Sometimes the relationships between the living
and non-living things in an ecosystem are not well
known or understood, but that does not mean they
are not important. When an ecosystem is healthy it
is in balance, nothing is wasted and there is enough
food for all the organisms. A healthy ecosystem
persists over a very long time.

umans share the planet
with millions of other
living things – the exact
number is not known. There
are some species which
have gone extinct without
ever being described by
scientists and many which
still exist, but have never
been studied. The wide
variety of all these different
living things together is
called biological diversity
or “biodiversity”.

Some living things can only
live in certain habitats, or
can only survive at certain
temperatures, or eat only a
certain type of food. Others
are found all over the world
in many kinds of habitats.
The type of habitat can
greatly affect the amount
of biological diversity it
contains. Warmer, tropical
habitats tend to have more
biological diversity than cold,
temperate habitats.
Humans are dependent on
biological diversity in many
ways. For example, the black
sea egg (sea urchin) (see
box below).

During the 1980s, a
disease swept through
the Caribbean Sea and
killed black sea eggs
(Diadema antillarium).
Sea eggs are herbivores
– they graze on algae in
the marine environment,
particularly on coral
reefs. Without a healthy
population of black sea
eggs, algae covered
many coral reefs in the
Caribbean Sea and the
coral died. Coral reefs are
important to humans for
many reasons described
later in this booklet, but
one important function is
that it acts a nursery for
many fish.
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What is the Environment?

Biological Diversity

Right to a Healthy Environment
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T

he Earth is our home and we depend on it for every one
of the necessities of life – clean air and water, food and
shelter. We are proud Jamaicans, because where we live is
part of our identity. Nature gives us many opportunities for
enjoyment, reflection and peace. All over the world, people
have carried out activities that have damaged the natural
environment. In recognition of this, governments have
come together to sign various treaties to make sure we do
not continue to destroy all those things humanity depends
on. A few of the various international treaties governing the
natural environment and which Jamaica has signed are
listed below:

•
•
•
•

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)
Paris Agreement on Climate Change
Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species (CITES)
Ramsar Convention (regarding wetlands of international
importance)

Here in Jamaica, our
government has guaranteed
certain rights to every
Jamaican in our constitution.
A few of these rights are:

•
•
•
•

The right to life, liberty,
personal safety, the
enjoyment of property
and protection by law
The right to freedom
of conscience and
expression
The right to freedom of
movement and freedom
of assembly
The right to freedom from
discrimination

In 2011, the Government of Jamaica developed a new Charter of Fundamental Rights and
Freedoms, which guarantees every Jamaican the right to a clean and healthy environment.
The full wording of the environmental clause in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms is:

The right to enjoy a healthy and productive environment free
from the threat of injury or damage from environmental abuse
and degradation of the ecological heritage

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Air is mostly made up of
Nitrogen (N2), Oxygen
(O2), Argon (Ar), Carbon
Dioxide (CO2) and variable
amounts of water vapour
Animals and plants use the
different components of air
in different ways
Nitrogen is present in
proteins which are the
building blocks of plants
and animals

•
•
•
•
•
•

Motor vehicle emissions
Burning of forests and
sugar cane

Water vapour is
responsible for clouds,
rain, snow and other
types of precipitation
which affect the
weather along with
wind and sunshine

•

Conserve electricity.
The generation of
electricity is a major
source of air pollution,
so the less you use,
the less pollution you
are responsible for

Burning of garbage and
other kinds of waste
Burning to produce
charcoal or cooking with
coal
Emissions from factories
and industry

Air pollution caused by

•

If you own or drive
a car, make sure it is
properly maintained
to reduce the amount
of smoke it emits.
Carpool as much as
possible.

Companies burning fossil
fuels (coal, oil and natural
gas)

Animals and plants use
natural events includes:
Oxygen to break down their
food and create energy
Volcanoes
Plants use Carbon Dioxide
erupting
to make their food through
Wildfires
photosynthesis
caused
Plants and animals give
by lightning
off Oxygen and Carbon
strikes
Dioxide

•

•

•

Don’t burn garbage

Our Natural Environment

All plants and animals need
air to survive. Humans
can only survive for a few
minutes without air.

Air pollution caused by
humans includes:

9
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Threats to our air

Fresh Water
A

Our Natural Environment

ll living things on land
need fresh water.
Humans can live for only
three to five days without
fresh water. Animals get
fresh water from rain, rivers
and food. Animals that live in
the sea get fresh water from
their food.
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The Water Cycle
Water moves above,
below and on the Earth in
a continuous cycle. Water
is always changing - from
liquid to gas to solid and
back again. The amount of
water on Earth remains fairly
constant over time.

The sun heats the sea,
rivers and lakes and water
evaporates, rising into the
atmosphere as water vapour.
Trees, plants and soil also
contribute to water vapour
by evapotranspiration. The
water vapour rises on air
currents and as temperatures
drop, condenses to form
clouds. As clouds are
moved around the globe
by air currents there is
further condensation,
which eventually produces
precipitation – such as rain
and snow.

Some precipitation collects
in ponds, rivers and lakes, in
cold parts of the world snow
is stored in ice caps and
glaciers. Some water finds
its way underground where
large quantities are stored
and slowly moves through
rocks called aquifers.
Depending on the depth
of the water, an aquifer
could be only a few hours
or thousands of years old.
Ground water emerges on
land as springs, which form
streams and rivers that flow
to the sea.

•
•

•

Water covers 70% of the
Earth’s surface
97.5% is in the seas and
oceans
Only 2.5% of the total
amount of water on Earth
is fresh, but much of that
amount cannot be used by
humans as it is held in polar
ice caps, glaciers or deep
underground.
This leaves only 0.54% of
the earth’s water available
to us as fresh water in
surface lakes and rivers

•

springs

Rain, collected and
stored in reservoirs, tanks,
cisterns or other types of
catchments
Our Natural Environment

•

Underground water supplies
most (about 80%) of
Jamaica’s water needs and
Jamaica’s freshwater
represents 84% of Jamaica’s
resources come from:
exploitable water resources.
function as
• Rivers and streams (surface Watersheds
large collection areas,
water)
channelling water into rivers,
• Underground water
streams, water courses and
(aquifers), via wells and
underground into aquifers.

Land of Wood and Water
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The Earth is a watery place
but not much of the water is
fresh.

Threats to our
Fresh Water

•
•

Our Natural Environment

•
•

•
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•

Pollution from sewage,
agriculture, industry or
storm water
Drought (natural or caused
by Climate Change)
causing rivers and streams
to dry up
Destruction of watersheds
and forests, which help
water to flow underground
into aquifers
Destruction of the
vegetation along the banks
of rivers (riparian zone),
which allows pollutants to
get more easily into rivers
Channelization of rivers
or “river training” which
disrupts natural flow and
functions of the river
Over-pumping of
water for irrigation and
other uses, which can
cause salinization of
underground fresh water

•

Most detergents harm rivers by making plants grow in the water. If you or anyone in your
family washes clothes in a river, it is better to do it in a wash tub and throw the soapy
water on plants that are away from the river

•
•
•

Don’t waste water. It is a precious resource
Don’t put any kind of waste into a river, stream or pond
Don’t use pesticides to catch river fish or shrimp. This is river poisoning. Not only will this
kill the river, but it will harm anyone who eats the fish or shrimp.

Jamaica is an island
surrounded by the
Caribbean Sea. Anything
that is related to or found
in the sea can be referred
to as marine. Many people
use the terms “ocean” and
“sea” interchangeably when
speaking about the ocean.
Most of the Earth is covered
by oceans and without the
ocean, no life is possible.
Oceans (and some large
lakes) regulate the Earth’s
temperature. Oceans move

Between 50% and 90% of all
life on Earth lives beneath
the surface of the ocean.
We don’t know much about
things living in the very deep
ocean.
Humans get food from the
ocean – fish is the major
source of animal protein
for over 1 billion people
worldwide.

70% of Jamaicans live in
coastal areas. The coastal
ecosystem in Jamaica
consists of four main types,
each of which is its own
ecosystem:

•
•
•
•

Mangrove forests
(wetlands)
Seagrass beds
Coral reefs
Beaches

Together, these ecosystems
create and maintain a
healthy marine environment.
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Beach

Seagrass
Bed
Open Sea

Coral
Reef
Inland

Zone

Our Natural Environment

The Sea

The Coast
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Marine

heat around in currents,
absorb heat from the
atmosphere and are a
key part of weather and
climate. Without oceans,
temperatures on Earth would
vary by large amounts each
day, making life impossible
for many organisms.

Mangroves

Mangroves are plants
which are adapted to live
in salty environments in
or near to sea water. They
have several important
functions:

•

Our Natural Environment

•

Nuff Respect for Nature
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•
•

Filtration: Mangroves
filter water and help
remove some of the
pollution that runs off
from the land, keeping
sea water clean
Land builders:
Mangroves trap soil and
silt and extend the land
outwards
Habitat: Mangroves
provide homes for many
types of marine life and
birds

We have four main kinds of
mangroves in Jamaica –

•
•
•
•

Red mangroves
(Rhizophora mangle),
Black mangroves
(Avicennia germinans),
White mangroves
(Laguncularia racemosa)
and
Button (or buttonwood)
mangroves (Conocarpus
erectus).

Each one of these types of
mangrove grows in slightly
different areas of a wetland
and are adapted to different
conditions.

Mangroves used to
cover most of Jamaica’s
coastline, but according
to a 2005 study by the
Food and Agriculture
Organization, about 30%
of them have been lost.
This figure is likely to be an
underestimate. Mangroves
are often called swamps,
considered useless land,
and dumped up for coastal
development of various
kinds, both legally and
illegally. Much of Jamaica’s
economic assets (ports,
airports, roads, tourism
infrastructure) are located
on the coast in areas that
once were covered in
mangroves.

Flood control:
Mangroves provide
protection from storms
and retain water during
times of flood

Mangroves on Goat Islands
Max Earle

•
•
•
•

Sand stabilization:
Seagrass beds hold
sand steady in rough sea
conditions
Sand production: Some
types of seagrass break
down to make sand
Habitat: Seagrass beds
provide homes and food
for marine organisms
Filtration: Seagrass beds
filter and clean sea water
Jamaica has three
common types of
seagrass – turtle
grass (Thalassia
testudinum), manatee
grass (Syringodium
filiforme) and shoal
grass (Halodule wrightii).
Turtle grass is the most
common.

15
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•

Our Natural Environment

Seagrass is a flowering
plant that grows in large
meadows on the seafloor at
depths of between one and
three metres, although some
species can live in much
deeper water. Seagrass is
often removed because
swimmers don’t like to step
on it, or it is damaged during
coastal construction; but it
too has several important
functions:

Our Natural Environment

Coral Reefs are extremely
diverse underwater
ecosystems built by colonies
of tiny animals called polyps.
Coral reefs are the largest
structures on Earth, including
all the man-made ones.

Nuff Respect for Nature
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It is the zooxanthellae
algae that gives coral
pretty colours. If water
conditions deteriorate, for
example, if the water gets
too warm, the coral expels
the zooxanthellae and
turns white. This is called
bleaching and is a sign of
Coral polyps live in a
stress. If conditions improve,
cooperative relationship
coral can survive, but
with a type of algae called
bleaching is a sign that the
zooxanthellae. The coral
reef is in trouble. If water is
gives the algae a protective
polluted it can cause algae
home, the algae make
energy from the sun through to flourish and smother the
coral, which also threatens
photosynthesis to feed the
coral, and the coral produces the ecosystem.
waste that feeds the algae.
Tropical reefs grow in clear,
warm (but not too warm)
shallow water - at depths
not typically exceediing
50 metres. There are some
types of coral that grow in
much deeper water.

Corals build reefs by
attaching themselves to
rocks or other types of
surfaces in the sea and
sending out (secreting)
calcium carbonate, which
makes a kind of hard
skeleton. The skeleton
protects the coral polyp
from predators and
provides a place for other
corals to attach. There are
approximately 1,000 species
of reef building corals.
Coral reefs are home to
about a quarter of all marine
species.

•

•
•

Protection from storms:
Coral reefs are the first
line of defence against
storms and hurricanes as
they break the force of
the incoming waves

Habitat: Coral reefs are
home to millions of reef
dwelling organisms and
There are different kinds of beaches – some are made from
others visit the reef to
feed or get other services sand and pebbles washed down by rivers, others consist of
coral skeletons and crushed shells, sand excreted by certain
Food for humans: Many
types of marine animal such as parrotfish, and some kinds of
fisheries around the
seagrass and algae break down to form sand.
world are coral reef
fisheries
Coral reefs protect the beach from storms and beaches
Medicinal uses: Coral
reef organisms provide
ingredients for drugs
used to treat cancer,
AIDS, arthritis, asthma
and many other illnesses

protect the land. If the conditions that cause beaches to
develop and persist over time are disrupted, beaches begin
to lose their sand.

Our Natural Environment

•

Beaches are made up of different types of sediment
which is held in place by the shape of the coast, seagrass
meadows and beach vegetation. Because beach sediment
is constantly being moved around by natural forces like
wind and waves, beaches can best be described as SAND
IN MOTION. Ocean currents and storms move sand up and
down the coast and sometimes sand is held in banks on the
floor of the sea. Sand can also be stored at the back of the
beach in sand dunes. Sand dunes release sand to the sea in
storm conditions; in calmer conditions sand doesn’t move
around as much and tends to accumulate on the beach.
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Coral reefs have several
important functions:

Threats to the Coastal
and Marine Environment

•
•

Our Natural Environment

•
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•

Erosion: Removal
of mangroves and
seagrasses causes beach
erosion
Loss of biological
diversity: Destruction of
mangroves, seagrass
and coral reefs causes a
reduction in marine life
Poor water quality:
Inadequately treated
sewage, silt from
land and run-off from
agriculture and other
human activities, causes
algae to grow over reefs,
killing them
Damage: Creation of boat
channels and anchors for
boats and water sports
damage reefs

•
•
•
•

•

Diseases: Kill important
marine animals, such as
sea eggs (sea urchins)
Over-fishing: Destroys the
balance in the food web
Illegal fishing practices:
Dynamiting and using
chlorine destroys both
fish and coral reefs
Human uses: Divers,
snorkelers and
beachcombers step on or
collect corals, sometimes
to make jewellery
Garbage: Washes up in
mangroves and disrupts
the flow of water, causing
young plants to die

•

If you eat fish, don’t
eat parrotfish.
Parrotfish feed on
algae. They are
important herbivores
(grazers) on the reef.

•

Educate yourself
about how the
marine ecosystem
works and tell your
friends

•

Don’t dispose of
garbage into any
water course such as
a river or gully. It all
ends up in the sea

•

Don’t buy jewellery
made from coral or
turtle shells

•

Don’t cut down or
dump up mangroves

•

Don’t remove
seagrass beds

Soil
Soil contains much of the
Earth’s biological diversity
– a gram of soil can contain
billions of organisms, many
of which have not been
studied. Soil is not “dirt” – dirt
is soil out of place, like on
your clothes or under your
fingernails.

Soil is laid down in layers
known as horizons (see
diagram), and changes over
time by various processes,
such as weathering or
erosion.

Our Natural Environment

oil is an ecosystem made
up of a complex mix
of minerals, water, air, tiny
organisms and decaying
matter. There are different
types of soil. Soil can be
coarse, fine, wet or dry, it
all depends on the type of
sediment, how well drained
the soil is, the type of rock
it sits on top of, and the
amount of organic matter
(animal or plant material that
is decomposing) it contains.
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O HORIZON
(Organic)

Surface Leaf Litter:
Partially decomposed
organic matter

A HORIZON
(Surface)

Topsoil: living ceatures,
inorganic minerals

B HORIZON
(Subsoil)

Sunsoil: iron, aluminium,
humic compounds are
accumulated and clay
leached down from A
and E horizon

C HORIZON
(Parent Material)

Weathered parent material:
Partial breakdown of
inorganic material

R HORIZON
(Bedrock)

Bedrock
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Life on Earth would not exist
without soil and humans are
dependent on fertile soil to
grow food.

Threats to Soil

•

The functions of soil are:

•

Our Natural Environment

•

Nuff Respect for Nature
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•
•

Growing plants: Most
plants need soil to grow
in
Habitat: Soil provides a
home for animals that
live underground as
well as a host of small
organisms that break
down decaying matter
and keep soil healthy
Atmosphere: Soil both
absorbs and emits
various gases from and
into the atmosphere
Water: Soil absorbs,
stores and filters fresh
water

•

Educate farming
communities about the
importance of soil and
how to look after it. Soil
conservation practices
include crop rotation,
terracing, contour
ploughing and planting
windbreaks.

•
•
•
•
•
•

Erosion: Soil erodes naturally at a very slow rate, but
human activity has speeded up soil erosion by poor
land management practices, such as slash-and-burn
farming or deforestation
Agriculture: Intensive agriculture can over-apply
fertilizers and pesticides which lead to contamination of
soil and groundwater
Grazing: Over-intensive livestock farming can compact
soils and hinder its ability to retain water
Pollution: Soil can be negatively affected by harmful
substances, such as oil leaks, or gases emitted by
industry and other human activities, some of which can
fall back to Earth as acid rain
Mining: removal of soil to get to the rocks and minerals
below, affects water filtration and water storage in
aquifers
Urbanization: Expanding towns and human settlements
including buildings, roads, and paved parking lots cover
soil and disrupt drainage patterns.
Desertification: Some deserts have been around for
thousands of years in arid (dry) areas, but deserts are
now spreading to semi-arid areas in a process called
“desertification”. While this is a natural process it can
be intensified by human activities, such as removal of
vegetation, grazing or farming in areas with very low
rainfall. Soil becomes degraded, blows away and is no
longer able to support any plant growth.

•

Practice organic farming
and gardening at home
and in your community

•

Create green spaces in
your community if you
live in the city – vegetable
gardens, parks – to
promote healthy soil and
improve drainage.

•

Reduce completely
paved areas during
construction to improve
drainage.

•

Use organic fertilizer or
compost

natural forest is a
complex and diverse
ecosystem with many
different types of trees
of different ages, thick
undergrowth, within which a
large number of plants and
animals live. Some scientists
think an undisturbed forest
can function as a single
organism.
The main types of forest in
Jamaica are:

•

Closed broadleaf forest,
also called ‘primary’ or
‘natural’ forests. This type
of forest shows very little
human disturbance, trees
are large and there is an
interlocking canopy.

•

•
•
•
•

Disturbed broad leaf
• Plantation forests. Trees
forest. This type of forest
planted by humans at
was logged (cut down for
some time, often only
commercial use), cleared
one type of tree, or with
or disturbed at some
different types of nontime in the past. It has big
native trees.
trees, but some trees are
not native to Jamaica.
Trees planted by people in
Tall open dry forest. This plantations are different from
is natural woodland
natural forests. Plantations
have much fewer species with big trees, but no
sometimes only one type of
interlocking canopy.
tree. Tree plantations tend
Short open dry forest.
to be planted in straight
This is open scrub or
lines with the undergrowth
bushland with smaller
cleared to make it easy for
trees.
cutting. Trees will be about
Swamp forest. Forests
the same age
with certain types of trees
in very wet areas.
Mangrove forests. Forests
growing in brackish water
along the coastline.
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Our Natural Environment

Forests

•

Our Natural Environment

Many trees that we
think of as Jamaican
trees were brought
here by humans from
other parts of the
world (introduced).
Some examples:
ackee, breadfruit,
orange, mango and
banana. Others are
native, meaning
that they occur
naturally in Jamaica.
Some examples of
important native
Jamaican trees are:
Blue mahoe (Hibiscus
elatus), Lignum vitae
(Guaiacum officinale),
Royal palm (Palma
altissima).

Nuff Respect for Nature
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The functions of forests are:

•

•

•

Climate maintenance:
Forests produce water
vapour which helps
to produce rain. Large
forests, like the Amazon
rain forest, play a big
role in rainfall patterns,
and maintenance of
microclimates
Atmosphere: Growing
forests absorb Carbon
Dioxide from the
atmosphere and give
out Oxygen. Carbon is
then stored in trees for
thousands of years.
Habitat: Forests are home
to about half the world’s
species.

•

Flood control and
absorption: The forest
canopy breaks the force
of heavy rain and helps to
filter fresh water flowing
into rivers, streams and
aquifers, reducing soil
erosion and flooding
Livelihoods: Forests
provide jobs and
products for millions
of people – wood,
materials for thatch and
weaving, paper, food and
medicines

Forests give us many
products, but we must be
careful to ensure our uses
do not destroy the entire
forest. When whole forests
are removed, or reduced
by a large amount, this is
deforestation. Jamaica
was once covered with
natural forests of various
types, but as human
populations expanded,
forests began to be cut
down for development and
agriculture. Even if trees
are replanted, it can take
hundreds of years for a forest
to regain its full function.

•

Development: Humans
destroy large areas of
forest to build roads or
farms

•

Mining: Mining often
removes all vegetation,
including forests, and
builds roads into areas
which were formerly
inaccessible, allowing
deforestation of even
those areas not being
mined

•

Natural threats: Fires,
insects, diseases

•
•

Charcoal burning
Warming temperatures,
due to global climate
change

•

•
•
•

Threats to Forests
Forests are threatened by:

•

Logging: Humans cut
down too many trees for
wood and other products

•
•

When you buy wood
products, try to make sure
they come from a source
that is being sustainably
managed
Buy second-hand
furniture
Use gas for cooking
instead of charcoal
Use recycled paper or
waste paper for drafts,
and use both sides of the
paper whenever possible
Don’t set fires in or near to
forests
Don’t cut down trees or
forests

Blue Mahoe
Forestry Department

amaica is an island that
was never connected to
any other land mass. Some
of our animals and plants
are not found naturally
anywhere else in the
world, they are endemic.
Jamaica is often described
as a “biodiversity hotspot”
because it has high
endemism, particularly
in plants. Some of our
endemic plants and
animals are listed below.
Many are considered
endangered, vulnerable
to extinction and are
protected under Jamaican
and International Law.
A few Jamaican plants
and animals are listed
below; all those listed are
protected under local and/
or international law.

Some Endemic
Animals

Some Endemic
Plants

Homerus (Giant)
Swallowtail

Jamaican Rose (Blakea
trinervia)

Giant Swallowtail
Butterfly (Pterourus
Homerus)

Broom Thatch (Thrinax
parviflora)

Jamaican Iguana
(Cyclura collei)
Black-billed Parrot
(Amazona agilis)
Yellow-billed Parrot
(Amazona collaria)
Jamaican Boa/ Yellow
snake (Chilabothrus
subflavus)

Yellow-billed parrots, Stewart Town in Cockpit Country
Wendy Lee

Pink Bell Flower
(Portlandia proctorii)
Tree Lilly (Portlandia
coccinea)
Wild Pimento (Pimenta
jamaicensis)
Pumpkin Wood
(Hernandia
jamaicensis)*
*
this is the food plant of the Giant
Swallowtail Butterfly

Jamaican Iguana
Jan Pauel
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Our Natural Environment

Animals and plants

•

Threats to Animals and
Plants

•

Jamaica’s animals and
plants are threatened by:

•

Our Natural Environment

•
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•

•

Habitat loss: Land
clearing for agriculture,
mining, development
and logging
Hunting and poaching:
Some animals are
captured to be kept as
pets, to be traded for
money, or as sport. For
example, endangered
sea turtles and their eggs
are often poached for
food and their shells.
Invasive Species:
a species that is not
native to an area (does
not occur naturally in
Jamaica), but arrives
(usually with human
help), establishes
a population, and
spreads on its own. The
accidental or intentional
importation of nonnative species can harm
native ecosystems by,
competing with native
species for resources,
acting as predators
of native animals and
consumers of native
plants, and bringing in
diseases. Examples of
harmful invasive species
in Jamaica include:

•
•

•

•

•
•

Small Indian
Mongoose (Herpestes
auropunctatus)
White-tailed Deer
(Odocoileus
virginianus)
Vampire Fern
(Dicranopteris
pectinata)
Mock Orange
(Pittosporum
undulatum)
Giant Bamboo
(Bambusa vulgaris)

Fear: Some Jamaicans
kill certain animals
thinking they are harmful
or a bad omen. For
example:
Snakes, but there
are no venomous
snakes in Jamaica. Our
yellow snake keeps
rat populations under
control
Lizards, but they are
harmless and reduce
insect populations.
Owls are thought to be
a symbol of death, but
they are also harmless
and lower rat and lizard
populations

•

Report poaching
and anyone in
possession of
protected species
to the National
Environment and
Planning Agency at
754-7540

•

Don’t kill animals.
Treat them with
respect

•

Don’t cut down trees
or forests

•

Don’t purchase
animals from any
place other than a
licensed pet store
and make sure your
pet doesn’t escape
into the wild

•

Don’t release any
pet-store animal or
aquarium fish into
the wild

•

Don’t smuggle
in any animal or
plant into Jamaica;
contact Veterinary
Services Division
of the Ministry of
Industry, Commerce,
Agriculture and
Fisheries at 9271731-50 or 619-1731
for import permits

C

limate Change is the long-term change in global or
regional weather patterns and/or temperature. Starting
in the mid 20th century, Climate Change has been largely
attributed to the increased levels of carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere, the result of an increase in the use of fossil fuels
by humans.
Climate Change is one of, if not the biggest environmental
problems facing the planet today, and one of the most
serious threats to humanity’s survival.
Starting with the industrial revolution, human economic
activity began pouring Greenhouse Gases into the
atmosphere, where they persist over time. There are now
more of these gases in the atmosphere than at any time in
the last 800,000 years . These Greenhouse Gases function
as a kind of blanket, stopping some of the heat reaching
Earth from the Sun from escaping into space. This is called
the Greenhouse Effect.

•

•

Increasing greenhouse gas levels are enhancing

the greenhouse effect and causing global warming

•

Carbon Dioxide (CO2):
Carbon dioxide enters
the atmosphere from
natural sources (e.g.
decomposition and
respiration), from burning
fossil fuels (coal, natural
gas, and oil), solid waste,
trees and wood products,
and from certain chemical
reactions (for example, the
manufacture of cement).
Carbon dioxide is removed
from the atmosphere when
it is absorbed by plants for
photosynthesis
Methane (CH4): Methane
is emitted during the
production and transport
of coal, natural gas, and oil.
Methane emissions also
result from livestock and
other agricultural practices
and by the decay of organic
matter in solid waste
disposal sites.
Nitrous Oxide (N2O):
Nitrous oxide is emitted
during agricultural and
industrial activities, as well
as from burning fossil fuels
and solid waste.
Fluorinated gases:
Hydrofluorocarbons,
perfluorocarbons, sulfur
hexafluoride, and nitrogen
trifluoride are synthetic,
powerful greenhouse
gases that are emitted
from a variety of industrial
processes.
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•

Climate Change

The main Greenhouse Gases
are :

Some
energy is
reflected
back out
to space

Earth’s surface is
heated by the sun
and radiates the
heat back out
towards space

Climate Change

Solar energy
from the sun
passes through
the atmosphere
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Nearly all climate scientists
agree global warming
is taking place and it is
caused by human activity,
particularly the burning of
fossil fuels, transportation
and agriculture, all of which
produce large quantities
of greenhouse gases. The
global average temperature
has increased by about 1.4
degrees Fahrenheit since
1860. This does not sound
like a lot, but if this trend
continues, it is enough to
bring about a very different
type of global climate.

For example, a one- to twodegree decrease in the
global average temperature
was all it took to plunge the
Earth into a Little Ice Age
between the 16th and 19th
centuries. A five-degree
decrease in the global
average temperature was
enough to bury a large part
of North America under a
towering mass of ice 20,000
years ago.

Greenhouse
gases in the
atmosphere
trap some
of the heat

Global warming is one
symptom of human-caused
Climate Change. Climate
Change includes global
warming and the “side
effects” of warming.

•

•
•

•

Rising sea levels. As
temperatures rise, sea
water will expand, and
fresh water held in
glaciers and snow will
melt. This has serious
implications for Jamaica
as most of our population
lives on the coast and
much of our major
infrastructure (airports,
central bank) is also
located near the sea.
More extreme weather
events. Hurricanes and
cyclones will be fuelled
by warmer water – the
warmer the water, the
more intense the storm.
Longer, more frequent
and more severe
droughts, leading to
water shortages will also
result.
More hot days and fewer
cool nights. Wetter wet
periods and drier dry
periods.
The spread of pests and
disease vectors into new
locations, where they
were not able to survive
when temperatures were
cooler
Extinction of species
which can no longer live
in a warmer world. In the
Caribbean coral reefs are
particularly under threat
as warmer seas result in
coral bleaching.

•

Get informed by following the latest news about
Climate Change and let your elected representatives
know you care about the future.

•

Save energy and be energy efficient, because
emissions produced by the generation of electricity
are a major source of Greenhouse Gases. This
means turning off lights when they are not in use
and upgrading to energy efficient lighting and
appliances.

•

Use public transportation, walk, bicycle or car pool
whenever possible – transportation is also a major
source of Greenhouse Gases. Air travel is also a big
contributor, so think twice before you fly.

•

Eat wisely. Buy organic and locally grown food.
Avoid processed items. Grow some of your own
food. And eat low on the food web — at least one
meat-free meal a day — meat and dairy production is
a big contributor to Greenhouse Gases.

•

Reduce your garbage. Decomposing garbage
produces methane. Compost kitchen scraps and
garden trimmings, and recycle plastic, paper, metal
and glass where facilities exist.
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•

Climate Change

Global Climate Change is
likely to bring about the
following:

Glossary

Glossary
Acid Rain

Precipitation (rain, snow, fog) polluted by acidic gases that
have been released into the atmosphere from factories and
other industrial processes.

Algae

Small, simple plants that grow in or near water. Algae
contain chlorophyll but lack true stems, roots, and leaves.
Marine algae are commonly called seaweed.

Aquifer

An underground layer of permeable/water-bearing rock
which contains or transmits groundwater.

Bacteria

Microscopic single-celled organisms that inhabit virtually all
environments on Earth, including the bodies of animals.

Biological Diversity

The number and variety of species and organisms found
within a specified geographic region.

Biodiversity Hotspot

Locations with many endemic, native species that are highly
threatened.

Bleaching

A stress response which causes coral colonies to expel the
microscopic algae (zooxanthellae) living in their tissues,
resulting in the coral turning completely white.

Calcium Carbonate

A chemical compound with the formula CaCO3. It is
a common substance found in rocks in all parts of the
world, and is the main component of the shells of marine
organisms, snails, coal balls, pearls, and eggshells.

Canopy

The overlapping branches and leaves from very tall trees in
a forest which form a continuous layer of foliage.

Chlorophyll

The pigment found in organisms which carry out
photosynthesis.

Climate Change

A long-term change in global or regional weather patterns
and/or temperature.
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Contour Ploughing

Ploughing along the contours of the land in order to
minimize soil erosion.

Consumer

Organisms that need to eat (i.e. consume) food to obtain
their energy.

Crop Rotation

Growing different crops in succession on a piece of land to
avoid exhausting the soil of nutrients, and to control weeds,
pests, and diseases.

Decomposer

An organism, especially a soil bacteria or fungus that breaks
down organic material.

Deforestation

The felling and clearing of forest cover or tree plantations in
order to accommodate agricultural, commercial, industrial
or urban use.

Desert

A waterless, desolate area of land with little or no vegetation,
typically covered with sand.

Desertification

A type of land degradation in which a relatively dry area
of land becomes drier and drier, typically losing any
water sources, as well as vegetation and wildlife, until it is
completely arid.

Disease Vector

An organism that carries and transmits an infectious
pathogen (bacteria, virus, or other microorganism that can
cause disease) into another living organism.

Diversity

The variability of living and non-living organisms.

Ecosystem

A biological community of organisms interacting with their
physical environment in a defined place.

Ecosystem Services

The direct and indirect contributions of ecosystems to
human well-being which supports (directly or indirectly)
survival and quality of life of humanity.

Endangered Species

A group (population) of animals, plants or other organisms
that is in danger of becoming extinct.

Glossary

To change or cause to change from a gas or vapour to
a liquid. The conversion of a vapour or gas to a liquid is
referred to as condensation.
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Glossary

Endemic

Unique to a geographic location, such as a specific island,
habitat type, nation or other defined zone. An endemic plant
or animal is found naturally only in specified places.

Endemism

The state of being endemic.

Erosion

Wearing away of a surface or material by wind, water, or
other natural processes.

Evaporate

Turn from a liquid into a gas or vapour.

Evapotranspiration

The process by which water is transferred from the land
to the atmosphere by evaporation from the soil and other
surfaces and by plants giving off water vapour through
pores on their leaves.

Extinct

A species, family or larger group of organisms that has no
living members.

Extinction

The state or process of being or becoming extinct.

Fungi/Fungus

Widely distributed organisms such as yeast, rust, mildew,
mould and mushrooms, which can live in soil or water or on
plants and animals. They are not considered plants because
they lack chlorophyll.

Global Warming

A gradual increase in the overall temperature of the earth’s
atmosphere generally attributed to the greenhouse effect.

Green Space

An area of grass, trees, or other vegetation set apart for
recreational or aesthetic purposes in an otherwise urban
environment.

Greenhouse Effect

A phenomenon caused by increased quantities of gases
such as carbon dioxide in the air. These gases trap the heat
in the atmosphere, and cause a gradual rise in the Earth’s
temperature.

Greenhouse Gases

Gaseous compounds in the atmosphere capable of
absorbing infrared radiation, thereby trapping and holding
heat in the atmosphere.

Habitat

An area inhabited by a particular species of animal, plant,
or other organism. It is the natural environment in which an
organism lives and thrives, or the physical environment that
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An animal that eats plants only.

Invasive Species

A species that becomes established in a new environment,
then spreads in ways that are destructive to native
ecosystems.

Leaching

To drain away from soil, ash, or similar material by the action
of percolating liquid, especially rainwater.

Marine

Relating to or found in the sea.

Microclimate

The climate of a very small or restricted area, especially
when this differs from the climate of the surrounding area.
For example, the climate near bodies of water may be cooler
than surrounding areas.

Native

Naturally occurring in a region or ecosystem as a result of
only natural processes, with no human intervention.

Nature

The natural environment, including plants, animals,
landscapes, landforms and other features of the Earth.

Nutrient

A substance that provides nourishment for growth.

Organic (food/farming)

Produced or involving production without the use of
chemical fertilizers, pesticides, or other artificial chemicals.

Organic Matter

Living or dead plant and animal material, including kitchen
wastes, shredded leaves, well-rotted manure and compost.
It is capable of decay, or is the product of decay.

Organic waste

Material that is biodegradable and comes from either a plant
or animal.

Organism

An individual living thing made up of one or more cells that
can react to stimuli, reproduce, grow, and maintain its bodily
functions.

Photosynthesis

The process used by plants, algae and certain bacteria to
harness energy from sunlight into chemical energy for food.

Pollution

The presence of harmful substances in the environment.
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Herbivore

Glossary

surrounds a population of organisms.

Glossary

Precipitation

Any form of water, such as rain, snow, sleet, or hail, that falls
to the Earth’s surface from the atmosphere.

Producer

Organisms that make their own food. They get energy from
chemicals or the sun, and with the help of water, convert
that energy into sugar or food. The most common example
of producers are plants.

Polyp (coral)

A tiny, soft-bodied organisms related to sea anemones
and jellyfish, which has a sac-like body and an opening, or
mouth, encircled by stinging tentacles.

Resilience

The capacity of an ecosystem to respond to an agitation or
disturbance by recovering naturally.

Respiration

Chemical process in living organisms involving the
production of energy by combining oxygen and sugars,
resulting in the release of carbon dioxide, water.

Run-off (agricultural)

Water draining farm fields because of rain, melted snow, or
irrigation. As runoff moves, it picks up and carries materials
which can be deposited into and pollute ponds, lakes,
coastal waters, and underground sources of drinking.

Riparian Zone

The areas bordering rivers and other bodies of surface
water.

River Poisoning

The release of toxic substances and chemicals into rivers
which harms plants, animals and/or humans.

Salinization

The process by which the salt content of the soil increases.
Salinization can result from natural processes such
weathering, or it can also come about through artificial
processes such as irrigation.

Slash-and-burn (farming)

A method of agriculture in which existing vegetation is cut
down and burned off before new seeds are sown, typically
used as a method for clearing forest land for farming.

Species

A group of living organisms displaying similar characteristics
and capable of exchanging genes or interbreeding.

Terracing

A sloping piece of land that has had flat areas like steps built
into it, so that people can grow crops.
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Venomous

Having a gland or glands for secreting venom; able to inflict
a poisoned bite, sting, or wound.

Watershed

An area of land that captures rainfall and other precipitation
and funnels it to a lake, stream, river or wetland.

Weathering

The breaking down of rocks, soil, and minerals as well as
wood and artificial materials through contact with the Earth’s
atmosphere, waters, and biological organisms.

Wilderness

A natural area that has not been significantly modified by
humans.

Windbreak

A row of trees or a fence, wall, or screen, that provides
shelter or protection from the wind.

Zooxanthellae

Photosynthetic algae that are found within reef-building
corals, which, through photosynthesis, provide nutrients for
the corals to survive.

Glossary

The population shift from rural to urban areas (cities and
large towns) and the resulting increase in the proportion of
people living in urban areas.
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Urbanization

