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Affinity group meeting at The Island School, overlooking the Caribbean Sea.  ©Neil Ever Osborne/iLCP

Tidal channel with small mangroves and empty conch shells, 
near The Island School. ©Neil Ever Osborne/iLCP



Green Sea turtle photographed in Turtle Lake. 
©Neil Ever Osborne/iLCP

“The workshop was an amazing week that gave me the opportunity 
to not only work in a beautiful location but also to collaborate 
with some of the most innovative and creative people. 
It is always a joy to be given the opportunity to brainstorm with 
a group such as this one, coming with up ideas that will be 
applied to a real world problem and provide solutions 
for clients who are genuinely interested in pursuing alternative 
solutions.” 

-Immersion Participant



From April 11-20, 2013, a team of nine conservationists from four countries convened on the 
island of Eleuthera, Bahamas to evaluate two properties either at-risk for or undertaking traditional 
development models to consider alternative and specific market-based conservation strategies. 

The expedition was financially sponsored by Kinship Conservation Fellows and hosted locally by the 
Island School.  The expedition was organized by Kinship Conservation Fellows Dan Tonnes, Christian 
Henry, and Scott Gillilan, with three additional Kinship Fellows: Csaba Vaszko, Tanya Bryan, and 
Fernando Bretos and a professional group facilitator (Paul Hoobyar), a conservation photographer 
(Neil Ever Osborne), a hotel and leisure consultant (Patty Lee) and land planner/architect (Clark 
Stevenson) participating.

This report summarizes the steps taken, brief recommendations for each site and lessons learned.  
There are two separate and comprehensive reports for each project sites. 

The Kinship Watershed and Coastal Resiliency 
Affinty Group (Affinity Group) was formed in 
response to the Kinship Fellows call for proposals 
as part of Focus 2012.  As excerpted from its 
Charter, the Affinity Group formed to:

 “Focus on watershed and coastal area ecological 
and economic issues because resilient watershed 
and coastal communities arrive from economic 
systems that also sustain ecological systems.  Our 
work will prioritize research and conservation 
projects that jointly enhance ecological and 
economic health, primarily within small and 
developing communities.  Our aim is to leverage 
greater conservation gains and expand our 
influence within these sensitive areas.” 

Two project sites on the Island of Eleuthera, 
Bahamas were chosen for conservation-
market assessments and future project 
development because of Affinity Group family 
and professional ties to each site (Figure 1).  
Though located on the same island only 50 

miles apart, the two sites are a study in contrast; 
the 4,000 acre Cape Eleuthera site has been 
extensively altered by decades-old development 
that includes a now defunct golf course, and 
still-operational marina and is where The 
Island School is located.  It is bordered by the 
deep Atlantic Ocean and the shallow and flat 
Caribbean Sea on the other.  The site is 30 miles 
from the nearest settlement. 

Turtle Lake is a nearly pristine 68 acre inland 
blue hole and is home to several dozen sea 
turtles, has extremely unique ecological features, 
and is steeped in cultural history.  Edwin 
Burrows, an early settler of Eleuthera, secured 
a lease with the Bahamian Government to use 
its waters and surrounding land, and over the 
course of 40 years used the lake to raise fish, 
spiny lobster, and to farm sea turtles to support 
his family of 12 children.  The lake is 10 minutes 
from Governors Harbour, which is the main 
settlement of Eleuthera. 

Introduction

Background

The expedition was organized as an “immersion”, testing the idea that a hand-
picked group of diverse conservation specialists could - with extensive pre-project 
professional collaboration - assemble onsite, rapidly assess relevant ecological, 
socio-economic and market conditions in the project areas and generate realistic 
and actionable conservation project ideas.  
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Figure 1. Map of the Island of Eleuthera, Bahamas.  The location of Turtle Lake is indicated by 
the upper green arrow, and Cape Eleuthera is indicated by the lower blue arrow. Image from 
sailcaribbean.com

Project Sites
Cape Eleuthera is surrounded 
by diverse marine habitats 
formed by the junction of 
the Atlantic Ocean and the 
Caribbean Sea

Turtle Lake is connected to 
the Atlantic Ocean through an 
underground cave system and 
is home to several dozen 
sea turtles
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The organization of the immersion started in spring 2012.  For six months, we shaped the overall 
intent of the immersion and recruited team members that could bring various expertise and diverse 
experience.  As the team was configured, over the next six months we conducted extensive research 
on current and historic economic drivers of Eleuthera and the Bahamas.  The team read the “Shared 
Vision” report by the One Eleuthera Foundation, which outlines new and innovative concepts 
for Eleutherans to work together to increase local capacity for sustainable development, cultural 
renewal, and diversification of the local economy.  

•	 The team had discussions with Bahamian experts in the fields of tourism, finance and 
development, and natural resource management.  These discussions continued after our arrival 
in the Bahamas.  

•	 Some of the team spent several days on and in the lake, photographing and documenting the 
local wildlife and exploring various uses of the lake, including fishing, kayaking and snorkeling 
and conducting informal interviews with the Burrows family and other locals.  

•	 To better assess the local and regional setting of Eleuthera, we toured the Cape Eleuthera 
Property and Island School on the southern tip of Eleuthera and visited various failed 
development sites on Eleuthera.  

•	 On April 18th, we attended the Symposium on Coastal Development and Tourism hosted by The 
Island School.  

•	 Near the end of the expedition, we conducted a project-level charrette to capture our initial 
principles and ideas for a future for the Cape Eleuthera/Powell Point and Turtle Lake area.

Despite their differences, Cape Eluthera and Turtle Lake represent a 
potential new approach to future land use and monetization of natural 
resources in a manner that enhances and preserves natural amenities 
rather than degrading them.

Methods



Cape Eleuthera: The team was charged with providing The Island School with potential 
mechanisms to assess the Cape property and explore alternatives that are grounded in 
sustainable and conservation development models.  Our exploration of these mechanisms 
included the following tenants:

•	 Identification of Island School organizational goals and capacity with respect to research, 
conservation, education and community goodwill and future growth models and how 
these can translate to future development and conservation of the cape.

•	 Conceptualize and outline the nature of specific development models separate 
from those already underway/planned at Cape Eleuthera or are complimentary to 
stakeholders.

Turtle Lake: After extensive discussion with the Burrows Family and amongst the Kinship 
Team, the expedition was centered on the following tenant: 

•	 Explore opportunities for the long-term conservation of the lake ecosystem while also 
creating new economic diversification avenues and opportunities for local stakeholders.  
Economic diversification avenues should be synergistic with lake and watershed 
conservation and help facilitate better understanding its unique ecology. 

Project Site Goals

“We hope to use this 
land in a sustainable 
way that supports 
the local culture and 
traditions.” 

– Chris Maxey, Founder 
of The Island School

“This lake and the area 
surrounding it mean 
a lot to our family and 
is rich in history and 
natural landscape.” 

– Shirley Burrows, 
Daughter of Turtle Lake 
Patriarch Edwin Burrows
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Project Site Descriptions
Cape Eleuthera/Powell Point is the south-eastern 
4,000 plus acre tip of Eleuthera and contains the 
footprints of several generations of failed all-inclusive 
developments that adjoin The Island School property.  
The current generation of development is at a 
standstill due to persistently low market demand.  

After gaining understanding of the Island School’s 
sustainable inhabitation technology, capacity, 
visions for future program expansion and existing 
neighboring development infrastructure through 
a project charrette, the team conceptualized and 
outlined the nature of specific development and 
conservation models separate from those already 
underway/planned in the development and 
complimentary to the objectives of both parties. 

Turtle Lake is near the Governors Harbour settlement, 
situated about a half-mile equidistant from both 
the Caribbean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean and 
hydrologically to the ocean through an underground 
cave system. 

The project stakeholder was the Burrows Family 
who both own land and have use rights to the lake 
watershed encompassing several hundred acres 
through generational land claims.  The history of the 
blue hole includes family patriarch Edwin Burrows 
stocking the pond with both sea turtles and more 
than 35 species of fish captured from the Atlantic 
Ocean for several decades beginning in the 1950s 
to the early 1980s as a means to support his family 
through mariculture. Several years ago, developers 
installed a small network of roads and a boat launch 
on the southern edge of the lake, intending on 
selling developable lots.  

There is concern that unabated development could 
severely alter the condition of the lake and dampen 
future sustainable economic opportunities in its 
watershed. 

Troy Sands and Dan Tonnes at Turtle Lake. 
©Neil Ever Osborne/iLCP

Christian Henry with a map of Cape Eleuthera. 
©Neil Ever Osborne/iLCP

Satellite photo of south Eleuthera and the Cape.

Sea turtle rising for breath (upper left) in Turtle 
Lake.  ©Dan Tonnes

Cape Eleuthera

Turtle Lake
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Christian Henry with a map of Cape Eleuthera. 
©Neil Ever Osborne/iLCP

Project Site Recommendations

1. Augment previous energy directed towards development of marine protected areas & 
repurpose land for agriculture & wind energy production: Cape Eleuthera is located at the union 
of the deep Atlantic Ocean and the shallow and flat Caribbean Sea.  This union of vastly different 
water bodies provides for diverse and productive marine habitats that have already been identified 
as candidate marine protected area sites.  The establishment of reserves of some of these waters, as 
a result of an inclusive and comprehensive decision-making process with local stakeholders, would 
provide important areas for research and may attract business, such as scuba-dive resorts, that 
would see formal marine protections as an amenity to attracting clientele. Repurposing some the 
altered land of the Cape site for local agricultural production and island-wide wind and solar energy 
production would also enhance the resiliency of Eleuthera by reducing electrical costs and the costs 
of importing food that can be produced on-site. 

2. Repurpose existing development for institutional conservation educational/research 
facilities: The existing marina facilities and buildings are underutilized and not self-sustaining 
with their current business model.  Repurposing these facilities to support the creation of satellite 
research and education campuses for one or more universities based in North America or Europe 
focusing on ocean, reef and marine biota health and flats ecology would be synergistic with The 
Island School and showcase the local natural resource assets of Cape Eleuthera.

3. Create separate eco-tourism development/model harnessing the assets of both The 
Island School and existing resort:  Create a third development footprint of a destination eco-
, recreational-, conservation-tourism operation in strategic proximity to The Island School.  The 
entire project, from conception to build-out and operations could be incorporated into Island 
School research, study and demonstration of sustainable tourism in the Bahamas (inclusive of 
market development/feasibility studies, green building, business planning, tourism development, 
entrepreneurial training, project development, management and hospitality training). 

1. Augment previous 
energy directed toward 
development of marine 
protected areas & 
repurpose land for 
agriculture & wind energy 
production.

2. Repurpose existing 
development for institutional 
conservation educational/
research facilities.

3. Create a separate 
eco-tourism development/
model harnessing the 
assets of both The Island 
School and existing resort. 

Cape Eleuthera
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Project Site Recommendations

1. Declaration of Turtle Lake as the Edwin Burrows Turtle Lake Preserve: Future uses of the lake 
should celebrate the distinct heritage of the Burrows Family, the vision of Edwin Burrows, and the 
strength of the desire of the family for a unified path forward. The preserve does not have to be a 
legal structure, but rather a statement of purpose and intention created by the family and effectively 
a stewardship guidance document.  The definition of “preserve” would give voice to family member 
intentions to create a legacy of protection and conservation of the natural values of the lake.  If a 
preserve status is designated, it can become a centerpiece of a marketing effort for nature-based 
experience income streams discussed in following sections.

2. Future uses of the lake and surrounding watershed should have benign effects on its 
unique environment: Future uses of the lake should be designed to generate revenue streams that, 
at least in part, serve to directly or indirectly lead to the preservation of the lake and surrounding 
land.  In addition, research to better understand the lake’s biota, bird community, mangroves and 
upland vegetation should occur, in addition to how these natural resource assets could be used to 
sustain the local oceanic and upland environments of Eleuthera and beyond.

3. Create a Destination Tourist Recreation Experience: Developing and branding Turtle Lake as 
a “must-see destination” nature preserve, paddle water sports and recreation site could fill a local 
void.  In more advanced phases, this would require additional on-site amenities and services that 
make Turtle Lake more attractive and appealing to a wider range of both casual and destination 
tourists.  This could include harnessing the under-exploited birding tourist market with guided bird 
walks or custom guides and the development of a birding trail.  Many tourists could be attracted 
to a “Swim With the Sea Turtles” branding campaign that included opportunities for turtle viewing, 
photography and conservation education. 

1. Declaration of Turtle Lake 
as “The Edwin Burrows 
Turtle Lake Preserve.”

2. Future uses of the lake 
and surrounding watershed 
should have benign effects 
on its unique environment. 

3. Create a Destination 
Tourist Recreation and 
nature viewing experience.

Turtle Lake
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The one-day Symposium on Tourism and Coastal Development 
hosted by The Island School brought together local 
governments and community leaders, business owners 
and citizens to discuss an alternative path for the future of 
Eleutheran investments in tourism.

Having just spent a focused several days on the topic, the 
Kinship Fellows’ roles included facilitating discussions, 
questioning panelists, and voicing ideas to represent our group 
of conservation experts. In this way, our small group ideas got 
expressed and challenged in a larger setting with people who 
would be charged with carrying on the work of stewardship 
locally.  It also allowed people to connect with a larger group 
and exercise different talents.  For example, one group member 
made a personal connection with a local developer that opened 
the door to a face-to-face meeting two months later.

Another group member acted as overall symposium facilitator, 
helping varied voices be heard and recognized.  A third 
Kinship Fellow asked incisive questions of local panel experts 
who brought technical expertise and perspective missing 
from the smaller Kinship group.  And importantly, the size 
of the crowd and heightened expectations of the attendees 
energized The Island School to explore with more seriousness 
the opportunities to shape the future.  Similar gatherings were 
organized elsewhere in the community as a direct result of the 
Symposium gathering. 

The Symposium was widely covered by news and television 
media, and the pursuit of conservation outcomes locally 
has moved closer to the core of organizational priorities and 
awareness. 

Outcome of Symposium
The Symposium on Tourism and Coastal 
Development was attended by nearly 200 

people, including government officials, local 
non-governmental organizations, private citizens 
and the students of The Island School.  Break-out 
Sessions included focused discussions on natural 

resource management, valuing and enhancing 
cultural assets, and fostering increased self-

determination on Eleuthera.

Photo left: Chris Maxey and Deep Creek Middle School 
band open the symposium with music.

Paul Hoobyar facilitating the 
symposium.

Panel discussion at the 
symposium.

Christian Henry leading a session 
at the symposium.10



The team found that there are several critical elements 
for replicating this immersion model:

Invest in pre-meeting organization. The Affinity Group spent 
significant amounts of time investigating and discussing the meeting 
and project sites prior to arriving on site.  This time investment 
enabled the development of group camaraderie and rapid assimilation 
into the local culture and each project site.  

Find a local host. The Island School and Burrows family hosted the 
team and provided essential logistical support while the team was on 
site.  This local support reduced the time the team needed to spend on 
logistical matters and enabled the team to focus on each project site, 
gaining an understanding of the ecological, economic and cultural 
context of the area.

Establish local connections, expertise and cultural references.  
In addition to a local host, the team established contacts with local 
experts with intimate knowledge of local ecological, governmental, 
cultural and development issues.  The team spent significant amounts 
of time on the entire island experiencing the local ecological and 
cultural setting, rather than myopically studying the two project sites.

Provide clear project goals and commitments from team 
members.  As part of the pre-meeting work, the team worked with 
the Burrows family and The Island School to develop concise and 
clear project goals for Cape Eleuthera/Powell Point, Turtle Lake and 
the Symposium on Tourism and Coastal Development. Affinity Group 
members committed to continue to work on these two project sites 
to implement the recommendations generated during the on-site 
immersion.  Gaining commitments from key participants to implement 
the recommendations of the immersion (instead of mere project 
reporting) is an essential step to capitalize on the time and investment 
of the Kinship Conservation Fellows Program and team participants.

Recommendations for 
Future Gatherings
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Find the right expertise. The Affinity Group solicited expertise 
from inside and outside the Kinship Fellows program.  Kinship 
Fellows’ expertise included business management, marine biology 
and ecology, hydrology, energy, and coastal restoration and sea 
turtle conservation.  Expertise from non-Kinship participants 
included an architect, facilitator, photographer, hotel and leisure 
consultant, and a local marine biologist. 

Document what you are doing.  A conservation photographer was 
a key participant in the expedition, as well as the development of 
two project reports/plans (separate from this document).

Group facilitation.  The diverse expertise, passion and exuberance 
of the Kinship Team was admirable, and the inclusion of a 
professional facilitator enabled the team to remain focused and 
productive throughout the immersion.  Importantly, the facilitator 
was part of the pre-meeting work and helped establish the project 
goals, and thus was able to establish legitimacy and personal 
relationships with the team prior to meeting on site.

Keep it fun.  The team balanced the project assessments with  
times at meals and field trips that helped keep team rapport lively 
and helped to build relationships.
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Gaining commitments 
to implement the 
recommendations 
of the immersion is 
an essential step to 
capitalize on the time 
and investment of the 
Kinship Conservation 
Fellows Program and 
team participants.
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