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Integrating Home Design into Natural Setting 

A “light footprint” means (a) diminishing margin between living 
space and outdoor environment, and (b) protecting the integrity 
of adjacent plant communities 



Plant Communities of the VI  

 Beach strand 
 Coastal hedge 
 Littoral woodland 
 Scrub thicket 
 Dry semi-deciduous 

woodland 
 Dry semi-evergreen 

forest 
 Moist forest 
 Mangrove 
 Boulder face 
 Uniola grassland 



Beach Strand 

 Occur on primary sand dune and consist mostly of 
shrubs and trees 

 Cover for nesting seabirds, reptiles and other wildlife 
 Only a handful of pristine examples remaining in the VI 

This strand 
community near 
Lindquist Beach is 
highly threatened 
by beachgoers 



Coastal Hedge 
 Woody community 

occurring on highly 
exposed, windward sites 
adjacent to the shoreline 

 Wind-sculpted natural 
architecture of 
vegetation prostrate due 
to constant wind and salt 
spray 

 Species composition 
similar to dry forests & 
woodlands of the interior 
of the islands 

This a coastal hedge near Ram Head, St. 
John.  The present rarity of this 
community is due mostly to coastal 
residential development. 



Littoral Woodland 

 Occurs on leeward, 
rocky shorelines 

 Many tree and 
shrub components 
grow on rocks 

 Seabirds and 
terrestrial birds use 
it as roosting and 
nesting sites 

 Most sites are 
already destroyed 
by development 

This littoral woodland, located at Sugar Bay, St. 
Thomas, has been crushed by resort & 
residential development. 



Scrub Thicket 
 Mixture of shrubs and short 

trees 
 Occurs mostly on south and 

east-facing slopes at low 
elevation 

 Stand at right (a) contains 
50 woody species, incl. 3 
rare species and is entirely 
indigenous (no woody 
exotics) 

 Cactus, Agave and other 
succulents (b) are common 
components 

a 

b 



Dry Semi-deciduous Woodland 
 More than half of the 

trees and shrubs 
shed leaves during 
dry seasons 

 Much light reaches 
forest floor, but 
ground-layer herb 
growth is sparse 

 Dry woodlands are 
species rich in the VI 

 Most of the surviving 
dry forest formations 
in the VI are of this 
type 

This semi-deciduous woodland tract at Estate 
Emmaus, St. John, contains 3 rare plant species. 



Dry Semi-evergreen Forest 

 Majority of trees, 
shrubs evergreen 

 Canopy height up 
to 50 feet 

 Occur mostly on 
north-facing slopes 

 Harbors most of 
the 16-20 over-
wintering song 
birds (warblers) 
during the winter 
months 

 One of the rarest 
forests of the 
Caribbean region 
 This 135-year old stand of dry semi-evergreen forest 

is in the Cinnamon Bay Watershed, St. John. 



Boulder Face 
Community 

 Large rock outcrops 
contain “lithophytes” -- 
mostly epiphytic plants 
of rock surfaces 

 Pristine, not disturbed 
until recent times 

 Should be preserved, i.e. 
off limits to development 
due to unique character. 

This boulder face community occurs 
at Upper Pt. Rendezvous, St. John. 



Uniola Glade – nearly extinct native grassland 

 “Limestone grass” (Uniola virgata) is dominant, 
bromeliads, orchids and ground-hugging shrubs are 
common 

 Likely dominated cays/islets prior to human contact 
 Stocking of offshore cays with goats has destroyed 

>99% of these native grasslands 



Native Plants 
“Harlequin 
Dancing-lady 
orchid”            
(Tolumnia 
variegata)        
is RARE, and 
highly restricted 
to undisturbed 
dry woodlands. 



Beach morning glory (Ipomoea pes-caprae) 

Hardy ground 
cover in semi-arid 
sites, but can be 
aggressive if not 
confined within 
planting zone 
(planters on 
terraces or 
driveway 
margins) 



Lignumvitae    (Guaiacum officinale) 

A popular 
ornamental for 
centuries, but most 
local planted 
specimens derived 
from Florida stock, 
not VI.  Exotic 
beetle shipped to VI 
via nursery trade is 
now attacking 
natural and planted 
lignumvitae 



Princewood (Exostema caribaea) 

Princewood flowers are quite attractive.  This tree is abundant in 
south facing exposures naturally. 

Not known in 
planted 
landscapes, 
but this 
handsome 
native tree of 
the coffee 
family has 
wonderfully-
scented, 
spiderlike 
flowers 



Sea lavender (Argusia gnaphalodes) 

This coastal shrub grows in large, clonal aggregations on beaches of sand or 
coral cobble.  Its sprays of flowers are typical of the heliotrope family.  It is 
quite difficult to grow from seed. 



Turpentine tree (Bursera simaruba) 

A signature tree 
of the Caribbean 
dry forest, the 
turpentine tree of 
the Incense 
Family exhibits an 
elegant, bronze-
tinged branching 
pattern.  



Sea oxeye daisy  (Borrichia  arborescens) 

Its natural habitat is sandy beaches.  It prefers 
strands with high wave exposure and tolerates 
drought & salt spray quite well.  Great garden plant. 



St. John locustberry (Byrsonima lucida) 

This shrub favors coastal scrub thickets having metal rich soils -- a 
rare habitat.  It will grow in any dry locale.  Its striking, scarlet 
flowers have a flowering period of nearly a month. 



Lady-of-the-night (Brunfelsia americana) 

This native shrub is drought tolerant and features elegant, 
trumpet shaped flowers.  It is pollinated by moths, but not much 
is known about its seed dispersal 



White frangipani  (Plumeria alba) 

Our native 
frangipani is 
one of our 
showiest 
and most 
fragrant 
flowering 
plants. 



Wattapama  (Poitea florida) 

This small, leguminous tree is deciduous; dropping its leaf crop in dry 
seasons.  Spring wet seasons prompt profuse blooming of violet to 
pink pea flowers, which disappear in a matter of days. 



Blood sword  
(Tillandsia fasciculata) 

From rare boulder 
communities, this 
uncommon native 
bromeliad is ideal 
for large rocks at 
full exposure to 
the sun 



Hastate caper 
(Cynophalla hastata) 

This species is tough evergreen 
liana that looks great in dry 
seasons as well as rainy 
periods.  The leaves exhibit 
ornate venation and the fruits 
are both aesthetically pleasing 
and an irresistible attractant to 
native birds and bats. 



Caneel  (Canella winterana) 

Small evergreen tree with red flowers and fruits, a classical ornamental for 
well-drained soils in dry locations 



Christmas orchid (Epidendrum ciliare) 



White spiderlily (Hymenocallis caribaea) 



Eggers’ morning glory (Ipomoea eggersii) 



Eggers‘ cockspur (Erythrina eggersii) 

Rare drought-tolerant tree exhibits spiraling array of scarlet flowers 



Erythrina gall wasp 
(female), on Erythrina  
variegata 

Effects of gall wasp on 
Erythrina variegata.  Exit hole 
of adult on swollen leafstalk. 

The Erythrina gall wasp is 
threatening all of the critically 
imperiled Erythrina eggersii from 
the Virgin Islands. 



Caribbean naupaka (Scaevola plumieri) 

This native shrub of sandy areas has virtually disappeared from its natural 
habitat due to use by landscapers of its Pacific relative (S. taccada).  We 
must ban the white-fruited relative from the conventional landscape trade. 





Prickly-pear cactus 

Opuntia dillenii 

Prickly-pear cactus moth (Cactoblastis cactorum) in larval stage consuming 
Dillen’s Prickly-pear (Opuntia dillenii) at East End, St. John. 



Century Plant (Agave missionum) with  
Antillean crested hummingbird and honey bees. 

Declines in century 
plant populations 
means significant 
losses of nectar 
for native 
pollinators.  
Introduced 
European honey 
bees (Apis 
mellifera) are 
significant 
competitors with 
native fauna in the 
battle for pollen 
and nectar. 



Long-snouted black agave weevil (Scyphophorus acupunctatus) kills its host and 
leads to severe population declines 

Entrance hole 
bored by 
ovipositing mother 
weevil 

Conservation 
strategies: bulbils and 
seedlings grown in 
protective nurseries or 
shipped to tropical 
botanical gardens 
worldwide. 



Five Principles of Natural Landscaping 

1. Contact a local botanist to conduct a pre-shovel vegetation 
inventory of site 
a) Search for rare & valuable trees species, 
b) Siting advice to protect natural landscape 

2. Minimize vegetation removal when excavating,  
3. Barricade important plants to protect priceless specimens  
4. Remove carefully important plants within building footprints 

(with minimal root damage) for rescue propagation and re-
use in landscaping. 

5. Find a propagator for locally produced natives for final 
landscape. Florida-imported natives bring pests to natural 
and artificially-landscaped VI environments. 



Reducing Ecological Impacts to Vegetation of 
Residential Areas in the Virgin Islands 

At Botany Bay, subdivision 
roads were DPNR-specified 
to be 24-foot excavated 
roadbeds; 64-ft disturbance 
corridors resulted.  This cut 
greatly exceeded 30 feet 
wide.  Adopting subdivision 
roadbeds no wider than 14 
ft with frequent turnouts 
and generous switchbacks 
would greatly reduce 
coastal erosion and 
unsightly road cuts. 

M inimize road bed w idth and disturbance corridor to avoid burial of 
down slope vegetation; desiccation of upslope communities 



Effects of “Old School” Subdivision Road Excavation 

Spilling overburden down slope diminishes water quality, aesthetic beauty, and 
real estate value (reduces sales worthiness of undeveloped parcels).  Use of 
track excavators combined with dump truck delivery of overburden to pre-
designated repositories, rather than bulldozers alone, minimizes gouging of 
natural landscapes.  Vegetation is slow to recover down slope. 

Respect natural communities: stop gouging the landscape 



Our steep slopes negate erosion control 
applications designed for more subtle terrain. 

Vegetation berms and 
improperly installed solitary 
silt fences are not intended 
for use on slopes greater 
than 2:1.  We need better 
alternatives.  Restricting 
home development to 
slopes no greater than 4:1 
would be a good start. 

Slashed vegetation cannot hold soils of any particle size; neither can ex-post 
facto installation of silt fences with no ground contact. This is common. 



The Footprint and Surrounding Vegetation 
Lot-line-to-lot-line clearing 
must end. Resulting erosion 
chokes coastal marine 
communities in terrestrial 
sediment, killing reef and 
seagrass communities. 
Exotic, weedy vegetation 
returns, setting back 
recovery by decades.  
 

By minimizing the excavation to <home footprints plus 
10-15 ft. margin>, the native communities form a 
resilient landscape barrier to invasive weeds and protect 
plant and animal habitat. 



Improving Approach: Track Excavator and 
Retention Walls 

This is a better 
approach -- a 
retention wall 
barrier at the low 
end.  But large 
homes are difficult 
to hide in low, 
south-facing natural 
vegetation 



Size Appropriate Dwellings; Leave Existing Native Communities 

Structure height approximating canopy height minimizes wind exposure, and makes 
homes less visible to sailors and dolphin pods.  Here, the native vegetation is virtually 
untouched, only coconut palms betray indigenous landscape. 



Total Integration of Plant Community and Home  



7 Keys to Maximizing Natural Landscaping 

1. Preserving existing natural vegetation of a site is the simplest and 
most cost effective form of landscaping – saving water, minimizing 
erosion and weed infestations. 

2. Natural vegetation, if not severely disturbed, is gorgeous and it will 
survive hurricanes and severe drought without irrigation. 

3. Native trees and shrubs should be used to re-vegetate and stabilize 
slopes on home sites and cut banks; natives may be planted into 
biodegradable geo-fabrics. 

4. Bare soils should be composted, mulched & replanted immediately. 
5. If exotic ornamentals are used, selecting species that are non-

invasive is ecologically and economically crucial in the long run. 
6. International shipping of nursery plants has added numerous super-

pests to our natural communities and landscaping environments --  
becoming permanent problems. 

7. Minimize use of commercial fertilizers; choose locally produced 
compost whenever possible. 
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