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Abstract. We are now witnessing the results of our collective destruction around
the world. From centuries of colonialism and industrialization where forests
were leveled, marshlands drained, rivers tamed, and oil burned, this global alter-
ation is no longer hidden. Many of the lands bearing the brunt of the effects
were the ones leveraged as key extraction zones which accelerated the crisis we
face today. This paper argues that USVI (United States Virgin Island) mangrove
ecosystems can be a case study for fundamental analysis for restoration and con-
servation ecology issues for sustainable boosting of local communities. It is argued
that under the concept of a “reparation zone” a bridge can be achieved in the gap
between environment, human community, and disciplinary separation to work
towards a pluralistic approach through a new cultural reparation ecology to better
represent, operate, and solve the myriad issues of climate change in the Greater
United States. By focusing on American territorial possessions, this paper exam-
ines lingering plantation histories and argues for how nature-based solutions can
generate a new methodology towards addressing climate threats and socio-cultural
injustices.
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1 Natural Security at Risk

Over the course of its 245 years, the United States has built itself into a major global
superpower (Fig. 1). At the foundation of this superpower lies one critical tool: land.
What was once a series of 13 colonies grew and expanded through purposeful means
to create a country and empire that now spans over 15.000 km from east to west. For a
country that wasn’t a major territorial superpower in the 18™ century or major military
power of the 19" century, the United States relied on a form of nation-building that
centered itself on the land. Forests for wood, plains for farming and ranching, mountains
to mine, and coasts to fish all converged to form a spirit of potential and opportunity. But
this opportunity for endless extraction and cultivation has now been met with a serious
cost.
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ican Empire

Fig. 1. The growth of the United States from 1803 to 1947.

One key driver of American production and growth was the plantation system. Uti-
lized by European colonial powers through the Americas, Southeast Asia, and Africa,
plantations used enslaved labor systems to extract various crops or raw materials to then
ship to be processed or sold in the global economy. Today, scholars are reflecting on
the plantations system itself and framing it as a critical moment in the Anthropocene’s
development. Donna Haraway argues that, “scholars have long understood that the slave
plantation system was the model and motor for the carbon-greedy machine-based factory
system that is often cited as an inflection point for the Anthropocene” [1]. While central
to carbon accumulation we are facing today, the plantations were not the sole responsible
operation for the climate crisis but present a concise framework towards understanding
the nuances between economic growth, cultural violence, ecological exploitation, and
political stability. Michael Murphy and Caitlin Schroering posit that, “the plantation
directs out attention to global socioecological inequality, or ‘the ways in which humans,
nonhumans, and ecosystems intersect to produce hierarchies — privileges and disadvan-
tages — within and across species and space that ultimately place each at great risk.”
[2].

As a result of the plantation mechanic, what the United States once built itself on
as a source of nation-building, these lands and its people are now facing the collective
results of centuries-long consequences. Moving forward, how the United States re-adapts
former plantation landscapes will be a critical test of maintaining a natural security; one
that is fair and just (Fig. 2).
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Growth of the American Empire 1783 - 2022

Growth of the Billion Dollar Disaster 1980 - 2021

Fig. 2. As the United States grew in geographic size and industrialized, the country began
witnessing a substantial increase in billion-dollar disasters starting in the 1980s.

2 Addressing Periphery: The Reparation Zone

Typically framed in the American South, plantations were also utilized in areas outside
of the contiguous 48 states. Today, these lands are maintained as territories (Puerto Rico,
US Virgin Islands, American Samoa, Guam, Marianna Islands) with the exception of
Hawai‘i, which was elevated to statehood in 1959. Within the American conscience,
these peripheral lands are often outside daily thought and politically remain outside of
policy. Today, the territories lack full congressional representation and only have non-
voting representatives in Congress. However, these islands are facing increased rates of
hurricanes and typhoons, drought, temperature rise, ocean acidification, and more. As
the United States works towards climate adaptation through funding and policies like the
Bipartisan Infrastructure Bill (2021) and potentially Build Back Better, there is a unique
opportunity for the US to address its territories - its peripheries - and works towards
including them in a climate-secure and adaptive future.

Historically, these lands were sites of extraction and experimentation. For outside
Colonial and Imperial powers, these were physical spaces to conduct massive experi-
mentation to cultivate and extract the most amount of cash crops as possible. But even
more so, these were also spaces to test the limits of enslaved human labor. In the years
after the slave plantation system, many of these lands are still dealing with the effects
of major land alteration and human exploitation. Stemming from the work of Michael
Williams where he offers the concept of the “extraction zone” [3], it is now important
to reconfigure this notion.

In a new opportunity to address these chronic issues of climate risk and cultural
injustice, the US can tackle territorial and peripheral issues through the concept of a
“reparation zone”. The reparation zone would stand as a policy identifier which frames
critical spaces to focus re-investment opportunities centered around climate adaptation
measures along with funds and programming to address the cultural and social issues that
stem from exploitative historical practices. By utilizing this framework, the identified
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spaces, lands, communities, or territories become centered and fast-tracked to quickly
realize what may normally be trapped in bureaucratic red tape or political stand still.
These reparation zones can then primarily focus on implementing nature-based solutions
to help tackle the physical threats of climate change, but also how their benefits can help
provide jobs, protect cultural heritage, and maintain the human communities that live in
the spaces.

As post-plantation American landscapes are found in tropical climates and oceanic
geographies, there is a paramount imperative to quickly work towards their adaptation
and resilience in the wake of climate change. The US must no longer see these places
as extraction zones, but instead catalyze the opportunity to address chronic injustices
through climate adaptation and resilience.

3 Mangroves: Socioecological Infrastructure

We all rely on trees, yet for many different reasons. For some, trees provide critically
needed shade to cool their sidewalks, others may see trees as a food source. Some
see trees as spiritual connectors to the divine realm. Looking to the writing of Rosetta
Elkin, she argues that, “as a plant-dependent species, our livelihoods and health are
determined by the achievement of plants” [4]. To focus this concept of the reparation
zone on one strategy and in one post-plantation landscape, I aim to explore the potential
for mangrove restoration in the US Virgin Islands as a form of disaster management and
habitat creation.

Mangroves were once a major buffer around the edges of many Caribbean islands.
The mangrove forests were the interstitial space between land and water where aquatic
fish species used their roots for food and spawning and where bird nested. Cultur-
ally, mangrove wood was used for shelters, crafts, and more (Fig. 3) [5]. Today, very
few mangroves remain in the Virgin Islands, exposing the shores of the islands and its
communities to the threats of sea level rise and storm surge.

The 2017 hurricane season produced two category 5 storms: Hurricanes Irma and
Maria. In the two-week period that these storms hit the islands, over 70% of structures
of St. Croix were damaged or destroyed. NOAA’s National Center of Environmental
Information estimated Hurricanes Irma and Maria produced 167 billion USD in damage
across Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands [6]. However, by reintroducing mangrove
stands and forests into these islands, they can begin to mitigate this damage through
storm surge and flooding reduction, helping to protect onshore assets both human and
nonhuman.

While ambitious, the abilities of mangroves in climate adaptation are well studied.
Zhang et al. found that creating a mangrove stand at 2.5 km in width can reduce storm
surge by 50% and an 8 km stand increases the reduction to almost 100% [7] (Fig. 3).
By identifying the needed shallow-water habitats for red mangroves to thrive, tactical
mass tree planting strategies can be deployed to create a new blue-green infrastructural
asset that helps to mitigate increased rates and volatility of hurricanes (Fig. 4). Michael
Getzner and Muhammad Shariful Islam found that the average ecosystem value of a
hectare of mangrove forest registered at 21,100 USD in 2018 prices [8]. Just one 8 km x
100 m tract with a projection of 100% wave reduction would hold a value of 1.680.000
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USD. While the value of these services is complex in nature, the value of mangroves
should also aim to include other latent values like cultural value and greater asset and
infrastructure protections. As mangrove establishment gets implemented, these latent
values must also find ways to transfer back into community development and security
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Fig. 3. The mangroves of the Virgin Island and Caribbean at large provide critical ecological
services and cultural value.
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Fig. 4. The Islands of St. Thomas and St. John highlighting seagrass beds as potential new sites
for mangrove reforestation.
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as well, helping to benefits the residents and communities themselves. In short, the
creation of a living land trust through climate adaptation can help additionally provide
funds back into local communities to further address needed reparations. Not only will
the re-stablished mangroves act as an almost blue-green wall against the wave power
of hurricanes, it will also generate additional habitats for terrestrial and aquatic species
that can be leveraged as a green tourist amenity, helping local communities capitalize
on this investment even further.

By deeming the USVI as a potential “reparation zone” the US can channel funding
and resources into these islands to fast-track climate adaptation and risk aversion. As
former plantation landscapes whose land was heavily altered to facilitate crop cultivation
and whose labor greatly suffered, re-establishing the lost mangrove buffers can be a
potential beginning to a new relationship with the mainland and the federal government.
This opportunity is just one measure in a menu of many other options and strategies that
can work to engage disparate power structures and disenfranchised peoples and create
a new dialogue of co-creation and adaptation for a climate-prepared future (Fig. 5).

4 Periphery Prepared

Fig. 5. Mapping social vulnerability from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the
Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry with billion-dollar disasters from 2016-2021.

As the United States works towards a national natural security, its territories and
peripheral lands must be included in funding opportunities, policymaking, and into
implementation. While the climate crisis presents a litany of risks that are perpetually
evolving, the US has the opportunity to reconfigure its relationships with its peripheral
lands and their peoples to work towards a climate-inclusive and climate-adaptive future
(Fig. 5).
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By considering the opportunity for a “reparation zone” the US can catalyze its efforts
in concentrated areas that are most at risk of climate threats. This framework of under-
standing will help synthesize ongoing work with necessary funding and processes to
quickly address the post-plantation social and ecological issues these lands and its peo-
ple face each and every day. This work will also offer a chance for the peoples of these
islands to be included in the nation-wide endeavor of climate adaptation. As David
Immerwahr writes, “at various times, the inhabitants of the US Empire have been shot,
shelled, interned, dispossessed, tortured, and experimented on. What they haven’t been,
by and large, is seen.” [9].

Nature-Based Solutions, like that of mangrove planting, will be critical to engag-
ing with local communities to ensure that not only are their livelihoods maintained and
improved through risk-reduction, but also as an opportunity to allow for the communities
that call these lands home to share their knowledge and expertise. Methods of co-creation
like this must be implemented throughout the US to utilize a time of immense threat like
we are in now as an opportunity to repair chronic socio-cultural issues and injustices.
While each party involved may interpret and see a nature-based solution through one
particular lens, acknowledging and championing the multiple benefits, uses, and out-
comes of a nature-based solution, like tree planting, can also help include more voices
and expertise to come together and work towards a deep understanding and application
of climate-adaptive and culturally-resilient infrastructure.

Outside of the United States’ efforts of climate adaptation and territorial management
is a larger question of countering the effects of the plantation system itself. As Michael
Murphy and Caitlin Schroering argue, “ultimately what is at stake here is whether we
are able and willing to apprehend the ecological changes wrought by nearly 500 years
of the plantation as not just a matter of global capitalist expansion and integration, but
also racial and colonial assimilation into a world-economic order that institutes a global
hierarchy of human and more-than-human life with direct consequence to the Earth
system” [2]. This opportunity provides the United States to act as a global leader in the
decolonization of former plantation landscapes and creating a new model of adaptation
to amplify the people and their land in in the 21 century.
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