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Figure 1. Neighbors socialize in front yards, often around a fire. 2012. (Photo by Elizabeth Brabec)
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Around the globe, the impacts of climate change are increasing the risk of catastrophic events and the resulting
loss of human life and communities. Until now, responses to these events and planning for future occurrences
have focused on ecological and social impacts, to the almost total exclusion of the impacts on heritage. Cultural
heritage includes archaeological sites, historic buildings, and artifacts, but—more importantly—it also includes
the meanings, values, and contemporary social behavior associated with these tangible forms of heritage. Thus,
place attachment, sense of place, and associated forms of intangible heritage are major societal factors that
must be integrated into climate change adaptation and risk management models. Communities, towns, and
governments typically disassociate cultural/historical resources from natural resources in issues of planning and
development. A transdisciplinary approach to cultural heritage is necessary in times of risk. There is critical need
for this approach, since climate change will result in accelerated changes for human communities—from dislocation to a change in the physical manifestations of place. In this paper, we explore approaches to disaster,
adaptation, and resilience through the lens of cultural heritage using two case studies: the Gullah Communities
of South Carolina and the diverse communities of Eleuthera, Bahamas.

Introduction

Disasters, both natural and human-induced, will have an increasing effect on the
world’s population, particularly with the added impacts of climate change.1 From Hurricanes Katrina’s and Sandy’s effects on New Orleans and New York, to the eruption of
volcanoes in Iceland, the 2010 and 2011 earthquakes in Christchurch, New Zealand, and
the human-induced destruction of the reactor meltdown in Japan, recent disasters have
had a devastating effect on people, their communities, and their environments. But how
people respond to disasters, the rate at which they recover, and the steps they take to
mitigate future disasters is substantially inﬂuenced by both their culture and their cultural
heritage.2
Culture and heritage affects all aspects of society and how individuals deﬁne themselves in the world. Heritage, as we deﬁne it here, is not merely ‘‘what happened in the
past’’; that is, the term ‘‘heritage’’ does not only mean ‘‘history,’’ as in historical facts,
events, and time periods. Heritage is the accretion of attitudes, values, and traditions
that deﬁne our various cultural worldviews and stem from our cultural heritages, but also
manifest in the tangible physical forms of cultural heritage.3 Heritage impacts a wide range
of activities and decisions that people make both individually and collectively, such as how
people understand and accept scientiﬁc knowledge, how they respond to and adopt technology and technological change, and how they are attached to place and to each other.4
Around the globe, the effects of climate change are increasing the risk of catastrophic
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events and will result in the loss and displacement of communities.5 While the direct
effects of climate change are beginning to be studied in areas such as building conservation, archaeological resources, World Heritage sites, and the impacts on the World Heritage Convention itself, there is little discussion of the impact to heritage beyond its
artifacts, particularly its built structures.6 The implications for heritage are multi- and
cross-disciplinary and far-reaching. With the escalating change envisioned as a result of
climate change and its effects, the World Heritage Convention, based on ‘‘relative stability
and manageable change,’’ will have to embrace both a new model of management and
fundamental changes in how we view heritage.7

Cultural Heritage and Climate Change Adaptation
What is currently missing in the climate change debate is a discussion of the impacts of
cultural heritage on rebuilding and resettlement efforts, and an understanding of how
human societies will sustain and reinvent themselves in the face of great environmental
change. This includes three aspects of cultural heritage: (1) an understanding of place and
place-making in the context of a cultural landscape; (2) the intangible heritage of attitudes,
values, and practices that govern a culture; and (3) the history of cross-cultural relations
in the region, particularly between dominant and minority communities. While cultural
landscapes are beginning to be addressed in the climate change debate, they are largely
addressed in terms of their character-deﬁning features and the preservation of those features, or in terms of the systems of historical ecology.8 Cultural landscapes and their connected intangible heritage of attitudes, values, and traditions affect place-making, place
identiﬁcation, and social adaptation, and are critical to the security and identiﬁcation that
people under the trauma of disasters seek.9 The objects of tangible heritage have meaning
only because of the intangible values societies place on them, and intangible heritage
almost always has an expression in tangible products or contexts.10
Incorporating an awareness of culture and cultural heritage in the disaster planning
and relief process is the key to an effective and successful process, and also to a sustainable
and adaptable relationship between humans and their natural environments.11 This means
that disaster management must value and incorporate the spectrum of attitudes, values,
knowledge, and social and legal practices that are embodied in cultural heritage. There is
a critical need for this approach, since climate change will result in accelerated changes for
human communities—from the total loss of a landscape or place, to community dislocation, to a change in the physical attributes of a place, including plant and animal life, and
in some cases, signiﬁcant topographical changes.12
In addition to physical changes to place, many new approaches to contemporary medicine and sustainable agricultural practices have come out of the intangible heritage-related
ﬁelds of ethnobotany, traditional medicine, and traditional agriculture.13 Unless they are
recognized, understood, and protected, these practices and knowledge bases are easily lost,
or at a minimum, disregarded. They can be brought to bear on the problems of changing
ecosystems and the need for sustainable development practices, healthy ecosystems, and
food security in a rapidly changing environment.14
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Many communities will be affected by sea level rise and storm surge due to climate
change.15 However, the most common changes across continents will be changes in water
regimes, forests, traditional ﬂora and fauna fundamental to sense of place and traditional
practices, and in some cases, topography, due to an increase in catastrophic storm events.
Therefore, an important area of investigation in cultural heritage that crosses all of
the aspects of resilience, mitigation, and adaptation responses is the development of
approaches to communicate the uncertainty of climate change scenarios and the spectrum
of potential responses in ways that are acceptable to differing cultural communities. Working within cultural norms will enable, rather than disable, action and will ensure longterm community support.16 While many around the globe will face the reality of resettlement and the development of new communities, adaptive approaches such as coastal
retreat, elevation of structures, living shorelines, and invasive species management must
be developed, and the public and the affected municipalities must be supportive in order
for these approaches to be successful.17 This means that the public participation component of the long-term processes must be culturally relevant, and the resulting plans also
need to be implemented, tested, and adapted over a timeframe of decades, following the
sorts of principles advocated by adaptive management planning.18
This paper explores cultural and heritage issues for the planning and implementation
of resilience strategies, and planning for adaptation to disaster and climate change
impacts. The paper uses two case studies developed by the authors in previous research as
a context for the discussion: the Gullah communities of South Carolina, located on the Sea
Islands of the coastal United States; and the diverse heritage communities of the island of
Eleuthera, in the Bahamas (Fig. 2). While these two case studies share commonalities—
they are island and coastal communities, they share a plantation slavery heritage, both
have conﬂicts between majority and minority communities, and both have culturally
diverse and economically disadvantaged communities—the themes explored in each community differ signiﬁcantly. In the Gullah community of South Carolina, the issues of planning for coastal growth management are discussed, as well as how an understanding of
the cultural landscape of the Gullah and their attitudes about land and community can
inform the context and process of planning for climate change and disaster management.
In Eleuthera, previous research applied a more conventional heritage tourism-based
approach to economic development, illuminating fundamental questions of the sustainability of tourism-based economic development in high-risk areas. These case studies highlight the importance of a deep underlying connection between community resilience, the
cultural acceptance of adaptation measures, a strong cultural heritage, and resulting community sustainability and wellness in the broadest sense.
The Gullah Community of South Carolina, USA
The Gullah (also called Geechee) inhabit a region called the ‘‘Sea Islands’’ of South Carolina
and Georgia, an area that stretches approximately forty miles inland from the coast of the
southeastern United States. As descendants of former slaves brought to the region from
the west coast of Africa between 1650 and the Civil War, they developed a unique culture
and way of life.19 Culturally at odds with the dominant white community in the region,
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Figure 2. Map of the case study sites of St. Helena Island, South Carolina, and the island of Eleuthera in
the Bahamas. (Map Data 2014 Google, SIO, NOAA, U.S. Navy, NGA, GEBCO, Image Landsat, U.S. Dept.
of State Geographer)

the Gullah hold different attitudes and values, particularly those associated with the land,
causing considerable friction over questions of growth management. The temperate climate and ocean frontage make the region attractive to vacationers and retirees, many
from the north. The resulting new gated developments vie for land with the traditional
white and Gullah communities, particularly along the ocean shores. The low-lying Sea
Islands are at high risk of catastrophic damage and eventual loss due to storm surge and
climate-induced sea level rise, rendering potentially uninhabitable most of the traditional
Gullah lands in the region during the coming century.
Natural and Cultural Heritage
Although based in African traditions, the diasporic community of the Gullah (Geechee in
the Sea Islands of Georgia) has developed a creolized, distinctive culture in all its myriad
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tangible and intangible forms—a distinctive language, traditional foods, arts, religion,
music, folktales, social structure, and landscape forms and settlement patterns that are
different from (and often at odds with) the dominant culture of the mainland. Social
science and anthropological researchers have long focused on the Gullah people, since the
culture demonstrates ‘‘more African inﬂuences in their self-expression, behavior, and
beliefs than any other long-established large American population group; they are genetically less mixed with white and Native American than most other African Americans.’’20
This is primarily due to the geographic isolation that the Sea Islands afforded the communities, isolation that was not breached until bridges connected the islands to the mainland
beginning in the 1950s and 60s. Today, there are still islands in the region, such as Daufuskie, that are accessible only by boat from the mainland.
Ecologically, the Sea Islands are composed of vast areas of saltmarsh and a rich ecosystem of plant and animal life spanning the estuaries, marshes, and low upland. The
former plantation slaves created a close relationship with the natural resources of the
region, using the native plants for food and medicines, and the plentiful seafood to augment their meager rations.21 Slave families were also given a small amount of land to
cultivate, a practice not found elsewhere in the American South and one which fostered
strong bonds with the land.22 This close connection to the land continues today, and
remains the basis for the disparity in cultural values associated with the land and land
ownership.
The risk of property loss due to hurricanes is also distinctively different between the
dominant white culture and the Gullah communities. Historically, both in plantation slave
settlements and in the development of Gullah communities during the post-Civil War
period, the Gullah settlements were traditionally located at a distance inland from the
waterfront. While the waterfront was signiﬁcant as a resource for ﬁshing and shellﬁsh
harvesting, providing a stable source of subsistence food for the local communities, it was
waterfront access points that were important to the communities, not the location of
homes with direct access to the water. Given that the waterfront is extremely valuable real
estate for vacation and second home developments, this causes a tension in land use and
traditional access patterns.
Within the last twenty to thirty years, various researchers have noted that increasing
development is threatening the culture and traditional lifeways of the Gullah community.23
New development patterns, both coastal and inland, impinge on the Gullah proxemic patterns, forcing people to move differently through the landscape. In this context, the additional impending impacts of sea level rise are even more daunting for the communities.
However, current modes of community adaptation to development pressure may provide
a window into the development of climate change adaptation models and procedures that
are appropriate to, and include, the speciﬁc norms, values, and traditions of the culture.
Spatial Patterns Critical to the Culture
In order to sustain the Gullah communities and their distinctive culture, it is critical to
understand the complex spatial patterns of their communities. Only through this understanding can planners and a culturally mixed political leadership support development and
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disaster management decisions that are culturally appropriate. With rampant development
taking place along the Carolina coast, Gullah communities and their landscape patterns
are being lost by the infringement of contemporary tourism and second home development. Local governments and land use planners are ill-equipped to mitigate these land use
changes; since the physical form and landscape pattern of the Gullah communities are
poorly understood, they are also undervalued. The same issues of landscape change can
provide a process and development parameters for future phases of potential resettlement
and/or abandonment of lands under threat of permanent inundation.
For the Gullah of St. Helena Island, access to land ownership came before the Civil
War ended.24 Due to the distinctive task system of agriculture in the region, and the slaves’
resulting time to manage their own enterprises of growing food or raising livestock or
horses, the slaves were able to acquire wealth. The plantations conﬁscated by the Northern
Army in 1861 were resurveyed into ten-acre parcels, and these parcels were sold through
auction before the end of the Civil War. Once land became available at auction, the freedmen often banded together to buy their former home plantation lands. As a result, before
the end of the Civil War, former slave families from island plantations had acquired a
considerable amount of land, a trend that continued during the years following the war.
However, during the process of land acquisition, the government repeatedly rescinded
land sales, actions that are reﬂected today in a continuing mistrust of government representatives and actions.
Today, land—meaning the ownership of and availability of a building lot—is the basis
of both individual and community stability and resilience. Land has been passed down
from generation to generation, often without a will, rendering it a communal family asset.
The practice of intergenerational transfer is the antithesis of Western land ownership law,
which is based on the identiﬁcation of a speciﬁc owner or very small number of co-owners.
While legally problematic, the Gullah’s form of land transfer, called ‘‘heirs property,’’ fosters the creation of intergenerational communities with strong social ties. The mere presence of family land is seen as a form of social security, and whether the right is exercised
or not, family members who leave the region always have a home to come back to in the
community.25
Family members join a compound usually through the ‘‘gift’’ of a piece of land from
an elder family member. ‘‘A dollar, a deed—love and affection’’ governs the process.26 The
resulting pattern is that of dispersed communities of closely related, tightly spaced family
compounds (Fig. 3). Given the close family ties that are part of a single compound, a
neighborhood forms through the association of several compounds that are home to
related extended families. Neighbors socialize in front yards, often around a ﬁre, where
intangible heritage in the form of stories, songs, and the Gullah language is perpetuated
(Fig. 1). These spaces and the social interactions that they enable strengthen community
ties and support a high level of social cohesion and community support.
In the communities, two forms of food security are important to long-term resilience:
compound gardens and access to seafood. Gardens are typically cultivated on St. Helena
Island as part of the compound spatial structure (Fig. 4). A compound may have one or
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Figure 3. The locations and spatial distribution of family compounds on St. Helena Island as defined by
residents in community meetings. 2010. (Photo by Elizabeth Brabec and Chingwen Cheng)

several gardens, cultivated by one or more members of the community, most often an
elder.27 Produce from the gardens is shared primarily within the compound, and secondarily through the neighborhood and the broader community on an informal basis. The
same dispersal structure is used for seafood, with ﬁsh and shellﬁsh often shared within
the compounds. Although seafood is more often purchased and sold at local retail outlets
than garden produce, a high level of food security is provided by the informal sharing
network in both food groups.28

Issues for Communities and Heritage at Risk
While the Gullah community structure and spatial form contribute to a high level of social
resilience in their communities, there are a number of factors that put them at risk as
future disasters and the long-term stresses of climate change are felt in the community.
These stresses are similar to the impacts of external development forces; therefore, an
extrapolation of current issues can be brought to bear on potential responses to disaster
management and planning.
Visibility
As is often the case with minority communities, the Gullah communities are largely invisible to outsiders. In Gullah, community development is dispersed, and villages with business centers are uncommon. Outsiders rely on the occasional historic marker and heritage
museum, such as the one at Penn Center on St. Helena Island, to provide the public
description of an unseen heritage. Invisible heritage equates to lack of value, and the
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Figure 4. The typical layout of a family compound garden, serving four homes and others in the broader
community. The garden is cultivated by one member of the family living in household 1. 2013. (Photo by
Elizabeth Brabec and Pedro Soto)

pressures of tourism, retirement, and second-home development are paradoxically forcing
the communities to retreat to smaller and smaller land areas. Further analysis of how
the Gullah communities adapt to current development pressures, identifying the spatial
characteristics that are adaptable and those that lead to a breakdown of the community,
provides an avenue for understanding the effects of the stress that land loss (due to sea
level rise and other climate-related catastrophic events) will have in the future.
Community Engagement and Political Power
Compounding the issues impeding planning efforts in the area is the continuing distrust
of government by the Gullah community, a mistrust born during and in the aftermath of
the Civil War. When land was sold to the freedmen between 1862 and 1865, those sales
were repeatedly rescinded. This resulted in a loss of trust in government agencies, an
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issue that continues to the present day in everyday planning and development concerns.
Engagement of the Gullah in the political process, particularly those relating to land use
decisions, is key and must include strategies to build trust in governmental efforts. As
short- and long-term decisions are made in the period leading up to the slow-onset disaster of sea level rise, and in the increasing frequency of catastrophic disasters, community
engagement will improve resilience. Engagement will lead to self-determination rather
than imposed solutions, as decisions are made that could run the gamut from structural
solutions, to partial or phased retreat, to total abandonment of inundated private property.
Cultural Applicability of Adaptation Options
The study of the detrimental social and cultural impacts of displacement and resettlement
has a long history in the native Indian reserves of the past century.29 Similar social and
cultural impacts can be expected during any future relocations, if the spatial and proxemic
patterns of the Gullah communities are not reﬂected in the planning of new communities.
Traditional Gullah communities and compounds are dispersed throughout the landscape,
and while densely spaced within the compound or community, are broadly dispersed
between communities. Commercial centers are also dispersed and traditionally do not
include homes. Given the dispersed spatial structure of communities, various adaptation
options such as shore armoring and dikes will not be economically viable along the hundreds of miles of shoreline of the Sea Islands. Phased retreat, abandonment, and resettlement will be options that must be explored for this region. How these new settlements
are planned, their location, size, and density, particularly with the probable reality of
smaller land areas, will be key to supporting or detrimentally impacting the social structure of the communities they are meant to serve.
In addition to recognizing the cultural patterns and proxemics required by the culture, the adaptation of current Gullah communities to decreasing land area due to development pressure may provide some insights into potential solutions as well as potentially
detrimental outcomes. Continued study of communities such as those on Hilton Head
Island, where non-Gullah gated communities have taken up the majority of traditional
Gullah community lands, may provide a framework for how to manage broader adaptation
options and maintain cultural viability.

Eleuthera, Bahamas
The island of Eleuthera offers another opportunity for the consideration of sustainable
heritage techniques, both as a means of conserving the island’s environment and cultural
identity and as a resource for community-managed economic development. Developing
such techniques and processes is especially critical on Eleuthera, given increased threats
to the island from overwash due to severe storm events, as well as permanent inundation
due to sea level rise.
Tourism is essential to the local economy, as it is in much of the Caribbean. The
Bahamas is one of the wealthiest Caribbean countries, with a gross domestic product
(GDP) of about 11.4 billion dollars driven largely by an economy heavily dependent on
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tourism and offshore banking. Tourism (including tourism-related construction and manufacturing) provides about 60 percent of the GDP, while ﬁnancial and business services
provide 35 percent of the GDP. Economic growth in the country is linked to new resort
and marina developments and, together with tourism, employs more than half of the
country’s labor force. On the other hand, agriculture (2.1 percent) and manufacturing
combined create less than ten percent of the GDP and, even with government incentives,
are not a growth sector.30 This results in an economy in which the majority of goods, even
food, are shipped in from the mainland.
Eleuthera’s Natural and Cultural Heritage
Eleuthera is one of the northernmost islands in the Bahamian archipelago, which consists
of twenty-nine islands and six hundred sixty-one cays. On a land area of one hundred
eighty-seven square miles, the island of Eleuthera (excluding Harbor Island and Spanish
Wells) holds approximately eight thousand full-time residents.31 Spanning one hundred
miles in length and no more than four miles wide at its widest point, the island’s geography makes it an appealing resort location but presents a challenge to communication and
social cohesion. The island is roughly divided into four regions: the northernmost portion
of the island, above the ‘‘Glass Bridge,’’ with North Eleuthera airport and the communities
of The Bluff and Upper and Lower Bogue; the north-central region, including Governor’s
Harbor and Palmetto Point, along with Governor’s Harbor Airport; the south-central
region, including Tarpum Bay and Rock Sound, along with Rock Sound airport; and the
southern region of the island, including Deep Creek, Waterford, and Bannerman Town.
The unique natural environment of the island underscores the precarious nature of
heritage resources in this and other island environments around the world. The island
economy is tied to this natural heritage through tourism focused on the pristine beaches
and high water quality surrounding the island. Given that the highest point on the island
is two hundred feet (sixty meters) above sea level, and given that nearly every aspect of
the island’s heritage and current economy is tied to the sea, major sea level rise and the
increased risk and frequency of damaging storms places Eleuthera’s cultural heritage in a
precarious position (Fig. 5).
Hurricanes, along with the attendant storm surges and overwash, are a fact of life on
Eleuthera, as well as other islands in the Bahamas. On average, Eleuthera is brushed or hit
with a hurricane once every 2.12 years, with direct hits averaging once every 4.18 years,
and an average force of sustained winds of one hundred fourteen miles per hour.32 Storm
surges in 1992 from Hurricane Andrew, and in 1999 from Hurricane Floyd, were twentythree and twenty feet, respectively. The impact of this extreme weather, which is only
projected to increase during the Atlantic hurricane seasons, is that the majority of standing
structures on the island are in signiﬁcant peril for major storm damage on a regular basis.
The history and heritage of the island’s residents lies in the slave trade and the
plantation economy of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. While the island was
inhabited by the Lucayan people when the Europeans arrived, they had all been removed
and enslaved by the early sixteenth century.33 European settlement of Eleuthera occurred
in 1648, but it was not until the late 1700s that major plantations were established,
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Figure 5. Map of the island of Eleuthera, showing the location of Preacher’s Cave in the north, Cupid’s
Cay at Governor’s Harbor in the central portion of the island, and Millars Plantation and Bannerman Town
in the southern portion of the island. (Map Data 2014 Google, SIO, NOAA, U.S. Navy, NGA, GEBCO,
Image Landsat)

beginning extensive agricultural production on the island.34 The agricultural dominance in
the island’s economy lasted until the 1920s, when the development of vacation clubs such
as the Rock Sound and Cotton Clubs signaled the beginning of the primacy of tourism in
the island economy.35

Issues for Cultural Heritage and Climate Change Resilience and Adaptation
Planning
The island is rich in tangible heritage—both built and archaeological—and intangible heritage that is currently poorly understood and largely invisible. Although as yet unrealized,
heritage presents the most viable source of community assets for sustained economic
development.36 The issues not only for the island, but for all cultural heritage under high
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Figure 6. Historically significant standing structure on Cupid’s Cay: the first parliament. 2013. (Photo by
Elizabeth Brabec)

risk for natural disasters, are of the long-term sustainability of heritage resources for
economic development.
High Risk Tangible Heritage
While there are signiﬁcant numbers and types of historic structures in the main settlements and a wealth of unique vernacular architecture throughout the island, the physical
condition of many of these buildings is poor.37 This is a result of both repeated hurricane
damage and a lack of investment in the repair and rehabilitation of historic structures.
The majority of rebuilding resources in the local community are focused on a survival level
of rebuilding, a trend that is likely to continue. As a result, the restoration and maintenance of signiﬁcant historic structures requires signiﬁcant outside investment. An expansion of the understanding of the importance of the existing standing structures could
engender long-term relationships between residents and interested investors, which would
have the opportunity to stabilize the communities’ economies and increase their level of
resilience.
This approach to heritage resource management, based on contemporary heritage
inventory processes, requires a systematic survey of the island to create a thorough inventory of the built and archaeological landscape. Not yet completed, this inventory should
be based on both professional historic preservation expertise and community recognition

278

CHANGE OVER TIME

................. 18783$

$CH7

09-21-15 07:51:36

PS

PAGE 278

Figure 7. Historically significant standing structure on Cupid’s Cay: early dance hall. 2013. (Photo by
Elizabeth Brabec)

of signiﬁcance. A standing structures analysis completed for the Cupid’s Cay section of
Governor’s Harbor illustrates both the wealth of information available and the interplay
between heritage professionals and the community.38 Using community meetings and
interviews with local experts and residents, a team of professionals developed a standing
structures report for the peninsula of Cupid’s Cay. As the location of the initial settlement
and the ﬁrst government buildings for the Bahamas in the late eighteenth century, the
peninsula has signiﬁcant standing structures and remnants of colonial roads (Figs. 6, 7, 8,
and 9). These structures tell a story of hurricane onslaught and resilience on the part of
the community. In addition, oral histories collected from local community members add a
layer of meaning to the physical remnants. For example, understanding the signiﬁcance of
the dance halls and churches in Cupid’s Cay expands the relevance of the town and provides a contextual layer of history for visitors. However, as in the South Carolina low
country, community resilience is predicated on local decision making, involving residents
in the restoration decisions that are made, as well as the types and venues of interpretation for outsiders.
Understanding Traditional Lifeways and Agricultural Systems
The island’s history and lifeways, both of the Lucayan and plantation eras, is currently
poorly understood. However, knowledge of these periods has the opportunity to provide
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Figure 8. Historically significant standing structure on Cupid’s Cay: old brick oven and kitchen. 2013.
(Photo by Elizabeth Brabec)

both a rich context for heritage tourism, and also access to traditional knowledge that may
support sustainable practices that enhance the island’s resilience. For example, archaeological excavations at the site of Preacher’s Cave, the ﬁrst landing site of colonial Europeans,
have revealed signiﬁcant precontact occupation (Lucayan and Taino), and it is highly probable that a systematic archaeological survey of the other sectors of the island would greatly
expand awareness (and protection) of other signiﬁcant native sites. Understanding these
sites could offer a far more detailed understanding of the island’s pre-European contact
inhabitants and their long-term adaptations to Eleuthera’s environment.
Similarly, archaeological investigation of the Millar Plantation site, one of the
colonial-era plantations on the island, has the potential to reveal a great deal about the
agricultural systems on the island. Its reported role as the ﬁrst port of entry for enslaved
Africans bound for the Carolinas offers a unique site for the study of the material culture
of this stage of the slave trade; it may be likely to reveal transplanted African cultural
traditions and material culture that were subsequently lost through the process of deculturation on the American mainland. The location of this site also offers strong potential
for community involvement in the archaeological work and its interpretation to visitors.
The nearby abandoned settlement of Bannerman Town could also yield archaeological
information on a later period of the island’s history, culture, and economy, and could
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Figure 9. Historically significant standing structure on Cupid’s Cay: a remnant of the old colonial road.
2013. (Photo by Elizabeth Brabec)

likewise provide a focus for historical interpretation and visitation by local and outside
groups.
Another signiﬁcant heritage resource with implications for island resilience and adaptation are the remains of changing agricultural methods on the island over the centuries,
and especially in the era of large-scale agriculture in the twentieth century. The conspicuous ruined silos at Hatchet Bay at the south end of the island represent a period of intense
food production on the island that is forgotten or unknown to many of the younger generation on the island today. A survey of the physical remains, combined with archival
research and oral histories, can help bring this period to wider public awareness and serve
as a point of reﬂection about the extent and character of the economic and social changes
that have taken place on Eleuthera over the last century. A broader understanding of this
history could also support a resurgence in food production on the island, a move that
would drastically increase its self-sufﬁciency and resilience to both changing climate and
economic conditions.
Intangible Heritage
The intangible heritage of Eleuthera, with the exception of its annual Junkanoo tradition,
remains largely undocumented and known only to local residents through family traditions and oral transmission of recipes, stories, local knowledge, and skills. With the
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increased import of manufactured goods and food products—not to mention the gradual
passing of an older generation that directly inherited many of the island’s traditions—
Eleuthera’s intangible heritage is in as much danger of disappearing as some of its built
and archaeological heritage. The challenge is not only to remember, however, but also to
incorporate the past into Eleuthera’s constantly evolving cultural identity. By understanding heritage, the island’s cultural creativity can be a valuable resource for its future; not
just as a spectacle or a source of handcraft souvenirs for outside visitors, but as a source
of technical knowledge in agriculture, construction, food processing, and community life
that will support community resilience.
Communication Challenges
On an island where distance and transportation difﬁculties hamper communication, the
development of viable communication systems is a requirement for community resilience.
The creation of a One Eleuthera Web Portal harnessed the communicative power of
Internet technology to create a shared resource and a shared communication and decisionmaking platform.39
Web technology and social media provide a useful platform for the dissemination
and understanding of a shared cultural heritage. In 2013, a foundation and Web portal
were developed for cross-community collaboration.40 As a centralized online information
portal, it was developed for the member organizations to engage the organizations’ various
‘‘publics’’ and manage their constituent and development data. The portal provided an
intuitive and cohesive interface to present material for public interpretation without having to create multiple websites, and to allow community stakeholders and the ‘‘general
public’’ to access content and easily engage with each other, a critical feature for an island
that is one hundred miles long.

Conclusions
The acknowledgment of diverse cultures and the tangible and intangible markers of heritage will become increasingly important as society endures greater stresses resulting from
climate change. These stresses will drive people to seek safety and security in what they
know and the connections to their families, communities, and ancestors. While several
authors have recently argued that heritage professionals must work with specialists
beyond their ﬁelds of expertise to safeguard heritage in the face of climate change, the
greater issues will be community-led decision making as society decides which aspects of
heritage to protect and which tangible elements to maintain in the aftermath of disasters.41 These will be the new realities of heritage conservation and management.
Since nearly half the world’s population lives less than sixty miles from a coastline,
the effects of both sea level rise and increasing frequency of catastrophic storms on both
the tangible and intangible heritage of human societies will be signiﬁcant.42 However, the
environmental change and impacts on communities will not be limited to the coastlines.
Increasingly, erratic and severe storms will affect the interior, as will desertiﬁcation, loss
of ecosystem viability, ﬂooding, and community displacement. The case studies reviewed
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here indicate that some of the biggest challenges facing communities with such comprehensive and lasting disasters and change will be consensus-building and community
engagement, necessitating a change in contemporary heritage management, policy, and
practice.43
The two case studies outlined here highlight the importance of acknowledging cultural norms and values, stress the importance of community engagement and selfdetermination, emphasize the critical importance of cross-disciplinary approaches to cultural heritage, and suggest moving away from the traditional heritage focus on built features to encompass all aspects of tangible and intangible heritage. In developing these new
approaches, it is key to understand the critical importance of heritage in the strategies
for—and acceptance of—disaster management, adaptation, and resilience plans, in order
to move toward more inclusive models of sustainable development and social justice in
heritage.
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