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WHAT IS ETHNOBIOLOGY?

The scientific study of relationships between people
and plants, animals and environments from the distant
past to the present.

Ethnobotany was formally recognised as an academic
discipline in 1895 and ethnobiology in 1935.

In its initial stages, the focus of ethnobiology was to
document plant and animal uses that might prove
beneficial to Western countries.

In an era of global environmental change, the focus of
ethnobiology needs to be contributing towards
solutions for complex challenges stemming from
human-environmental impact.



“Our data are relevant and essential to solving large scale
environmental and cultural problems because, as stated by Rozzi
(1999), problems of human-environmental impact cannot be solved
unless the values of people in contemporary societies change, and
values do not change unless experiences change. The clearest path
to initiating such progress is through direct encounter with plants,
animals, environments and the outdoors, Earth - if ethnobiology is
nothing else, it comprises a record of such encounters from many
times and places.”

- Steve Wolverton

Ethnobiology 5: Interdisciplinarity in an Era of Rapid Environmental
Change



‘The Islands Time Forgot’

Source: National Archives UK



ABOUT THE CAYMAN ISLANDS

The Cayman Islands consists of three islands: Grand
Cayman, Cayman Brac and Little Cayman.

The three islands combined have a land area of just
over 260 square kilometres.

Beginning in the 18th century, the islands were settled
by a diverse mix of slaves, sailors, soldiers, planters
and privateers.

Up until recently, the Cayman Islands was considered
among the most remote, unchanging and unknown of
the United Kingdom’s Overseas Territories.



A REPOSITORY OF REMARKABLE BIODIVERSITY

Collectively, the 14 UKOTs contain 95% of the
biodiversity for which the UK is legally responsible
under the Convention on Biological Diversity.

The Cayman Islands is the third most biodiverse UKOT
with over 3,000 documented native species.

It is estimated that there may be as many as 70,000
additional native species in the UKOTs yet to be
documented.

New records and new species continue to be
discovered in the Cayman Islands.

Corato | Agave caymanensis





Source: National Archives UK



Source: Oxford Expedition Club



‘Mostly Right Folklore’



TRADITIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL KNOWLEDGE

Knowledge, beliefs, traditions, practices,
institutions, and worldviews developed and
sustained through repeated anthropocentric
encounters with the natural environment by a
specific people in a specific place.

TEK is increasingly understood in terms that reject
the binary ‘plentitude and loss’ model.

TEK is dynamic, adaptive, communal, experiential
and anti-essentialist.

Ironwood | Chionanthus caymanensis



‘TOO RAPID! IT’S MOVING TOO FAST!’

The Cayman Islands has undergone rapid social,
economic, technological and geopolitical change over
the past 60 years.

Cayman’s population has increased by 739% since
1960.

Despite the historic importance of TEK to the survival
of early Caymanians, modern residents of the Cayman
Islands are almost entirely reliant on imported food,
fuel and goods.

Source: National Archives UK



“They were blessed with wisdom. I don't think we come up to it
today. And why we don't come up to it, is because we don't have to.
We don't have to. In them days, even if you want it, you couldn't get,
if it was currency. Because it was not here to get. [...] Because there
is a saying that we were founded upon the seas. Well, this was
founded upon the rock, also. We lived from the ocean, and the land.
That's how we survived. 
That's how we came to where we is.”

- Tidyman C. Ebanks

Cayman Islands National Archive
Oral History Collection



An Era of ‘Plant Blindness’



Can you name five plants
you have used or interacted

with today?



THE INABILITY TO ‘SEE’ PLANTS

Around the world, distance between people and plants
has resulted in an inability to ‘see’ plants.

First defined in the literature by Wandersee and
Schussler in 1998 as ‘plant blindness’, and recently
proposed to be renamed as ‘plant awareness disparity’
in order to avoid unintended, ableist connotations.

Though plant blindness may have biological bases, it is
not an inevitability.

Cultural factors play a decisive role in whether persons
are aware of plants.



Plants make up the majority of life on Earth and are
foundational to life-giving and sustaining processes
upon which humanity depends. 

It is not possible to address the triple planetary crisis
of climate change, pollution and biodiversity loss
without increasing awareness, understanding and
appreciation of plants. 



Rising Rooted



BIOCULTURAL DIVERSITY IN PERIL

Though they contribute the least to global
environmental change, small islands like the Cayman
Islands are both disproportionately vulnerable and
home to a disproportionately large amount of global
biodiversity.

Efforts to facilitate sustainable development, to build
resiliency to climate change, and to sustain biocultural
diversity require the development of interventions that
increase plant awareness while restoring culturally
based connections between humans and the natural
world.

Source: National Archives UK



THE RENEWED IMPORTANCE OF PAST WISDOMS

The continued importance of plants to human survival
has not lessened.

Plants continue to be powerful allies for the wellbeing
of people everywhere.

By embodying the centralism of nature within human
perception, TEK offers a unique pathway for cultivating
connections between people and nature to revitalise
biocultural diversity, in particular through increasing
awareness, understanding and appreciation of plants. 



MY RESEARCH AIMS

My research aims to explore opportunities for
reactivating TEK as a method for cultivating
connections between people and plants.

Three phases:
Archival research and interviews on
Caymanian traditional environmental
knowledge.

i.

Digital survey on environmental knowledge
and plant awareness.

ii.

Design and test an intervention to increase
environmental knowledge and plant
awareness.

iii.



This first phase of the study aims to gather and preserve
information about the traditional uses of plants in the
Cayman Islands. Do you know someone who might be
interested in taking part in this study?

If you know an older Caymanian who may have first-hand
knowledge of traditional plant uses, please let me know!

Researcher Contact Details: 
Hannah Reid Ford
hlr31@kent.ac.uk
(345) 928-2215

Source: National Archives UK
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