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Abstract 
 
This narrative examines the evolution of a land trust, Para la Naturaleza (PLN) in Puerto Rico, as 
it navigated a vast array of challenges. These challenges led Para la Naturaleza to transform itself 
from a traditional land trust and become an agent of ecological, economic, and social change.  
 
Every single challenge that the organization faced in the past decade — financial, climatic, 
governance or pandemic — forced the board, staff team members and volunteers to engage in a 
deep process of introspection regarding our mission and strategies. This remarkable group of 
courageous individuals with highly creative minds took on the challenges without hesitation, 
leading PLN to profoundly change the way it understands and acts regarding the fundamental 
relationship between nature and people. 
 
Para la Naturaleza is a unique land and historic trust located across the islands of Puerto Rico. In 
the process of evolving beyond land protection, Para la Naturaleza’s goals and decisions are 
geared towards decolonizing nature, and towards treating nature with the respect it deserves. 
This is in contrast with the more common destructive model which results in the ecological 
colonization of nature. Para la Naturaleza’s actions are evolving and growing stronger, yet there 
is much work ahead.  
 
PLN pursues an ecological culture that will provide an ethical roadmap for the sustainable and 
equitable wellbeing of all living organisms. As complex as human challenges continue to be, 
Para la Naturaleza believes that the solutions are held within the relationships between people 
and nature, and that land trusts possess the ability to reformulate those relationships.  
 
This author hopes that the life experiences of those who made have this remarkable journey 
possible will serve to inspire other land and historic trusts, just as they have inspired us at Para la 
Naturaleza over the past five decades. 
 
Keywords: nature conservation; community conservation; decolonizing nature; ecological 
culture; climate crisis 
 
Visuals Credits: All photos, figures and maps reproduced in this paper are provided courtesy of 
Para la Naturaleza.  
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The Evolution of a Land Trust: 
Placing Social Transformation at the Center of the Conservation Effort 

 
 

Introduction 
 
This document is my first attempt to narrate the philosophical and structural transformations that 
a land trust organization, its team members, and myself as team leader, have embraced and the 
new strategies we have executed to face multiple devastating challenges over the past several 
decades. The various paths taken in search of seeking creative solutions to complex human and 
ecological challenges represent only a fraction of all that needs to be done. The journey has been 
guided by a long-term conservation vision. Our success in reaching our ultimate destination 
remains entirely dependent upon the courage and creativity of those who follow.  
 
It may be difficult to comprehend what a land trust has to do with the economic, political, and 
social issues we have recently faced in Puerto Rico and the world. I believe, however, that every 
land trust can and should be at the center of social wellbeing. Human relationships are deeply 
interrelated with nature. Perhaps if we can alter our relationship with nature, we can also alter the 
way we treat one another. By increasing our knowledge and embracing all living organisms and 
their interactions, we can reform our current models of appropriation and exploitation. We can 
take actions we had never considered because we refused to redefine our fundamental definition 
of wellbeing.  
 
For me as an Executive Director of a land trust, it would be easier to simply protect our lands and 
reap the enormous benefits of their resources. But this story is about a land trust that believes 
protecting the land is just the first step towards changing a colonial mindset that has haunted our 
planet for centuries. We each need to search for ways to decolonize our relationship with land 
and with nature. 
 
To be able to put this process into perspective, allow me to briefly establish the basic 
frameworks in which we live and operate in Puerto Rico. I have organized this perspective into 
four interlocking frameworks, or key factors:   
 

• a troublesome colonial governance system 
• a powerful economic development mindset devoid of ecological values 
• a chaotic economic and financial context, especially in the past decade, and  
• a devastating set of climate and public health catastrophes in the past decade.  
 

All of these factors have transformed everyday life in Puerto Rico into a very challenging 
situation. I want to focus on the metrics that are normally hidden yet are fundamental to our 
wellbeing.  
 
Here are some metrics that are fundamental to our wellbeing, reflecting the condition of 
everyday life in Puerto Rico in the early 21st century: 
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• Our island energy consumption today is still 98% fossil fuel-based, costing an average of 
20.32 cents per kilowatt-hour (kwh), higher than 45 out of the 50 US states - despite our 
access to a shining sun, constant trade-winds, and an energetic Atlantic Ocean. 1 

 
• According to Puerto Rico’s Environmental Quality Board (PR EQB), the vast majority of 

our water bodies (including rivers, reservoirs, estuaries, lagoons, and coastal zones) do 
not meet the Environmental Protection Agency's standards for water quality. PR EQB 
identifies the main causes are septic tank leakages (communities without sewers), 
agricultural practices, and urban runoff. 2 
 

• Puerto Rico imports 85% of its food supply. It is estimated that we hold only two weeks 
of food supply. 3 
 

• Road density (kilometers of road per square kilometers of land) is 289 km/km2, one of the 
highest ratios in the US and among the highest in the world.4 Puerto Ricans endure the 
toxic saturation of approximately two million cars for only three million residents, 
according to the most recent numbers.5  
 

• Our child obesity rate is at 26.8%, compared to 19.6% in the US, according to research 
published in the International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health.6  

 
• We produce 5.56 pounds of waste per day, over one pound more than the waste produced 

by the average US citizen, recycling only 9% to 14% versus the US average of 33%, even 
though we earn only one-third of the median household.7 

 
The above should give the reader an idea of our worrisome condition. Yet despite these 
profoundly pessimistic statistics, amazing stories of success have emerged from all these 
adversities. Puerto Rico is a small archipelago that enjoys ecological diversity and boasts 
impressive landscapes. Yet the country’s most precious and distinctive quality is its people, who 
cherish the islands and manifest a vibrant culture. They have endured the whims of modernist 
homogenization, alchemically transforming the many colonial layers imposed on them into a 
uniquely proud way of life. As many other cultures, ours is also trapped by the irresistible forces 
of modern “convenience” -- forces that can only be overcome with transformative visions and 
values. 
 
Some Personal Background 
 
I have been engaged with farming since my childhood in the mountains of Ciales, a town nestled 
in the heart of Puerto Rico. I share the commitment of my father, Ramón Lloveras, the wisdom 
of my grandfather, Domingo San Miguel, and the caring and collaboration of two farm workers 
who became part of my family on our mountain farm. Throughout my teenage years, I 
committed all my spare time to working on the farm -- weekends, holidays, and summers. I was 
immensely lucky, during my senior year of high school, to meet my life partner, Michy 
Marxuach. To this day, Michy has been my closest companion in conservation, in farming, and 
in philosophy of life. Together, our connection with land, trees, and birds has deepened, as has 
our desire to relate to living things differently than the way traditional agriculture taught us.  
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During my undergraduate and graduate studies, I became prey to mainstream views on economic 
development. I followed the predictable path of studying economics, public policy, finance, and 
law. I became a high-tech entrepreneur, set up corporate operations in three Latin American 
countries, survived the collapse of the Internet bubble of 2001, and continued to work at full 
speed. Then, one day, an unexpected door opened, leading me to a new career in land 
conservation.  
 
In 2003, I fully switched to the not-for-profit world, and became the new Executive Director of 
the Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico. In 2013, the organization reincorporated, changing its 
name and its organizational structure. I became the first President of Para la Naturaleza, a not-
for-profit organization that proudly proclaims on its website:  
 
We protect and preserve Puerto Rico's valuable ecological lands and treasured historical places. 
 
During my tenure at Para la Naturaleza I have had incredible partners that have made my journey 
a reality. To all those who have been and currently are in the field protecting our lands, enjoying 
our biodiversity, planting trees, educating our youth, nurturing gardens, and supporting 
communities: you have my most profound admiration for taking on this challenge. To those who 
have been advising, providing philosophical direction, and forming our own internal culture, I 
am in deep debt, for you have taken on that big battle over the powerful mainstream mental 
monopoly. To all of our partners and staff, my hope is that I have been a good conduit for your 
aspirations. 
 
Today, 18 years after I started my career in conservation, I am profoundly honored to be the 
recipient of the Kingsbury Browne Award. I hope to inspire others to steer their own careers and 
current practices -- whatever they may be -- towards conservation. This document gathers my 
many thoughts, the challenges I have endured, and the successes that I have enjoyed during the 
past two decades. 
 
Methodology  
 
Despite the fact that I have been close to the Conservation Trust since 1992, and at its epicenter 
since 2003, I asked Ana Teresa Colón-García, a research fellow within the organization, to assist 
me in scouting for and gathering up other points of view for this document. The idea was to map 
key transformative moments in the organization’s history.  
 
Ana Teresa sat down with members of the Para la Naturaleza team to document the origins and 
goals of key visionary programs.  She similarly researched current projects in order to gain a 
better understanding of what led our organization over time to become an agent of ecological and 
social change in Puerto Rico.  
 
Ana Teresa asked team members about the origins of each initiative or program, program 
mission and goals, how we measured success, what challenges were encountered in the process, 
and what they considered to be their greatest achievements. Further, she asked team members to 
reflect on how this organization influences Puerto Rican culture, and how it might evolve. 
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Furthermore, in order to provide an outside perspective, Ana Teresa consulted with experts in 
political science, economics, history, climate change and other related topics through individual 
interviews. They provided important references and offered valuable guidance. 
 
I then used Ana Teresa’s research to integrate these diverse perspectives here into a rich 
collective overview of our work. Together, all of this information offers insight that helps 
explain how a land trust has become an agent of change in Puerto Rican society.  
 

Context 
 

Our Habitat 
 
The Puerto Rican archipelago consists of 1 main island, 5 satellite islands, 4 islets, and 588 cays. 
In total, Puerto Rico covers 2.2 million acres of land and has 799 miles of coastline, as well as 25 
ecosystem types. Within a 20-minute car ride, Puerto Ricans can experience a rain forest and dry 
forest. According to Miller and Lugo, some areas can receive up to 200 inches of rainfall per 
year, while others can receive as little as 10 inches.8  
 
Puerto Rico is part of the Caribbean Islands’ biodiversity hotspot. A study by the Caribbean 
Natural Resources Institute states that “despite their small land area, the Caribbean Islands 
support one of the highest numbers of globally threatened species of any hotspot in the world.” 9  
 
A study by Tufts Global Development and Environment Institute (GDAE) warns that the dozens 
of Caribbean nations and territories, and their 40 million inhabitants, are particularly vulnerable 
to the effects of land loss due to climate change, even though they are among the list of those 
who have contributed the fewest greenhouse gas emissions. 10 Because of climate change-related 
sea level rise, the Puerto Rican coastline is vulnerable to the loss of large amounts of prime 
coastal land. According to Barreto, we have approximately 1,225 beaches in 44 coastal 
municipalities. From the 1970s to 2010, 60% of our beaches show evidence of erosion.11 Around 
62% of the population reside in coastal municipalities, as well as 25% of structures, including a 
great deal of critical infrastructure. Within the island’s coastal zone, there are: 7 electricity 
plants, 7 airports, 12 marine ports, 15 hospitals, 121 hotels, and 249 kilometers of state roads, 
airports (7), hospitals (15), ports (12) and 249 kilometers of state roads.12  
 
Based on future projections for sea level rise, the Puerto Rico Climate Change Council 
recommends planning for total sea-level rise of a minimum of 0.8 meters and a maximum of 2 
meters by 2100.13 As temperatures rise and storms become more severe, tourism - the lifeblood 
of many Caribbean economies - will decline. 
 
Geopolitical Framework 
 
For nearly 530 years, Puerto Rico has almost always had to operate under the governance of two 
global powers with their own military objectives, economic priorities and cultural imperatives. 
Puerto Rico effectively came under Spanish rule beginning in 1493, when Columbus began 
colonization of the island.  The Spaniards governed until 1898, when Puerto Rico enjoyed a brief 



 

Page 5 

period of autonomy.  The island then became a United States territory in 1898 at the end of the 
Spanish-American War, pursuant to the Treaty of Paris.  
 
During the past twelve decades as a US Territory, there have been 3 distinct periods that highly 
impacted our land utilization. The extensive agricultural period (1900-1940) was dominated by 
large industrial agricultural cultivation and harvesting of sugar cane, coffee, tobacco and timber. 
By the end of that period, deforestation impacted 94% of our land surface. 14 
 
The industrialization phase (1950-2000), with generous tax incentives, promoted a massive and 
sprawling urban migration, resulting in landscape fragmentation. In addition, due to the 
abandonment of many agricultural lands, there was a very much needed recovery of our forest-
cover.  
 
In the twenty-first century, a consumer-centric phase has transformed Puerto Rico into a 
consumer heaven with countless shopping centers, fast food chains and mega stores. This growth 
was financed with federal funding and the accumulation of massive public debt which, including 
unfunded pension obligations, ballooned to more than $120 billion in 2017. 
 
A fourth phase may very well be in the making. It might be called the gentrification period, 
combining three key factors. First, there has been a massive exodus of native Puerto Ricans. 
Since 2010, Puerto Rico’s population has declined by 14.3%, or more than 530,000 people. 15 
Particularly heavy outmigration occurred between 2017 and 2019. During that period, it is 
estimated that the island lost up to 470,335 residents or 14% of the population. In other words, 
Puerto Rico lost the same population in a span of a couple of years after Hurricane Maria as the 
island lost during a prior decade of economic stagnation.”16 Second, a generous tax break was 
created to attract high net-worth individuals and corporations to move to Puerto Rico.17 Third, 
the recent focus on increasing mass tourism, portraying Puerto Rico as an idyllic island paradise, 
is rapidly displacing locals from areas attractive to tourists. 
 
Deeply intertwined with the governance structure, our economic model for the past 120 years has 
been based on aggressive monetary and fiscal incentives for non-residents to conduct business 
and “stimulate” our economy. Our previous 400-year model was even more blunt, namely 
extracting resources and taxing at will. 
 
Our metrics of success adhere to traditional economic theories. As a result, we gauge 
development by using such measures as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita, formal 
employment levels, number of tourists, hotel rooms occupied, number of construction permits 
issued, number of bags of concrete sold, and so on.  Given the use of such measures, there is an 
uncontested bias towards traditional policies that prioritize standard models of economic growth. 
Such measures and policies capture the majority of public attention and funding. Perhaps our 
most limiting factor is the adoption of models that are simply incompatible with, and, in many 
cases, highly inefficient in advancing our own wellbeing.  
 
The failure to value nature in these models, or to consider the damage associated with so-called 
“economic externalities” is closely linked to the current state of our planet. Indeed, the failure to 
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consider nature as our primary home, support system and source of welfare is the underlying 
flaw of current civilization. 
 
This textbook economic model has driven Puerto Rico to a state of near exhaustion. In the severe 
economic depression that has been dominant on our island for most of the past decade, our GDP 
contracted roughly 7.5%, key banking institutions collapsed, and the Government of Puerto Rico 
filed for the largest municipal bankruptcy in the history of the US.18 This financial catastrophe 
was the joint deed of irresponsible local political forces seeking votes, and hungry bondholders 
that sought the high return of Puerto Rico’s triple tax exempt bonds. As of May 3, 2017, Puerto 
Rico had public debt of approximately $73 billion in bonds and $49 billion unfunded pension 
liabilities, a whopping 76% of our GNP and the equivalent of a $12,000 debt per local resident.19 
Puerto Rico was excluded from the municipal bankruptcy code, and the Supreme Court of the 
United States prohibited Puerto Rico’s government from drafting its own bankruptcy code. As a 
result, Congress unilaterally established a financial Oversight Board through the Puerto Rico 
Oversight, Management, and Economic Stability Act (PROMESA) to restructure the island's 
debt and stabilize its economy.20 
 
Finally, note that Puerto Rico has experienced a series of extreme natural catastrophes that have 
aggravated all the above circumstances. Each of these catastrophes is classified, according to 
outdated measures, as a “100-year event” (that is, an event that could be reasonably expected to 
occur only once every century).  In September 2017, two Category 5 hurricanes hit the islands 
within two weeks of one another. Hurricane María devastated the islands, leaving over 4,600 
people dead, killing up to 31 million trees, and leaving some parts of the population without 
electric power for up to a year.21 
 
In addition, seafloor faults in the south of Puerto Rico triggered a sequence of earthquakes that 
began in December 2019. In January 2020, Puerto Rico suffered an earthquake measuring 6.4 on 
the Richter scale. During the following portion of the year, there were more than 4,000 smaller 
seismic events, creating substantial damage to power generating plants, destroying homes in a 
number of southern towns, and instilling a frightening sense of insecurity across the population. 
22  Shortly after, in March 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic easily breached the islands’ very weak 
protective measures, infecting 170,000 individuals and causing 2,400 deaths. 23 
 
Landscape Condition 
 
The severe impact we have had on our islands can be appreciated in a landscape integrity map 
that PLN conducted with the support of NatureServe (see below). This “x-Ray” of the island 
shows the severity of our actions and the spread of our “land wrongs.” This is what we are up 
against as a Puerto Rican land trust. 
 
From a nature conservation standpoint, our most formidable adversary is not the current state of 
our ecosystems, because their resilience is formidable. Rather, our most significant challenge is 
to decolonize our history and our relationship with nature. A simple look at the Landscape 
Integrity Map highlights the fact that protecting tracts of land is only the beginning. Protecting 
land without changing our mental state and relationship with our landscape will only protect 
isolated remnants of our habitat.  
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Figure 1: Landscape Integrity Map 
 

 
 
 
Hence our need as a land trust to dive into the minds of all our fellow residents. This requires 
that we confront and reframe our beliefs about what our objectives and metrics should be once 
we place nature at the center of our value system.   
 
Organizational Origins 
 
The Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico (CTPR or The Trust) was established on January 23, 
1970 as a traditional land trust, with the basic mission to protect sensitive ecological land. The 
Trust’s founders recognized that a large area of sensitive ecological land had suffered deeply 
from the frenzy of very rapid development and construction that occurred during the 1950s and 
1960s. With two decades of double-digit growth, the islands, once a mono-cultivation paradise, 
shifted rapidly towards urban sprawl. This economic model, based on industrial tax incentives to 
US corporations, while partially successful in uplifting our population from extreme poverty, did 
have a profound impact on our landscape and our ecological wellbeing.  
 
In particular, the Trust focused on addressing the establishment of yet another devastating 
industry -- oil refining. The sponsors of the oil refinery project were committing — in the name 
of progress — more atrocities against our natural habitat. Despite the short life of this economic 
enterprise due to the collapse of oil prices, the environmental scars of this industrial era, still 
open today, left us with 18 superfund sites. 24  
 
The Trust was an important recognition of the damage done to the islands’ ecosystems. The 
CTPR started as a land trust working towards conservation by: purchasing land; negotiating 
private voluntary conservation agreements; and promoting the stewardship of nature. During its 
first 33 years, the organization successfully protected a total of 15,761 acres of land at 18 
different locations. Of this total, 2% of the properties were protected with the use of conservation 
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easements; 46% were protected with scenic easements; and the remaining 52% were protected 
through acquisition. As the organization grew, it had to face and respond to prevailing 
development forces that constantly criticized the practice of land conservation as an activity that 
created fallow and unproductive properties and landscapes. 
 

Interpreting Nature 
 
By the mid 1980s, the then-Executive Director Francisco Javier Blanco, an architect, understood 
that responding to the challenge of conservation was more complex than simply protecting lands 
from injury. His response to the challenge was to launch an exemplary interpretation program 
meticulously crafted to tell our visitors about the value of Puerto Rico’s natural and historic 
heritage. The new initiative entailed the development of visitor centers which, given the talents 
of a highly skilled architect, emerged from the reuse of historic structures. This is how the 
Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico got involved with the recovery of our historical footprint. Our 
first visitor program started in 1989 at Hacienda Buena Vista in Ponce, a restored 19th century 
coffee plantation within a southern subtropical forest that features a monumental waterfall.  
 
The success of this project marked the beginning of additional historical projects throughout the 
islands, including a 19th century lighthouse and visitor center in the east (Cabezas de San Juan); 
an historic home at the heart of the historic district in Old San Juan (Casa Ramón Power & 
Giralt); and a 19th century sugar cane plantation in the north (Hacienda La Esperanza). Two 
additional visitor centers are being redeveloped today: the first aqueduct that supplied water to 
the city of San Juan (Antiguo Acueducto del Río Piedras); and another 19th century lighthouse 
on the island of Culebrita (Faro de Culebrita).  Today, all our interpretative staff are certified by 
the National Association of Interpretation. The establishment of an interpretative program marks 
our first step towards educating the general public regarding the value of both our nature reserves 
and our historic patrimony.  
 
The interpretation program grew to reach 80,000 visitors per year before the pandemic. We 
estimate that in the past 30 years over 2 million interpretative tours have been offered to the 
public. 
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Activating Young Minds 
 
A second and very effective response to the challenge of conservation was to launch, in 1993, a 
summer program called Nature Immersion Workshops to train young environmental leaders. 
Through this program, the staff and supporters of PLN have come to better appreciate and draw 
inspiration from the amazing power of younger generations to absorb the importance and lessons 
of nature. 
 
This program, initially designed for 9- to 12-year-olds, offers one of the first opportunities made 
available to many Puerto Rican children and teenagers to spend a week immersed in a natural 
reserve. You can imagine how shocking this experience is for them, especially with our “no 
gadget policy.” Asking young people to give up their cell phones and computer games for a 
week can be a life-changing experience. Ten boys and ten girls are led by previous workshop 
alumni throughout the immersion experience. They are given the chance to learn and play in 
different ecosystems every day.  Program alumni participate as leaders and become very close to 
the organization. At the closing ceremony, when the children express in a final presentation their 
commitment to protecting the environment, their love and care for nature is evident.  
 
So far, through some 78 workshop sessions, over 1,500 youth and more than 300 young 
environmental leaders have been engaged in the Nature Immersion Workshops. Many of the 
young environmental leaders are now serving in key positions throughout Puerto Rican society.  
We can confidently say that the Nature Immersion Workshops have had a long-lasting and far-
reaching impact. The program is one of our most effective conservation education and 
engagement efforts.  
 

Focusing on Impact 
 
I was selected to become the second Executive Director of the Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico 
in 2003, taking over from Francisco Javier Blanco. The organization that Blanco handed off to 
me had become a role model among non-profits in Puerto Rico, establishing a strong record in 
terms of the quality and depth of: land conservation and historic preservation programs; nature 
and heritage interpretation; and the education of a youth corps. The Trust and its programs, 
however, were limited in scope and in visibility to most Puerto Ricans, to a large extent by 
choice. “This is a well-kept secret,” was a common observation of our visitors as I entered the 
organization as Executive Director. I perceived that my first challenge was to protect and 
enhance the hard-fought accomplishments of the organization. My fear was that I might 
somehow not succeed in doing so. 
 
Several months into the job, as I started to diagnose the state of the organization and trace a path 
forward, I realized that I had to focus on three main tasks. First, I needed to restructure our staff 
and move from a hierarchical system into a horizontal and dynamic management methodology. 
Second, I needed to focus not only on the quality of the offering but also on the impact on our 
visitors -- we needed to diversify our offerings to encourage visitors to make return visits and 
become deeply connected to their favorite CTPR reserve. Third, the Trust needed to move from 
being a great demonstration project into a larger role: to become a major player in conservation 
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and environmental policy for all of Puerto Rico. On top of these goals, of course, we needed to 
keep increasing our funding and protecting as much land as we possibly could. 
 
The management transition turned out to be incredibly complex. After three years, major 
changes were finally implemented, and a new operational model was initiated. The model 
included management modules for each major area of work, integrated by interdisciplinary teams 
of all organizational levels and led by different team leaders. This structure, coordinated for 
many years by Jorge Báez and Nancy Beck, turned out to be incredibly flexible and effective. 
This new operational model was critical to the success of the initiatives described below. 
 
Engaging Citizens as Volunteers 
 
Expanding our interpretation offerings from 4 to 65 had a beneficial impact on visitation: the 
“return rate” of visitors increased substantially.  Visitors now had many options based on very 
specialized topics from which they could choose. Nevertheless, I personally continued to feel 
that something was missing. The detachment of people once the tours ended and left our reserves 
was simply disappointing.  
 
For years, I had been receiving notes from people interested in volunteering. Initially I saw this 
as a small number of people just lending their hand to accomplish a specific task. After several 
attempts, we received a large grant from the National Science Foundation (NSF) to implement 
Citizen Science in Hacienda La Esperanza. The project codename became “CiLab,” for Citizen 
Science Laboratory. 
 
CiLab provided six scientist-led volunteer opportunities for hands-on learning. Participants were 
allowed to contribute to our environmental research and restoration efforts focused, for example, 
on native plant reforestation, endangered and threatened species support, and hydrological 
studies. Visiting scholars trained and involved citizens, both to participate in scientific field 
research and to better understand the cultural and ecological importance of conserved areas. 
Participants got the chance to explore, investigate and acquire practical knowledge about 
biodiversity, the impact of humans on natural landscapes, and the recovery of natural systems. 
We observed that the curiosity and excitement of CiLab participants was growing – they soon 
wanted to develop their own research questions, and to incorporate the scientific process into 
their daily lives. 
 
The two-year CiLab project recruited 2,322 volunteers, of which 1,106 (48%) participated more 
than once. Volunteer participation translated into 21,924 volunteer hours. Some 55 volunteers 
had double-digit attendance in the Program, participating between 10 and 88 times; one 
volunteer participated in 115 activities. You may not be surprised to learn that he is, today, a full- 
time employee of Para la Naturaleza. 
 
The participants' final feedback during the project’s closing ceremony speaks for itself. One 
participant reported that "I grew up on the beach, but now I visualize this dynamic and natural 
space in a different way. The activity changed my life. Now I see why coasts must be protected." 
A participating scientist explained, "For the researchers, it was a transformative learning 
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experience. When we developed a research project with scientific rigor that also included citizen 
participation as a strategy, we enriched our own enthusiasm for science.” 
 
Realizing that this was the kind of impact that Para la Naturaleza was looking for, we embarked 
on more and more volunteer programs. The key aspect here is that this program was not aimed at 
getting conservation management support, but fundamentally to engage and educate participants 
in our comprehensive conservation mission, in turn expanding the conservation ethic of our staff 
and management. Our volunteer program coordinator, Astrid Maldonado, stated it succinctly in a 
recent conversation: “They challenge us to think outside the box.”   
 
With a second large grant from NSF, we expanded this volunteer program to all of our regions 
and hired a central project coordinator and dedicated staff in each region. The volunteer program 
took off to new levels. By 2017, right before the hurricanes, we reached over 4,400 individual 
volunteers in a 12-month period. On average, each individual volunteer returned to participate 6 
times in our programs, yielding 26,423 volunteer participations. From 2014 to 2020 a total we 
were able to attract 24,211 individual volunteers who provided 169,010 participations for a total 
of 466,780 volunteer of hours, generating an estimated direct value to conservation of 
$6,152,166.  
 
As the NSF grants approached the end, the organization decided to incorporate Citizen Science 
activities as part of its regular programing, on a permanent basis, in each of our four geographic 
regions. As a result, the Map of Life program was born. There are some 5,000 Map of Life 
hexagon plots covering the island, representing the research sample units of our Citizen Science 
data gathering efforts.  
 
During Map of Life events, groups of volunteers accompany our specialists on field outings to 
gather ecological data about a wide variety of subjects, including but not limited to: birds, 
amphibians, reptiles, butterflies, bats, coral reefs, sea turtles, woody vegetation, sandy beach 
profile, delineation of wetlands, evaluation of freshwater bodies, and light contamination. All 
collected data is meticulously assembled into our organizational database and plays a crucial role 
in determining the ecological value of different areas of Puerto Rico. This information goes into 
the Map 33 project, which is described below.  The detailed database serves both an online tool 
for our volunteers and science advisors, and it is a central resource used to define our land 
conservation vision – to protect 33% of the archipelago’s ecosystems by 2033.  
 
Key Citizen Science programs currently operating include: eBird in collaboration with Cornell 
Lab of Ornithology, Champion Trees with the US Forest Service, Puerto Rican Crested Toad 
conservation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service, Citizen Botanists in support of our 
Reforestation Program, our Iguana Population Control program, and our post-hurricane Dune 
Restoration program. 
 
These programs are representative of the three main categories within our volunteer program: 
Citizen Science (focused on species and ecological processes), habitat restoration (focused on 
reforestation, recovery of endangered species and management of invasive species), and 
conservation management (focused on beach and river cleanups, as well as trail maintenance). 
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Within each category, we train volunteers to support our staff and, in some cases, lead activities 
on their own.  
 
As this programming evolution went forward, we realized that another structural change was 
needed. This time the change would allow us to establish a different way to communicate and 
relate to the growing number of people that were now part of a collective conservation 
movement. 
 

 
 
 
A New Relationship: Being For Nature 
 
During its first 30 years, the Trust had been very shy in promoting its work and programs. Word 
of mouth has been the primary method of the dissemination efforts, with very few exceptions. As 
we moved to explore the path forward of our communications strategy, our brand consultants 
advised us that our very name in Spanish language, Fideicomiso de Conservacion de Puerto 
Rico, was cumbersome and difficult to communicate. The word “fideicomiso” (roughly 
translated as “bank trust” or “escrow”) is a common, difficult and confusing name used by many 
other organizations for many different purposes.  
 
Accordingly, we decided to explore options for a new brand name. Given the complexities of 
altering our original charter, the Board opted to create a new operational entity that could 
manage lands and undertake all its interactions with the public under a friendlier and more 
descriptive brand name. 
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In 2013, after a very thorough branding exercise led by the firm of Berliner and Benson, a 
nonprofit corporation was created by the Puerto Rico Conservation Trust under the name “Para 
la Naturaleza,” which translates to “For Nature” in English. The brand guidelines and launching 
video can be found here:  
 

• Para La Naturaleza Brand Guidelines 
• Para La Naturaleza Launching Video 

 
The interesting part of this brand is its interactive capacity. Contrary to most brands which are 
the sole and center target of all communications efforts, this brand is designed to integrate the 
real protagonists of conservation: people, towns, communities, actions. Thus, the brand becomes 
personalized for every individual and each activity: Fernando For Nature (Fernando Para la 
Naturaleza), San Juan For Nature, Citizen Science For Nature, Volunteer For Nature, Less 
Plastic For Nature. In effect, and contrary to popular brand wisdom, we decided to honor the 
many colors of nature from a well-defined color palette. 
 
As we prepared to launch the new brand, another organizational strategy was added to the 
equation. This presented a tremendous opportunity to expand our role and set a vision as 
conservation leaders.  
 
MAP 33: 33% Land Conservation by 2033 
 
As I stepped into my new role as the Executive Director of CTPR in 2003, I remember hearing 
our Board Chair, Thomas Lovejoy, advocating for a nationwide conservation plan. At that time, 
the organization was geared to continue the Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico’s well-established 
role - land conservation and historic preservation projects. I was not yet able to implement the 
shift to advocacy for a nationwide conservation plan. But my own instincts and training, shaping 
my interest in public policy, kept crawling into my consciousness, calling me to action.  
 
Finally, by 2011 CTPR started to work with NatureServe. After gathering hundreds of large GIS 
data files, conducting multiple workshops, gathering input from recognized scientists 
representing many academic disciplines, building up the corresponding prioritization algorithms, 
and running dozens of computer iterations (a process which sometimes lasted for days), we had 
by 2013 come up with Map 33, a conservation plan for the islands of Puerto Rico (see below). I 
considered this map a guide for our conservation work, but I never imagined its potential utility 
beyond its use as a technical tool. 
 
Olga Casellas, our lead communications and creative mind, put me on the spot. She strongly 
advocated for a new organization to lead the movement towards a 33% conservation goal by the 
year 2033. Needless to say, with a mere 8% protected, 20 years to go and a structural economic 
depression, this goal appeared to be beyond the realm of reality, and as close to insanity as it 
could get. So, we adopted the goal. 
 
 
 

https://www.paralanaturaleza.org/dl/PLN_Guias_de_Marca_2017.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wyVn_6NLcaU
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Figure 2: MAP 33 

 
 
The launch of Para la Naturaleza directly incorporated the 33x33 target. Despite pushbacks from 
exacting minds questioning the precision of the 33%, we moved forward with the commitment. 
Surprisingly, as we moved forward more and more public officials began adopting land 
conservation goals into their political discourse, effectively setting the wheels in motion. By 
2016, the Government of Puerto Rico reversed its opposition to such a goal. Subsequently, it 
passed regulations protecting a huge area of karst formations in the northwest, thanks to the 
leadership of a nonprofit organization called Ciudadanos del Karso (Citizens of the Karst). This 
alone raised our conservation level to 16%. That same year, the Government adopted the first 
Land Use Plan for the whole island, using Map 33 as the baseline for land conservation. The 
Plan designated 32% of the land as “rural-ecological conservation.” For Puerto Rican 
conservationists, this was a major breakthrough. 
 
The current worldwide land conservation commitment, in which now over 50 countries, 
including the United States, have committed to 30% land protection by 2030 is a reassuring 
moral support of our seemingly crazy target.25 Still, achieving the entire goal will still be 
extremely challenging. Very creative and bold conservation actions need to happen in the 
coming decade. 
 

Hurricane Season 
 
Life in “hurricane alley” demands that we learn as young children to endure these climatic 
phenomena. As we endure each major event, we learn to: prepare for the storm; survive the 
chaos of the howling wind, roaring seas and whipping rains; and then to cope with the 
destruction left in the hurricane’s wake. A very strong hurricane usually results in a few weeks 
without water and a few months without electricity in the countryside. Cleanup and repairs can 
take years. The death toll is typically less than ten people.  
 
Two weeks following the passage of Hurricane Irma, the center of Hurricane María directly hit 
Puerto Rico. The exact time was 6:15 a.m. on September 20, 2017-- a time when, following 
Irma, one-third of the population was still without water supply, and two-thirds was without 
electricity. That day that Maria hit is never to be forgotten. This epic storm brought a continuous 
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hovering roar and brutal destructive forces. Over 4,600 people died. Many areas went for months 
without water, and up to a year without electricity. Three million of us suffered for month after 
month. The collapse of the essential logistical systems — shipping ports, airport control towers, 
fuel supplies, power generation facilities, food distribution systems, landlines, cellular telephone 
networks, internet availability, hospital services, e-banking and ATM terminals — were all 
disrupted or disabled for three months or more, paralyzing the rhythm of life in Puerto Rico.  I 
considered this a harsh reality-check, underscoring the fragility of our lives and the absurdity of 
our sense of superiority over nature.  
 
The damage suffered by our ecosystems was disheartening. Once a lush evergreen tropical 
environment with incessant voices of birds and amphibians had been transformed into a spooky, 
desolate scene. No single green leaf was in sight and – in contrast to the usual orchestral 
serenade of our endemic coquí frogs - no sound was to be heard at night. This was perhaps the 
most unforgettable sensation of all.  Massive landslides, along with beach and river erosion 
reshaped the geography of our islands. Bees, birds and bats desperately sought flowers and food. 
The debris of flattened houses, demolished buildings, broken electrical posts, endless grounded 
telephone cables, and weirdly fragmented billboards combined to become a carpet of garbage 
saturating our new bare landscape. 
 
Puerto Ricans gave an impressive lesson of solidarity and collaboration to the world, despite a 
dismal and disrespectful lack of support from the federal government. Puerto Rican flags were 
everywhere, proudly placed in houses and on cars. Communities and nonprofit organizations 
took on key responsibilities in the cleanup, recovery and rebuilding efforts. And the diaspora was 
there for Puerto Rico. Their philanthropic support was estimated at $400 million.26 Para la 
Naturaleza alone received $5.4 million in the 24 months following María, mostly from Puerto 
Ricans living in the US. All of that money was dedicated to communities, farmers and 
reforestation efforts. 
 
As a land trust with over 200 employees and 65 sites (6 of which are primarily historic sites) 
spread across more than 35,000 acres, our hurricane preparedness protocol was extremely 
rigorous. Yet, the dozens of trucks, tractors, fuel tanks, chainsaws and first aid equipment we had 
on hand were simply insufficient to face the aftermath. Following our protocols, we secured our 
workforce and stabilized our facilities in the first few weeks, but there was no point in 
proceeding to restore our sites when our neighbors and communities were struggling to obtain 
clean water, food, and fuel. People were in survival mode. Indeed, many lives were lost due to 
the lack of refrigeration for medicine and the scarcity of life support systems.  
 
The emotional impact of these real-life stories was more than enough to convince us to embark 
on a different path. Engineers estimated Para la Naturaleza’s losses above $12 million dollars, 
but nothing proved more important than to show our solidarity towards our fellow citizens. We 
stopped our operations for over three months. During that period, all of our staff worked 
tirelessly to: help remove debris in neighboring communities; distribute food, water and basic 
supplies through our visitor centers; and provide educational support to children who were trying 
to make sense of an appalling mess. Our development and administrative teams worked 
incessantly to attract the support of the Puerto Rican diaspora and major foundations. We were 
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never approached by a single federal, local or municipal agency. There were no public sector 
offers of help, or requests for help. 
 

 
 
As many predicted, given our high dependency on imported food, the lack of food in the 
supermarkets during the initial months was frightening. Over 80% of our agricultural fields were 
severely damaged.27 Food import and distribution were interrupted for weeks due to damage in 
our shipping ports, a devastated airport control tower, and the lack of fuel for land transportation. 
 
The death of trees stemming from hurricane María is estimated at approximately 31 million.28 
This loss does and will continue to impact our island climate for years to come, reducing the 
ability of ecosystems to protect us against landslides, flooding, erosion, and future climatic 
events. A full recovery of our previous forest structure is expected in roughly 20 years if all goes 
well; if we are again hit by such a terrible storm, the return of a vibrant forest will of course be 
set back even further. 
 
The hurricanes of 2017 marked a turning point for our organization. Up to that moment we had 
been protecting nature from humans. Now we realized the importance of protecting humans from 
our own collective decisions. The interrelations between nature and human welfare became more 
evident than ever.  
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Beyond Recovery 
 
After the initial response period, we proceeded with recovery. Four initiatives — community 
conservation, agroecology, reforestation and schools — now became the focus of the energy we 
had left. Despite personal, physical and emotional exhaustion, our team kept moving to 
implement a transformational agenda. 
 
To this end, the Board of Directors of Para la Naturaleza encouraged us to be aggressive in 
creating a new unit with dedicated staff to engage citizens in an island-wide recovery program 
named Habitat. This was a comprehensive ecological and community restoration initiative that 
promoted an integrated recovery of habitats and citizens in pursuit of resiliency, sustainability, 
solidarity and the creation of a new ecological culture. 
 
Communities responded with admirable actions, even without government support and lack of 
infrastructure. Public community centers were in disarray, reflecting years of neglect caused by 
austerity-driven policies. As a result, most of the community response and recovery meetings 
took place in baseball fields. As an initial step in our efforts to prepare for future emergencies, 
we decided to use a large portion of the incoming funds to install solar energy systems as well as 
water harvesting and filtration systems at 33 resilient community centers across the islands. 
 
We also worked to come to the aid of agroecological farmers who lost their crops as well as their 
farm infrastructure. These extremely hard-working farmers also lacked capital to restore their 
production. By December 2017, we distributed grants totaling $217,500 to 50 agroecological 
projects. The grants were to be used to cover the equivalent of three months of post-hurricane 
losses, and to revitalize farm operations. Note that this sector, suffering the skepticism of 
existing practices and given their small production volume, has been and continues to be 
relegated to the back of the government assistance line. Most of the government assistance 
associated with Hurricane Maria went to traditional agricultural corporations. 
 
In addition, our plans for future preparedness pointed us in a very important direction – towards 
the trees. The impact of Hurricane Maria on the tree canopy opened up gaps of light that reached 
the understory species – many native and endemic – allowing them an opportunity to develop 
and grow in their natural space. Thus, a regeneration process received a boost. At Para la 
Naturaleza, we decided to support this recovery through reforestation of impacted areas with 
native and endemic trees. In the process, we engaged citizens in fulfilling Puerto Rico’s 
responsibility to capture our carbon footprint through reforestation. 
 
Furthermore, our hurricane response plans called us to address another long-standing challenge. 
The social disruption associated with the hurricane served to highlight the chronic 
mismanagement of public schools, which had brought the educational system in Puerto Rico to a 
state of near collapse. Yet, instead of fixing its managerial incompetence, the government’s 
solution focused on dismantling and closing hundreds of schools across the islands. Para la 
Naturaleza, despite previous failed efforts with public schools, teamed up with an initiative to 
transform traditional public schools into Montessori public schools, under the leadership of Ana 
María García Blanco. We are invigorated and encouraged by our progress in this area. 
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Each of these responses rendered great results. Trial programs launched in response to the 
hurricane became permanent programs within the organization. In the process, we have 
undergone a deep personal and organizational transformation.  A brief overview of the evolution 
of these programs follows. 
 
Community Conservation 
 
Our community engagement was limited to a handful of nearby communities until 2017. These 
relationships grew organically. They served as great examples of how communities could and 
should play a central role in conservation initiatives. Our team, currently composed of biologists 
and people with other science backgrounds, was fully supportive. They were very willing to 
move beyond their comfort zone to team with communities. However, organizationally and 
individually, we needed to develop a new set of skills and tools to reach our potential to work 
with communities. 
 
As we were debating the next steps to take, the 2017 hurricanes, instead of derailing the process, 
unexpectedly pushed us directly into new collaborations with communities. As we moved 
forward with our recovery work, we got to know each other - and ourselves - in new ways. 
 
The task of creating 33 resilient community centers was daunting. Most of our existing structures 
and reserves were facilities open to the general public. We had to navigate dense bureaucratic 
procedures to get the proper authorizations to participate in the operation of community centers 
serving specific rural areas, neighborhoods and towns. As we did so, one of our non-negotiable 
requests was that the management of said centers needed to be delegated by contract to leading 
community organizations. To this day, our work in these centers is ongoing, mainly to raise 
additional funds to fix bathrooms and kitchens, and to install refrigeration systems. The result of 
these off-the-chart, non-conservation efforts has been the creation of a strong relationship of trust 
with these communities, and the more than 100,000 citizens that are living in these places. 
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In 2020 Para la Naturaleza formally launched the “AComPAÑA” (acronym that translates ‘to 
accompany’) community conservation program. The objective of this program is to develop 
strong partnerships in which communities are engaged together in urgently needed projects. 
 
The first and foremost obstacle to the success of this program was distrust. As a large 
organization that for decades has rigorously and jealously protected ecosystems, we did not have 
credibility in these communities as a socially caring entity. To earn the trust of local residents, 
we set out to significantly improve our understanding of each community and its particular 
needs. Once gained, that understanding helped us change the way we think and make decisions 
with regard to our partner communities. 
 
We quickly learned that the construction of a thorough management plan with very limited 
community input was far from a community engagement, much less a community partnership. 
The first and most important lesson we learned is to never impose our conservation agenda on a 
community. Although we cannot support actions which negatively impact our ecosystems, we do 
have common areas in which we can collaborate. In the process of collaborating, we present our 
work, our values, and our objectives to partner communities. Our first step in these communities 
was to help each community achieve several of its own significant goals. 
 
As with all human relationships, communities are built from complex social interactions that 
embrace an infinite array of values and perspectives: trust, justice, equity, respect, participation, 
friendship, diversity, and tolerance. Marginalized communities have the additional knowledge of 
the consequences of human indifference and abuse. 
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While developing the pilot program for AComPAÑA throughout 2020, we remotely worked 
with 4 communities (1 in each of our four regions). The 3 objectives were of this work were:  
 

• To establish a relationship based on participation and community empowerment,  
• To identify and execute a concrete project, and  
• To develop tools and methods that would assist PLN personnel to build trust and lasting 

relationships with communities. 
 
So far, 4 nature interpreters have taken on the new role of Community Action Leaders under 
AComPAÑA. Their role is no longer to offer tours or lead volunteer projects. Instead, they now 
support the development of projects with neighboring communities. When asked to reflect on the 
process so far, they described it as challenging, yet enriching. Most of these Community Action 
Leaders come from scientific backgrounds. This process represents, in their own words, “a 
change in their hard drive,” and “a different way of doing conservation.”  
 
One Community Action Leader reports that the process has been much easier than expected. “It 
was a matter of sitting down and listening to each other... Their claims are not alien to human 
reality... No matter what community we come from, we can find ways to relate to each other.”29 
Another Community Action Leader believes that this project will be crucial for the sustainability 
of the organization: “Without the support of the communities -- and possible co-management -- 
the organization would not be able to adapt to changes in the future.”30  
 
This methodology responds to an international need to create sustainable communities that 
respect the dignity and equity of people. The International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) has an entire program dedicated to equitable governance, transparency, and social 
inclusion. These are issues that are fundamental to the management and conservation of 
resources in the 21st century. Conservation is everyone's responsibility, but it cannot happen 
considering profound inequalities; these must first be recognized in order to create meaningful 
long-term changes. 
 
AComPAÑA is the development of a new way of approaching communities as leaders, as 
empowered social organizations, and drivers of our collective wellbeing. From a land 
management perspective, our goal is to see that these communities, endowed with their inherent 
representative powers, become the stewards of our protected lands and waters. 
 
We are in early stages of the process. There is yet a lot to be learned. 
 
Agroecology 
 
The mission of the Agroecology Program is to promote the strengthening of regenerative 
agriculture models in Puerto Rico through education, technical assistance and economic 
assistance to farmers. We are supporting farmers in their transition from degrading agricultural 
practices to ecological and regenerative models. We are responding to the need to increase our 
national agricultural production for food security. We aim to develop the capacity to feed our 
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population based on an integrated agricultural system which is productive (economically viable), 
ecological (healthy and sustainable), and socially fair (across the food chain). 
 

 
 
Today, we work directly with 150 agroecological farmers. This program now has a full-time 
Agroecology  
Coordinator. We have raised $763,479 in the past three years to support regenerative agriculture 
and provided $482,000 to these farmers for business reactivation, and $115,000 for infrastructure 
(mainly storage and reconstruction). During the pandemic, we offered more than 183 hours of 
workshops to over 500 farmers. We conducted 16 workshops on organic farming, permaculture, 
and food preservation to the community. We also distributed more than 4,500 fruit trees and 11 
tons of compost to 110 farmers. To date, 6,515 trees have been donated to farmers. Currently we 
are providing low-cost land leases of over 1,500 acres to 15 farmers.  
 
Demonstration gardens for food production are now part of our visitor centers, our community 
partners and our Montessori school program. 
  
Reforestation 
 
After the massive deforestation events associated with the hurricanes, there was a very evident 
need for trees both as a climatic defense and as a human amenity. At first, I feared that people 
would blame trees for damage to their homes and other structures. However, once people 
observed, within several weeks, that leaves started to bud everywhere — while humans were still 
scrambling for basic necessities — the trees became an important source of inspiration. The 
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incredible comeback of severely damaged trees taught us a masterful lesson of survival and 
resilience.  
 
It is probably impossible to imagine our evolutionary path without trees for food, fire, shelter and 
tools. Today, it is hard to see how we can manage all our climatic disruptions without planting 
trees. Still, we can observe rampant abuse and disregard for trees that is really difficult to 
comprehend. There is nothing better engineered, and nothing more economically effective in our 
fight against climate change than the trees that provide climatic controls, carbon capture and 
protective barriers.  
 
Perhaps the most permanent contribution that we can provide for future generations is to plant 
trees. With this in mind, Para la Naturaleza’s Board approved the investment of our capital in a 
strong and continuous reforestation effort. To carry out this program, a new Reforestation Unit 
was created that is fully dedicated to germinating, planting and accompanying trees. Our goal is 
to plant 100,000 native and endemic trees per year. A new Citizen Botanist program was formed 
and launched to support this effort, training dozens of citizens regarding the native habitats, care 
and maintenance of endemic species. 
 
Currently, the unit operates five tree nurseries and is staffed by 35 skilled workers. Since 2018 
we have grown 274,389 trees in our nurseries, directly planted 97,519 trees in urban, rural and 
conservation settings, and distributed 39,315 trees to our partners.  Our reforestation efforts are 
now focused on restoring ecosystems in our protected natural areas, as well as supporting 
external individual and collective reforestation efforts throughout the archipelago.  
 
Montessori and Nature 
 
School visits were an important component of our early interpretation program. Nevertheless, by 
the 2000s, budget cutbacks in the Department of Education brought these experiences to a halt. 
We repeatedly stumbled in a very complex bureaucratic system. After many failed attempts to 
train schoolteachers and introduce an ecological curriculum to public schools, we lost interest.  
As a result, for the past two decades our public education program has been limited to a handful 
of public schools where we built and supported tree nurseries under informal (undercover) 
agreements with highly motivated teachers.  
 
In 2018, our educational program with public schools started to gain ground. We joined forces 
with a unique non-profit that has worked to transform Puerto Rico’s Department of Education, 
one of the most bureaucratic and politically charged agencies on our islands. The Center for the 
New School (INE), after showcasing profound changes in school performance in one school for 
over 20 years, is now supporting the operation of over 60 public schools using the Montessori 
methodology. 
 
Their philosophy and methodology, based on the science of human development, attains high 
student academic achievement. This is done in the context of a culture of respect and trust in 
children, and yields measurable improvements in attendance, reading and standardized tests.  
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Montessori education focuses on a deep connection between child development and nature. This 
makes working with principals, teachers, and students in the schools a very compatible process 
for us, because the appreciation of our natural environment is already embedded in the schools’ 
culture. We provide resources and expertise to bring Montessori values to life through concrete 
joint projects. Our collaboration with the Montessori schools is also facilitated by the INE’s 
transparency, well-organized structure, and diligence, which makes our direct communication 
and work with schools a smooth and efficient process. 
 
As the government attempted to close a massive number of public schools, attempting to replace 
them with charter schools, Montessori staff, parents and children formed a formidable campaign 
to fight back. "Planting We Stay" became their way to mark their ground and avoid closings. As 
a result, many community schools were saved. “Good schools are endangered. Our battles are 
very similar,” said Ana María García Blanco, INE’s Executive Director.  
 
Our alliance with INE and the communities they serve has given our interpreters full access to 
perform their ecological magic. As a result, we have established botanical gardens in school 
yards, constructed butterfly farms, and initiated vegetable gardens. Currently, Montessori public 
school students have planted 539 trees in 27 school communities.  
 
Today we have incorporated extended school hours with a curriculum that includes activities in 
nature, scientific research work, talks, and visits to protected natural areas. Classroom efforts 
culminate in the development of a final project, where the children had the opportunity to create 
projects according to the needs of the community. 
 
During the pandemic, while school campuses were closed, we were able to create 1,000 home 
gardens with the children from these INE public schools.  For the 2021-2022 academic year, we 
are joining 20 of these public schools that are becoming INE’s model schools to inspire others.  
 

2020: Earthquakes and COVID-19 
 
Just as we gained momentum setting the foundations for these long-term programs, Puerto Rico 
suffered two more catastrophes, one after the next. First, there were strong earthquakes in early 
2020. Then, beginning in March 2020, and the COVID-19 pandemic hit. It is still ongoing as I 
write this document in 2021. 
 
The security that solid ground provides us in our daily lives is something that most people take 
for granted. The loss of this fundamental certainty is another one of those experiences that is 
impossible to erase from memory. Following the violent disruption of the initial earthquake, as 
our ground was literally still shaking, the COVID-19 pandemic arrived at our shores, carried by 
ships and airplanes.  
 
Despite all our recent vicissitudes, the arrival of a force that could bring the whole planet to a 
standstill was something we had only envisioned in science fiction. In Puerto Rico, we had the 
great opportunity — as an island — to manage this situation with the strict and disciplined 
control of our visitors. However, our concepts of economic development caused us to accept 
cruise ships despite clear warnings. We furthermore continued to accept airplane passengers 
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from locations where COVID was raging.  Today, we have a high COVID-19 infection rate as 
we approach 200,000 cases. Deaths are reaching our hurricane toll, as we move towards 3,000 
lives lost.  
 
The progression of geological events, hurricanes and mutating pandemics is, and perhaps will 
always be, highly uncertain. Living under uncertainty is our new norm. Perhaps now we are 
beginning to understand how most of the world lives: with insecurity, insufficiency and virtually 
no sense of control. Only nature and natural processes can provide us protection and show us the 
way to adaptation and survival. 
 

Towards an Ecological Culture 
 
As I reflect on my journey in life over the past two decades, I realize that my efforts to plan my 
next steps, as well as my actual deeds, have led me to focus on what drives my actions. For me, 
protecting land and nature only occurs when I recognize in what ways I value land and nature -- 
not only in economic or emotional terms, but as part of my personal sense of belonging. 
Similarly, communities can come to value nature through repeated experiences that lead to a 
shift in habits, and eventually strong values and beliefs.  
 
Culture is the collective set of knowledge, beliefs and values that form an integrated pattern of 
social behavior. A society that knows the importance of functional ecosystems, that values other 
forms of life as an integral part of their social wellbeing, possesses an ecological culture. Within 
this value system, society is prone to guide its development with the minimum necessary 
footprint, allowing natural processes to occur. A society with an ecological culture has embedded 
in it a conservation charter that assures its sustainability and wellbeing. 
 
Our historic and geopolitical context has formed a culture that ignores the importance of land, 
water and biological species. In the few instances where nature is recognized, it is due to its 
economic value for real estate, tourism, agriculture, mineral extraction or other industries. 
Challenging and altering this culture has proven to be an exceptionally difficult task. 
 
The current economy-focused culture emerges from the power we think we have over our 
environment. As civilization started to demand massive resources, the need to colonize and 
exploit became an integrated part of our living systems. As we globalized, the implications of 
this cruel exploitation of our planet became imperceptible, more and more hidden from our daily 
lives as we keep conveniently ignoring them. Altering this colonial relationship between humans 
and nature may just be the most critical challenge that we face today. 
 
We can reach an economic system with a sustainable human footprint similar to those of other 
living organisms by shifting to renewable energy and materials, reusing and recycling them as an 
integral part of our production and consumption process. In order to adopt sustainable and plant-
based food production, we must reduce our space consumption and integrate open and natural 
spaces into our human habitat.  
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Land trusts are part of a collective culture that bring the value of open spaces and ecosystems to 
the forefront of our wellbeing. As organizations, we promote social change by disseminating 
knowledge and facilitating experiences that create different value systems and in turn, ignite 
different thought processes and ways of doing.   
 
For us in a small Caribbean archipelago, our recent experiences are pointing to a different path. 
We are planting trees that restore soils, building soils that nourish our food, growing food that 
strengthens our communities, and developing communities that shape culture -- culture that 
creates a new path toward true wellbeing. Forces that hold back the evolution of these new 
systems are still holding strong, and the convenience of business as usual is always luring us to 
turn from our efforts. Our only option is to keep moving towards the ecological culture that 
enables the lives to which we aspire. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The islands of Puerto Rico have suffered from a decades-long economic recession and 
government bankruptcy resulting in financial hardship for its population. We have experienced 
huge losses of life and property caused by two massive hurricanes during 2017. We have been 
shocked by the material damages and psychological insecurity caused by a wave of earthquakes. 
In early 2020 we faced, along with the rest of the world, the COVID-19 pandemic. These 
circumstances have set the stage for Puerto Ricans to transform our collective adversity into a 
catalyst for social resiliency and ecological sustainability. 
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In a programmatic chain reaction, Para la Naturaleza has developed nature and historic 
interpretation programs which have expanded to serve over 80,000 visitors per year. It has 
assembled a remarkable force of 20,000 volunteers that annually engage in direct action to 
restore and value nature through its Citizen Science and Reforestation Programs. It has expanded 
existing leadership youth programs; restructured its corporate framework; and rebranded itself to 
reach much broader audiences, impacting over 300,000 citizens through diverse digital 
platforms.  
 
PLN has broadened its institutional scope with a conservation vision for the islands of Puerto 
Rico by establishing the goal to protect 33% of all Puerto Rico’s ecosystems by 2033. It has 
embraced historic preservation and agroecological movements as fundamental partner strategies.  
It has created a reforestation unit aimed at planting and maintaining 100,000 trees per year to 
combat climate disruption. It has teamed up with 60 public Montessori schools to create 
botanical gardens in their schoolyards. It has supported the self-empowerment of 33 
communities across the islands, which engage in their own social, economic, and conservation 
practices. 
 
What we clearly believe through these experiences is that every land trust has a greater 
opportunity and responsibility. Land trusts can do more than just secure ecosystems, healthy land 
or clean water. While protecting nature, we realized that we had the chance to protect humans 
from the destructive forces of our own society. The living systems that we protect are nodules 
capable of spreading the recovery of ecological cultures across the planet. As such, land trusts 
can embrace a leadership role much larger than their founders may have first envisioned, driving 
human transformation. 
 
Land conservation will be needed as long as humans keep ignoring the value and the intrinsic 
rights of our planet’s habitats.  It should be our duty as land trusts to engage others into shifting 
away from current patterns of reckless domination of our support systems. Contrary to the 
prevailing economic theories, I am convinced that it is only under a new set of values and 
principles that our economic systems can thrive. 
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