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ABSTRACT

A study on edible fruit production was conducted as one part of a
larger multi-year applied research project exploring approaches

to landscape architecture, ecology and design that conserve

and celebrate traditions of resource management, economic
development, governance, and socio-cultural issues of the Bahamian
archipelago of Exuma, while proposing sustainable solutions for
the future development of the islands. The project draws on a
distinctive fieldwork process, designed for the project, which adapts
anthropological and participatory methods to engage with local
communities, government, educators, and the environment itself to
inform design proposals and decision-making. Participation in the
collection of data can mean that citizens educate themselves in the
research topic, and get involved in what gets researched and how.
This case study demonstrates the importance of careful, inclusive
preliminary design and the ability of participatory processes to
motivate and entice local communities to actively engage in the
topic of examination. The findings should help prepare the ground
for more intensive future food-related investigations there and
elsewhere.
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(1) A Sustainable Future for
Exuma is an ecological
planning project in
collaboration with the
Government of The
Bahamas, the Bahamas
National Trust, and
Harvard University's
Graduate School of
Design.
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Food imports into The
Bahamas. The Bahamas
imports between 80%

~ 90% of all of its food
needs, 98% of these
imports are from the US.
Map of Exuma

Who Farms in The
Bahamas. Before

the 1950s, a third of

all Bahamians were
considered farmers.

In 2005, the country

had about 1,200 people
classified as farmers.
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Introduction

As the study of people and their
interactions, anthropology can be a
useful complement to the shaping of
the land. A better understanding of
relationships between humans and
humans, humans and the land, and
so on, can lead to better landscape
architecture. For example, the
Department of Landscape Architecture
and Regional Planning at the University
of Pennsylvania under Ian McHarg’s
almost thirty-year chairmanship fused
geography, on one extreme, with
anthropology on the other. One might
say that the projective aspect of design
entails the interdependent relationship
between geography (land-centric) and
anthropology (people-centric).
Anthropology can typically be
understood as the study of people
and their interactions, however
anthropologists are today often
to be found studying non-human
relationships too. Take for example,
Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing’s work on
the matsutake mushroom!" or Daniel
Miller’s study on material objects in the
book, Stuff”!. Anthropology’s methods
for understanding relationships (human
and non-human) will usually consist
of ethnography, which involves a
“thick description” of a particular set
of relationships, to use the oft-quoted

phrase. Indeed as anthropologist Clifford
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Geertz puts it: “Man is an animal
suspended in webs of significance
he himself has spun.”"”! Usually, an
individual will spend an extended
period conducting fieldwork trying
to identify and analyze these various
webs of significance. This fieldwork
will typically involve living within a
community, establishing trust with that
community, learning the local language
and social customs, and carefully
describing details of people’s daily lives
and that of the physical environment
too. Anthropologists may record
and organize field notes with words,
sketches, photographs and videos,
among other means. Through this
participation in the details of everyday
life, and in the reading and re-reading
of field notes, anthropologists come
to understand patterns and unearth
relationships that might have before
gone unnoticed. They, “make the
strange familiar” to use another oft-
quoted phrase.

Ian McHarg writes in his
memoirs that, “By the mid 1970s the
social sciences of ethnography and
anthropology were increasingly being
integrated into human ecological
planning... and this development held
great promise for better informed
prescriptions.” McHarg clearly saw
benefit from anthropology in terms of
leading to better informed decisions
that meshed ideas of ecology and
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communities in regional planning.
In this sense, anthropology may
have been regarded as an approach
for landscape architects in planning
field than sociology since sociology
can be more quantitative results-
oriented. In other words, somebody
who teaches with poetry (such as
McHarg) or describes the world as an
interconnected living web, might prefer
the speculative / creative / open-ended
approach that is constantly changing
and evolving. In any case, there is a
strong argument to be made that the
topics anthropologists unearth can
lead to better planning and design.
However, in practice this has
not always been the case. While
anthropology clearly has much to offer
landscape architecture by providing
greater insight into how people live,
their aspirations, and the myriad
relationships between a site and human
inhabitation, its deep observational
and analytical work takes a long time.
In addition to the sole anthropologist
typically spending at least a year in
the field, a period of reflection and
writing is also required. Also, many
sites are larger and more complex than
a single anthropologist can manage
to study alone. For these reasons,
anthropology has been difficult to
successfully integrate in design or
planning processes despite the obvious
advantages that would follow.



Plural Ecologies

The Sustainable Future for Exuma
project” was in many respects a
response to Ecological Urbanism"', and
inspired by Felix Guattari’s The Three
Ecologies'®. Ecology, at its core, is the
study of the interaction of organisms

with one another and their environment.

Ecological urbanism puts forth that such

relationships can be aesthetic, economic,
political, and sensual in addition to the
environmental. In speculating on urban
and landscape futures, it is essential

to consider the multiple ecologies of

a given area. This raises a question of
method: If we are to design and plan in
ways that are more ecological — using
ecology in this broad sense of the word
— then we need to find ways to deeply
understand the ecologies of a given area.
This research project sets out to adapt
anthropological methods to be more
useful within a design and planning
process. We asked questions including,
“what if the individual fieldworker
becomes part of a collective?” The
collaborative method we developed —
with fifty-two researchers conducting
fieldwork for a week each — is
documented elsewhere."’ In addition

to the collaborative fieldwork centered
on civil-society, we engaged with
government, decision makers and
educators through focus groups,
workshops, and various other forms of
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educational outreach and collaboration.
It is essential to know how decisions are
made, and by whom. We learned that
fieldwork was more than observation,
since the collective also included
designers, thinking about and initiating
projects. It is within this projective
space where various opportunities can
arise to discover, or sense, the ecologies

of the land. This paper sets out to

describe one aspect of this large process

of engagement: a participatory social

research project centered on growing

fruit on the islands and cays of Exuma.

Food in The Bahamas

Our field research quickly revealed

that during the past few decades a

major change in residents’ attitudes and
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Source: The Bahamas
Department of
Statistics, 2009.
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Ministry of Health,
2011.
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Census of Population
and Housing, 2010.

behaviors toward food has occurred in
The Bahamas. Macro-economic factors,
notably the proximity and access to

the US market, have resulted in a
significantly reduced local production
of food in favor of cheaper imports,
including a large amount of processed
food.? (Fig. 1)

Accompanying this trend has been a
considerable change in residents’ food-
related decisions. More than a quarter of
the population consumes fast food two
or more times per week and, about half
of them do not eat the recommended
daily serving of fresh produce.” With
seven out of ten Bahamians now obese
or overweight, never has there been
a more important time to develop
initiatives that help improve the current
health and social situation in the
country.

This is especially true in the district
of Exuma, which is an archipelago
comprising of about 3635 scattered cays
and islands located about 35 miles
southeast from the nation’s bustling
capital city, Nassau. Traditionally,
Exumaians have had limited access
to state services and have therefore
continued to rely heavily on subsistence,
family-oriented food production.”
Subsistence farming and fishing, though,
is now a diminishing pursuit in the face
of tourism, tourism-related enterprises
and obtainable food imports. Exuma’s
population has doubled in the last
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decade, and the ongoing development
has effectively converted the “sleepy”
district into one of that nation’s fastest
growing ones.” (Fig. 2)

Recognizing these challenges,
representatives from the Government
of The Bahamas, the Bahamas National
Trust, as well as farmers, business
owners, educators and community
leaders from Exuma were invited to
participate in a 3-day long workshop
in Nassau, and a 2-day long workshop
in George Town, the capital of Exuma.
The aim of the workshops was to
generate a cross-disciplinary discussion
on the future of the islands. These
groups, which often have conflicting
interests and agendas, found common
ground around everyday issues of
food. For one activity, participants
were asked to submit a photograph
of their refrigerators before the
workshop. These images were startling,
but not unexpected: a proliferation of
processed foods, and very little fresh
foods. Participants then discussed
these photographs and analyzed not
just what they eat, but where the food
comes from. These discussions clearly
reflected the fact that over 98% of
food in The Bahamas is imported,
which simultaneously raised concerns
over food security as well as the
decline of Bahamian agriculture and
backyard gardening. Then, participants
were asked to work together in small
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groups of about 6 people to list the
foods that their grandparents ate
when supermarkets did not exist and
foods largely came from backyards
and community. On the list were

many fruits which participants had
reportedly “forgotten about” since
they are not a part of their own regular
diet. Participants went on to list the
foods their parents ate, and then
reflected on how both lists differed
from the food they themselves typically
consume and store in their refrigerator.
The result was clear: participants
reportedly ate less fresh produce than
the older generations, and ate more
foods which were highly processed
and could be eaten quickly. They
attributed the change in dietary habits
to the introduction of the refrigerator,
which followed the electrification of
the islands in the 1970s and a general
decline in local food cultivation (Fig. 3).
The final part of the activity entailed
broadly describing the ideal dietary
habits for future generations in The
Bahamas through listing and / or
speculating on the foods their children
and grandchildren will eat. Here,

there was a difference between the
city-dwellers and the island-dwellers.
Nassauvians saw a future filled with
more processed foods (albeit “healthy”
processed foods), and Exumians saw

a future filled largely with fresh fruit,
vegetables and fish. Nonetheless, in



both cases, their wishes called for a
dramatic increase in the intake of fresh
fruits and vegetables.

Central to these wishes was the call
to reinvigorate local food production,
and specifically to cultivate more fruit
trees. In fact, during the workshop, a
conversation between a Bahamian public
health specialist, a statistician, an official
from the Ministry of Agriculture, as
well as one of the authors, a landscape
architect, especially raised awareness for
that since fruit trees can have a strong
physical and sensual presence, providing
colorful flowers, fragrant smells as well
as a host of ecosystem services, they
also radically impact the appearance
and quality of the built environment
in addition to providing a source of
nourishment.

In particular, fruit epitomizes a wide-
range of local socio-political, ecological
and cultural phenomena. Bahamian hit
songs and slang, for example, mention
the Sapodilla fruit, commonly referred to
as dilly, and many other fruits including
cocoplum and seagrape, which thrive
in the archipelago’s mostly dry and
salty soils. Traditional local cuisine and
trademarked desserts often incorporate
fruit and are used in such celebratory
events as the National Independence
Day. The value of fruits extends well
beyond food to medicine, dyes and
fiber and more. The ways in which

fruits are conceptualized and used are
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all influenced by complex array of
often inter-related factors that may
include traditional culture and religion,
health considerations, price, familial
influences and proximity to arable land.
Therefore, fruit is at the same time a
social and natural construct that reflects
significant and subtle complexities
associated with the personal preferences
of the residents and their connection to
land, sea and the community.

This article describes a participatory
research project that constitutes one
small step toward better understanding
the attitudes and values of Exumaians
toward food in general and fruits in
particular. The methods employed
aimed to prevent social exclusion and
to increase the motivation, interest, and
creativity of residents around the topic
in different contexts and educational
environments. The project’s research
approach aimed to achieve two
goals. First, to examine a method for
gathering information along multiple
lines of local inquiry in a short time
frame and over a large geographical
area. Second, to extract data on food-
societal interactions using the extensive
contribution and active participation
of locals. That is, to entice residents
to enthusiastically generate the most
relevant issues, thus allowing for
a more spontaneous and revealing
data-gathering process. The goal is
centered around the idea that residents’

discourses around fruit, coupled with
the integration of ecological and
bioclimatic systems, may provide design-
based solutions to address the prospects
of planting fruit trees in natural and
cultural spaces throughout the region.

Participatory Research: A
Methodological Approach

Following a literature review on wild
and cultivated fruits in The Bahamas,
a remote search was conducted by
phone in order to identify and establish
initial contacts with key local persons,
organizations and agencies as well
as connecting with participants who
attended the workshops held at Harvard
University. These connections also
enabled us to source additional pertinent
socio-geographical information about
Exuma. The next step involved the
creation of a two-page packet entitled
“Fruit Workbook.” The medium of the
printed packet was chosen to entice
and facilitate participation, especially
for communities with limited access
to computers and internet service. The
packet itself outlined brief instructions
that explained how volunteers could
collect and record in it any fruit-related
issues of interest either based on their
own personal experience and / or
sourced from neighbors, friends and
their family. Broad-based examples of
possible topics to address were provided,
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7.  Planting strategies

for Black Point, Little
Farmers Cay and
Staniel Cay, islands of
Exuma.

for example “describe your likes /
dislikes for a certain fruit.” Adjacent to
these examples was a list of local fruit
varieties that were compiled from the
literature review. It was made clear in the
packet that what participants choose to
write about was completely up to them:
“Remember, this workbook is whatever
you want it to be.” An empty page was
provided for data entry. The empty
space was meant to spark spontaneous

data input. The aim was to minimize

Staniel Cay #if}E/RB

Little Farmers' Cay /hRKS
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constraints typical to more structured
research projects. The philosophy behind
this flexible method was to include

the knowledge and interests of all
participants.

After securing the cooperation of key
entities including various community
leaders, non-profits and government
officials, a trip to Exuma was taken by
one of the authors. Three of the chosen
field sites — Staniel Cay, Black Point,

and Little Farmer’s Cay — are small

George Town, Little Farmers’ Cay /NREBTFEE
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rural-to-semi-urban cays that range less
than a mile to a couple miles in length
with a total of population of about
500. The fourth site was the district’s
largest (about 40 miles long) and most
urbanized island, Great Exuma, with a
total of over 3,000 residents. Initially,
volunteers from key entities were
enlisted and informed about the aim of
disseminating the “Fruit Workbook,”
which was to gather and extract data
on the interactions between fruit and
society along multiple lines of inquiry.
In less than two weeks in March 20135,
over 300 volunteers from the four
locations were enlisted to participate in
the project.

On each of the small cays,
participants were allotted with two
days to respond and record data in
the workbook, while on Great Exuma
participants had up to five days to
submit their input. As a whole, the
cohort included people of different
generations, occupations, genders
as well as year-round residents and
second-home owners. For the sake
of anonymity, volunteers were not
expected to write their names on the
packets. To organize textual data and
detect the emergence of preliminary
themes, data was recorded into an
Excel spreadsheet while noting the
specific field location. Additional
analysis of trends was conducted upon

return.



Results

The flexible, non-prescriptive
technique for curating data created a
window from which to view the fruit-
related matters of most relevance in the
district of Exuma. By filling the empty
page provided in the packet, volunteers
shared the customs, memories, jokes
or parodies that accompanied and
reflected their attitude and association
with certain fruits. The most prevalent
fruit-related theme that weaved
through the packets was the medicinal
one. Specifically, the idea that soursop
could effectively remedy serious illness
which was recurrent. Avocado and
papaya were also frequently mentioned
in the same regard. The value of
fruits was therefore tied heavily to
their perceived curative properties.
Furthermore, the great majority of
volunteers who discussed the medicinal
benefits of the above mentioned fruits
did not solely allude to the fruit, but
also to the leaves, roots and stems of
the plant. For instance, many shared
ideas of how brewing a tea prepared
from the leaves of the avocado tree
was the best way to extract the desired
therapeutic benefits of the plant. In
some cases, volunteers only gave
mention to brewing tea leaves with a
complete disregard to the actual fruits
of the plant. (Fig. 4)

Just as each island and cay is quite
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unique in social and physical form, every
island had its own story to tell about
the meaning and value of fruits. This
became especially clear when volunteers
specifically described their desires for
fruit plant cultivation. Many circled a
particular fruit from the list and stated
in the space adjacent to it: “I want to
grow it” because of taste, color and /

or olfaction. When going beyond their
sensory preferences, though, many
linked their desires to broader concerns
about local development and economic
growth. On Great Exuma, for example,
about a dozen volunteers explained how
their desires for growing mamey sapote
partly stemmed from a concern about
the loss of this fruit tree species in lieu
of recent tourism-related land clearing.
This finding suggests that volunteers’
desirability for cultivating certain fruit
trees may intersect with local land-use
trends and patterns on their island or
cay of residence.

In addition, on the three small cays
there was a tendency to identify and
share information about wild, edible
fruits. This trend was less prevalent
on the relatively urbanized island of
Great Exuma. While hinting to how
urbanization may impact residents’
intimate, day-to-day contact with wild
fruit, what is particularly noteworthy
about this finding is that some of the
wild fruits discussed were absent from
the list of fruit trees provided in the

packet. The departure from the list
affirms the significance of wild fruits
for residents on the three cays. It also
suggests that the list was not a crucial
component of the packet and for
extracting fruit-related data.

Through the lens of fruit, some
nuances associated with local
economies rose to the surface. For
example, a glimpse of Black Point’s
economic characterization was
illuminated when one volunteer there
described the processes of acquiring
their fruit plants and gardening
supplies: “When I fly to Nassau for
shopping and doctor visits, that’s
when I buy all my gardening things...
it’s easier and cheaper that way.” The
comment suggests the epitome of the
centralized capital city for Black Point
residents in particular and for the
district’s residents in general. Nassau
is the country’s center for commerce
and trade. The greater availability
and accessibility of goods and services
in Nassau reveals the relative socio-
economic fragmentation of the

outlying district.
Discussion

The design, implementation and
management of urban tree planting
schemes involve a broad range
of stakeholders and interests.""”

Participatory processes can recognize
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8.  Renderings of a health
clinic. Fruits from the
trees could be sold in
the communities.

the sociological, political and economic
factors in environmental stewardship
and planning. Processes of inclusion
enabled and motivated residents to
actively participate in research and
engage in cultural and informal science-
based education. By enabling residents to
share and record their own knowledge,
attitudes and behavior relating to the
subject matter, a rich set of data was
collected on the ecological elements and
“social life” of trees. These elements
comprise an integral component of
what designers should seek to explore
if citizens are to figure centrally in fruit
tree planting projects and emerging
discourses around food.

Several studies have affirmed that
participatory projects may expand
participants’ knowledge and increase
their ability to frame relevant questions

MO-I2INg7h 2t is more is

scientifically.
that when participants collect data
from their families and community, the
methodology also provides opportunities
for intergenerational interaction and
non-scientific learning.

In every field site, it was observed
that there was some spread and flow
of culturally transmitted knowledge on
fruit from older to younger generations.
This may be partly so because in Exuma,
older generations had once depended
largely on their own capacity to produce
and gather fruit to meet their needs.
Many of these older residents now
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live together with younger family
members in the same household. Inter-
generational teamwork helped to tap

and funnel traditional knowledge

sources into the data gathering process.

Along this line, one volunteer wrote
that his / her grandmother used

to make tamarind candy from the
tamarind fruit, a reportedly common
dessert “before the days of electricity.”
It also amplified community
participation, reducing barriers
associated with older residents’ ability

to record data independently in packet.

Broadly speaking, the project
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represents a first foray to inform
researchers, policy-makers and others
active in area on the main trends

and societal perceptions of fruits in
Exuma. This research therefore lays
the groundwork for more statistical
or scientifically driven studies on fruit
and related subjects in the future, not
to mention more design driven fruit
planting schemes. Proposed fruit tree
planting design recommendations and
related configurations can respond

to different types of agricultural uses,
symbolic meanings and cultural details,
among other factors. (Fig. 5~7)
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Where to Plant the Trees

In the island Kingdom of Bahrain,
one of the authors witnessed a date palm
distribution process. Date palms were
distributed throughout an embattled
community which had recently seen
riots between two sides of a political
divide. The date palm was perceived
by both groups as a unifying symbol.
In particular, the scheme called for
planting one large date palm in the
center of the village for its symbolic
value. This tree served as a reminder
of a cohesive national identity. Then,
59 other date palms, much smaller in
size, were distributed in private gardens
throughout the nearby community.
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Another scheme, in Brazil, was
developed by a project called Cultivating
Good Water. In reparation for the
environmental impacts of the Itaipu dam,
the second largest hydroelectric dam
in the world, trees were cultivated in
nearby communities. These communities
which straddled the borders between
Brazil and Paraguay, were often very
small. One such community visited by
one of the authors during fieldwork,
had a philosopher working with
disadvantaged children after school to
propagate trees. Asked how the trees
would be distributed, “The question is
really who will love these trees,” retorted
the philosopher.” The philosopher
had realized that, when it came to the

distribution of the trees, if the trees were
given to people who would love them,
that they were more likely to thrive. At
the time of visiting in 2014, over 4,000
trees had been propagated.”

In both these schemes, the
distribution of trees for the public good,
depended on the love and care of private
citizens. More than that, both schemes
also depended on private land as the
host for the trees. By removing trees
from public domain, where they are
often challenged by lack of resources,
and placing them under the direct care
of loving individuals, they would be care
for, yet still be visually accessible to the
public. (Fig. 8, 9)

The intent of these renderings was

VOLUME 5/ ISSUE 2/ APRIL 2017

o~

~O © Liat RACIN and Gareth DOHERTY

From field notes taken
in Toledo, Brazil in
August 2014.

For more on the project,
cidadessustentaveis.
org.br/boas-praticas/
florir-toledo.
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Scenario showing
banana trees in George
Town
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to offer a window from which to view
the prospects of integrating fruit trees
into the public and private realm.
Data gathered on fruit and related
food recipes was also used to create a
calendar, which was later disseminated
in the hope of providing opportunities
for residents to engage with agriculture
through various potential educational,
agricultural and culinary programs.
The calendar celebrates the advantages
of fruit: in the 2015 calendar, “Grow
Fruit,” celebrated a different fruit per
week; in the 2016 calendar, “Cook
Fruit,” provided residents with recipes
many of them gathered from the
community.

The aim was less to provide a
specific design, and more to provide
a glimpse into a more fruit-centered
future, that could be entered into by
various individuals and community
groups. To-date we are told that over
2,000 trees have been cultivated by
individuals and groups, inspired by this
wider engagement process. This format
has its limitations, however, in that the
agency of design gets somewhat diluted
and replaced by the personal preference
of the private home dweller. While we
did provide recommendations for tree
planting, in the end it becomes a matter
for the private home dweller. Balancing
between private preference and public
good is one of the main challenges such
an approach can be faced with.
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Conclusion

This investigation illuminates the
complexity of beliefs and values tied
to fruit and fruit plants. It captured a
preliminary and contextual portrayal of
prevalent fruit-societal interactions in
Exuma in a resource- and time-efficient
manner. The data collected from the
packets may provide a useful frame
for guiding any subsequent research
on growing fruit in the district, and
in ways that match and appeal to the
preferences of local communities. This
fruit project was one part of a larger
engagement which built on and critiqued
anthropological methods. The social
life of the inclusive, participatory
research methods — the act of
listening, talking and the sharing of
information — represents a useful tool
for efforts in (re)building traditional
knowledge, customs and practices
around food, especially in light of the
district’s rapidly changing lifestyle and
eating behaviors. LAF
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