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Written by: Fernando Simal 
 

January 23rd, 2019 
 

1. Introduction and background 
CARIBSS was incorporated in May 2016 in the Island of Bonaire. It is an open, all-inclusive and 
diverse group of people and institutions working for the preservation and protection of caves 
in the Island of Bonaire and the Dutch Caribbean region, having as core disciplines scientific 
research, exploration, education and conservation. 
 
VISION 
To ensure that the caves in the Island of Bonaire and the Dutch Caribbean and their values 
are recognized, respected and protected by residents and visitors. 
 
MISSION 
CARIBSS aims to explore, document and preserve the cave systems of the Island of Bonaire 
and the Dutch Caribbean while ensuring their optimal management, and to serve as a forum 
where all the different organizations or individuals can share information, projects and 
initiatives. 
 

2. Board of Directors and membership 
The initial Board of Directors to legally incorporate the society was selected with the goal 
that all the different fields related to caves (e.g. nature conservation, exploration, 
recreational use and cultural heritage) were represented and, for easiness of administration, 
that they were Bonaire residents. On June 19th, 2018 a new Board consisting of five members 
was voted during the General assembly: 
 

• Fernando Simal Busto – President 
• Elsmarie Beukenboom – Secretary 
• Rob Huisebergen - Treasurer 
• Tamanaé Vargas Salazar - Commissioner 
• Brian Albus – Commissioner 

 
Board meetings held in 2018 after the General Assembly: 
1) September 4th 
2) December 11th 
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In 2018, two new members were accepted in the society. By the end of the year we had a 
total of 28 memberships; 27 personal and 1 institutional member on good standing. 

 
3. Funding 

Since before its legal incorporation, it was very clear to the founding members that making 
CARIBSS financially sustainable will be one of the biggest challenges for the society. With an 
estimated annual cost of $2,000.00 to maintain the society up to date on its legal obligations 
and proper communication (e.g. accounting expenses, yearly reporting at the tax office and 
webpage hosting), the memberships fees are not sufficient. By mid-year 2018, the payment 
system for members abroad was implemented and it is functioning thanks to the generosity 
of Reef Support BV, a local company directed by Ramón de León, a CARIBSS member. 
Membership fees amounted to a total of USD 660.00 during 2018. 
 
In the month of January, CARIBSS received an amount of $5.678,00 from DierenLot for the 
partially approved project “Physical Protection of Bat Maternity Chambers”. These funds are 
assigned exclusively to the purchase of materials and tools. 
 
In the month of March, WILDCONSCIENCE BV received the first batch of money from the 
“Nature funds” for the project “Caves and Karst Nature Reserve”, in which CARIBSS is an 
official partner. This project is commissioned by the public entity of Bonaire (OLB) and is part 
of the nature projects funded by the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality (LNV). 
CARIBSS is currently working in partnership with the public entity Bonaire (OLB) while having 
an opportunity to generate income via volunteer work. 
 
In December, a proposal written by F. Simal for 30,000.00 euros to monitor cave-dwelling bat 
populations on the ABC islands was presented to WWF-NL.  
 
Volunteer work for the Caves and Karst Nature Reserve project, brought a total income of 
USD 2,128.40 for CARIBSS in 2018 in the following activities: a) Cleanup of a sinkhole and 
removal of stolen car, b) bat research at the Bakuna maternity cave, and, c) clearing 
vegetation at the hiking trails of the cave park. This amount is less than half of the approved 
budget for 2018 and it is the result of a low presence of volunteers at the hiking trails. In fact, 
volunteers outside of the organization (both tourist and local) volunteered more hours to this 
project. Exactly as in our previous year, it is very clear for the Board of Directors by the end of 
2018, that more members need to get active on grant proposal writing, acquiring donations 
and participating on the volunteer work.  
 

4. Activities 
4.1 Communications, education and outreach 

4.1.1 Web page 
Since mid-year 2018, Alejandro Gutierrez, also a CARIBSS member, is the actual webpage 
administrator free of cost. The webpage had very few changes and/or additions during 2018. 
In the month of February, the website of the Bonaire Caves and Karst Project 
(www.bonairecaves.org) was launched with tons of positive feedback. This website adds to 
the visibility of our society and CARIBSS is the responsible entity for this new website. 
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4.1.2 Facebook page 
There was a significant increase in page “likes” from XXX at the end of 2017 to XXX. This 
increase is the product of the 48 posts/shares regarding the progress in the Bonaire Caves 
and Karst Nature Reserve, together with the “Nos ta Biba di Naturalesa” shares and TV 
program.  
 
 

4.1.3 Other media 
CARIBSS was portrayed during 2018 in several other media, including local radio, TV, 
newspapers and other nature organization’s newsletters. Below, images highlighting some of 
the most important ones.  
 

 
           Figure 1.  DCNA – Bio News 14 and Info Bonaire website (Bonaire news). 
 

 
             Figure 2. Bonaire Reporter – Donation Pick-up truck by DierenLot. 
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         Figure 3. TV- Nos ta Biba di Naturalesa – Parke di Kueba y Karst. 
 

 
         Figure 4. NOS TV. Interview DierenLot donation and Caves & Karst Project. 

 
4.2 Education, communications and outreach outside media 

   
 Figure 5. Examples of signs at the nature reserve displaying the CARIBSS logo and promoting the society. 
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                   Figure 6. Friends of Nature Foundation - Bonaire Agenda 2019. 
 

       
Figure 7. Official visit of LNV from Holland to inspect the Caves & Karst Nature Reserve Project. 
 
Since 2016, WILDCONSCIENCE BV, an institutional member of CARIBSS, displays in the inner 
cover of all its official reports the CARIBSS membership. Between January and December 
2018, none official reports delivered to clients and/or the Bonaire public entity (OLB). 
 
In February, Wageningen University published the State of Nature in the Caribbean 
Netherlands, 2017 report. The “Caves” section of this document is co-authored by CARIBSS 
Board President and several references to previous of his work and publications are 
mentioned. Additionally, our society is portrayed as an important stakeholder on the 
preservation of this habitat type (Fig. 8). Participation in this type of work with high level of 
institutions like Wageningen University gives CARIBSS great credibility towards the general 
public. The full report is available on our website.  
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Figure 8. Images of the report “The State of Nature in the Dutch Caribbean”, by Wageningen University. 
 

4.3 Exploration 
Board member Brian Albus and member Carlos Coste did some preliminary exploration of 
two caves at the Bonaire caves and Karst Park (Fig. 8). No data or maps were produced from 
this exploration. 
 
Between October 11th – 28th, volunteer speleologists from the cave survey group of Speleo 
Netherland, Lissette de Graauw and Erik Birkhoff came to Bonaire covering their own travel 
expenses and documented all the caves in the park using state of the art technology. 
Additionally, they did a top-quality photographic documentation of the caves (Fig. 9). All the 
material was donated to be used for promotion of the park. Board member Elsmarie 
Beukemboon hosted them and the DierenLot vehicle was used for transportation. Fernando 
Simal and Sophie Zeegers accompany them for part of the fieldwork. 
 

    
Figure 9. Carlos Coste during preliminary exploration of the caves at the park. 
 

   
Figure 9. Photos from Lissette de Graauw during exploration and documentation of the cave park. 
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Unfortunately, not much has changed regarding the ungoverned exploration activities and 
non-guided visits to caves mentioned in last’s year report. Therefore, CARIBSS maintains its 
official position towards this undesirable situation, where fragile natural resources and 
human safety are at great risk.  
        
CARIBSS official position on exploration - January 9th, 2017 
After careful evaluation of the advantages and the risks of unauthorized cave exploring and 
documenting activities on Bonaire executed by individuals and/or organizations without any kind of 
government, CARIBBS’s official position is against the continuation of such activities. It is very clear to 
our society that at this point in time the risks greatly outweigh the benefits. 
Considering the magnitude of the natural and cultural values of our caves and the fragility of these 
values, before such activities can take place, a minimum requirement of conditions must be met. 
Among others, these conditions include government involvement, a (complete and approved) written 
strategic plan with very clear goals and objectives (preferably non-profit), leadership and involvement 
in the project by local people, proof of qualifications by the people involved and adequate 
management of communications, especially through social media. 
At CARIBSS, we are working hard to obtain that kind of organization and management for the caves of 
our island. 
 

4.4 Nature conservation 
4.4.1 Scientific Research 

Starting in March 2018, ten continuous monthly sessions of bat mist netting were conducted 
at the maternity cave Pos di Antoin, in the area of Bakuna. The data collection was a 
complete success. The life cycle of two species of insectivores not previously researched on 
Bonaire (M. nesopolus and N. tumidirostris), and a third species (G. longirostris), using this 
cave for reproduction was well-defined as well as the temporary use of the cave by other two 
species (Fig. 10). Additionally, feces samples were collected to conduct analysis on 
contaminants and microplastics. The acquired information is fundamental for the proper 
protection of the bat populations of Bonaire. The last two capturing sessions of this project 
will be conducted in the months of January and February of 2019, however the reproduction 
season, which was the main goal of the research, is already well-defined. 
 
The closing of the five bat maternity chambers known for Bonaire, which include a scientific 
research component, was also initiated in 2018. 
 

4.4.2 Conservation 
During a meeting of the Latin America and Caribbean Bat Conservation Network (RELCOM) 
that took place in Valle de Los Angeles, Honduras, during the month of October; Fernando 
Simal was invited (representing CARIBSS and WILDCONSCIENCE) to present two applications 
for the designation of one area (Klein Bonaire) and one site (Kueba Pos di Antoin) as “Area 
and Site of Importance for Bat Conservation” (AICOM and SICOM). Both proposals were 
approved by the committee and the official certificates were received in the month of 
December. With these new additions, all known bat maternity caves and the best bat 
foraging grounds of the island are covered (Fig.11). These designations will be used to 
influence future nature policy, the inclusion of bats in management plans for these areas and 
to justify legislation aimed to the conservation of bats in these areas and sites. 
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Figure 10. On the top, two images of the data collection and, on the bottom, visualizations of species 
composition and combined monthly reproduction activity (pregnancy and lactation) at the cave. 
 

 
                          Figure 11. AICOMs and SICOMs of Bonaire after the two additions 
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Protection from direct vehicle access to four of the most visited caves on the island was 
provided. Barriers were created by placing large boulders on strategic points of the different 
roads of access. These actions aim to avoid the dumping of large amounts of solid waste and 
other types of disturbances (e.g. loud music) near cave entrances and also inside of them. 
Additionally, proper parking spaces were created and indicated by concrete signs. These signs 
also welcome visitors to these chief areas of the nature reserve (Fig. 12). 
 

     
Figure 12. Three examples of the signage and restricted access for vehicles to caves utilizing large boulders. 
 
Protection to the five known bat maternity caves on the island made started in 2018 with the 
installation of concrete signs at the entrances of all of them (Fig. 13). Additionally, vinyl signs 
depicting the life cycle of the different bat species using these caves and educating the public 
about their high vulnerability during reproduction periods were produced (Fig. 5), and will be 
installed at the beginning of 2019. Likewise, most of the materials and tools for the physical 
barriers to be built at these maternity caves were purchased with DierenLot funds and the 
work initiated in 2018. The final phase of installation will be conducted in 2019, following 
scientific protocols, which include monitoring the bat populations using these caves pre and 
post installation, in order to evaluate their impact (or lack of) on the bats. An article with the 
results will be submitted to a scientific journal. 
 

   
Figure 13. Two examples of signs installed at bat maternity chambers (Barkadera and Spelonk). 
 

4.5 Cultural heritage 
F. Simal met in September with George “Kultura” Thodé to discuss local names of the caves 
and the stories behind them, including the fact that some caves have more than one name, 
depending on which book, map or local person you are talking too. Besides learning new 
names and stories, it was discussed the possibility of cooperating on a project aimed to 
promote and protect the Papiamento names of the caves and the cultural heritage behind 
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them. The production of a short video and/or a book were discussed as possible ways to 
approach this. Further discussion on this topic will take place in 2019. 
 

4.6 Recreation and exploitation  
The creation of the Bonaire Caves and Kart Park was the main focus of CARIBSS during 2018 
in this area. Fortunately, much progress was achieved thanks to the Bonaire Caves & Karst 
Nature Reserve project. 
 
Fencing of the perimeter of the park was managed by Bon Berde BV, a local, nature 
conservation-oriented company. By the end of the year the entire fence line of 1,7 Km. was 
cleared of vegetation and the actual fencing will be finished in the first quarter of 2019. 
Previous to the fencing, a large cleanup of the road that serves as north boundary of the cave 
park was conducted using heavy machinery and 5 full truckloads of garbage were removed. 
 
2, 5 Km of walking trails connecting the sinkholes in the park and offering a hike through 
karst vegetation with spectacular views to the sea were opened and inconspicuously marked 
in order to keep the natural character of the area (Fig. 14). This is approximately 75% of the 
total trails that need to be created. Similar to the fencing, the rest of the work will be finished 
in the first quarter of 2019. Most of the work was conducted by WILDCONSCIENCE BV, 
followed by outside volunteers and CARIBSS members.  Finally, work on the signs for the cave 
park was initiated at the end of the year and the first sign was installed in December. 
 

     
Figure 14. Images of the recently open hiking trails and the spectacular view to the sea by the cliff side.  
 

4.7 Management and administration 
The needed legal and administrative changes, originated by the implementation of a new 
board of directors in 2018, were conducted both at the bank and the Chamber of Commerce. 
Likewise, at the end of 2018, CARIBSS was in good standing at the tax office.  
 
For good administration, The Board of Directors decided in 2018 to split the access to 
CARIBSS’s only bank account and appoint the president of the society, F. Simal, as the MCB 
maestro cardholder for small expenditures and our treasurer, R. Heisenberg, as the only 
authorized person to do online banking transactions. 
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5. Equipment and materials 
In August 12th, 2018 we received a pickup truck as a donation from DierenLot. This 
organization remains as the owner of the vehicle, but CARIBSS can use it for 5 years, 
according to the signed contract.  
 
With funds granted by DierenLot for the installation of the physical barriers in the bat 
maternity chambers, CARIBSS acquired tools that can be used in the future for other projects. 
These include a high-quality cordless power drill, drill bits, levels and flashlights. 
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