EAG Annual Report 2009-2010.

Good evening one and all, I’d like to welcome you to our Annual General Meeting.  This year in particular, we’re taking the time out to make it a special gathering as we are celebrating our coming of age party…our 21st birthday.  Last year, we were so busy hosting the meeting for the Society for the Conservation and Study of Caribbean Birds, we had neither the time nor the energy to celebrate our 20th year of existence, and so we felt strongly that we needed to do so this year.

2009-2010 has been a year that let’s us all see what is possible when we have a functioning office and secretariat.  We have been able to put our house in order and we are poised to keep moving forward with our conservation work.   Like most years, here at the EAG, this past year has been a short but eventful one.  

Staff Matters
You will remember that last November, we had just recently engaged the services of Ms. Lia Nicholson as our Executive Director.  Under Ms. Nicholson’s indomitable, bright, energetic, multi-tasking stewardship, we have been able to accomplish much more this year than in previous years without staff.  Lia has been a very effective agent for the organization, sizing up opportunities and working hard to make them happen.  She quickly sized up volunteer capabilities and organizational needs and helped us to recruit Dr. Karron James as our OICP coordinator early in the game so that we barely missed a beat in pushing forward our OICP plans.  Lia has helped coordinate volunteers and put membership back on track.  She took charge of the finances of the organization and with the help of current Treasurer Carole Faye George, has given the Board a much clearer on-going picture of our finances.  Lia has also shepherded the process of recruiting her replacement and Dr. James’ replacement in order to keep the organization’s business progressing.  The EAG’s Executive Director is an impossible job to fully discharge as it has so many facets to it.  And its not just a job, but a passion.   Lia has done a remarkable job in the time she has had available.  Sadly, she has to leave us for personal reasons, and our current Treasurer, Carole Faye George, who was the ED at the Antigua Barbuda Recycling Facility will be taking over the reigns as Executive Director.  Carole Faye, as we’ve just noted, its an impossible job to discharge fully, but we know that you will bring just as much passion to the job, and continue building on the solid foundation that Lia has laid.  
I’d like to take this opportunity to introduce to you now, our new OICP Project Coordinator, Natalya Lawrence, and our new Peace Corps Volunteer, Jennifer Davis.  We want to welcome you aboard, and I encourage all members to go and introduce yourself to them in person.

Board Challenges:    The year however, has not been without challenges.  It is a volunteer Board as you know, and over the course of the year, for various reasons, we have had the resignations of Andy Williams, and Eli Fuller.  As many of you know, both Robbie Breadner, and I myself have/are relocating and so have had to tender own resignations as well.  And lastly, as mentioned above, Carole Faye George had to resign her Board position in order to take on the Executive Director position.  We wish to thank all these persons for their sterling contributions this year…singling out in particular Robbie Breadner for his educational fundraising Moments in Nature photography nature hikes, and Eli Fuller for his fundraising cruise and being the big brains and brawn behind the Green Fete.   Carole Faye has also thrown herself into educational and public relations work for the organization, all of which have helped to raise our profile among the general public.  And we wish to say a special thank you to Fredrick Southwell, who rose to the occasion and joined the Board following the first resignations.  This willingness to help and fill the gap was much appreciated.  Due to these Board vacancies, we are needing to fill seven Board positions tonight.

Finances

You will remember that we had some software trouble which resulted in major problems getting our accounts ready for the AGM last year.  I’m pleased to report that we have sorted out the problems in our chart of accounts and are pleased to present our audited financial accounts at this time.  Given our many projects and funding streams, our finances require constant monitoring to ensure that expenses are recorded correctly etc.  We want to say a special thank you to Jacqui Brown who helped us to sort through everything with her bookkeeping and Quickbooks experience. 

We hope to get some members volunteers to volunteer and assist the secretariat in keeping these accounts in order.  With so many projects on the go and irons in the fire, it is not a simple task.  Please consider helping out and let Carole Faye have your name at the end of the meeting.   Particularly for the younger members, learning financial management in an environment like at the EAG is a way to get tremendously valuable experience for the future job market.  Take advantage of the opportunity to “stretch” yourself and be all that you can be.

Fundraising  from October 2009- October 2010 (not the PKF financial year…)

Fundraising was mainly Eli’s responsibility – he undertook 2 big fundraising events – a cruise on one of his catamarans to the North Sound in the Spring, and more recently, the Green Fete. We also screened The Cove and Sallie Harker auctioned a painting for EAG earlier in the year, so our fundraising efforts came to $13,765. We had an active year with field trips, which earned us $8,300. This is made up of turtle watching tours, school and other field trips, and the Moments in Nature hikes. Merchandise development is an area that we hope to work on for the upcoming year. While our sales of the Wild Plants field guide came to an impressive $11,700, the other items came to $820. Tonight we have an array of t-shirts to start this new trend, kindly designed by Imogen Margrie and Robby Breadner. Merchandise is good fundraising and great visibility, so do take advantage of the stock. All items remaining will be for sale in the Museum gift shop (downstairs). 

Project work

This year, while our project work has continued, it would be wrong to say that we have been unaffected by the global economic downturn.  We feel that our PADOR project application to the – EU to do invasive species work on the offshore islands and Redonda was unsuccessful because of the serious economic constraints the UK Government is facing.  We have been advised to try again next year.   Likewise international funding for Turtle work which also originates with the UK Government was not forthcoming this year.  This has meant that we had to cut back  on our usual Turtle project work, but the tours have helped to supplement the missing funds.  Monitoring has still continued on selected beaches, and we’d like to single out Junior, Jepson, Ashton and Mykl for their work in keeping this activity going with very little resources.

OICP
Under the stewardship of Dr. Karron James who joined the team in January, the OIPC has really made good strides this year.  Karron negotiated the donation of more Klerat rat bait from Syngenta.  This was very welcome as we were near the end of our previous reserves.  Fortunately, there were no rat re-infestations to worry about this past year on any of the 7 islands we regularly monitor, although with the excess rain, no doubt there were trail clearing issues to deal with after the growth in bush.  

Andrea Otto with the help of our longtime volunteer Toby Ross and his wife completed the 2010 census of the Antiguan Racers and we now have over 500 racers on our offshore islands.  10 more racers were translocated to York Island. The Racer population has increased 10-fold since 1995, while is a great milestone for the Project, who is also celebrating its 15th anniversary this year!

On the educational end of things, EAG hosted 81 students and 21 teachers and parents in our Floating Classrooms this season.

The EAG’s grant proposal, ‘Offshore Islands Conservation Program: Conserving Antigua’s Most Critical Bird Habitats’, to US Fish and Wildlife Services’ Neotropical Migratory Bird Conservation Act  was successful to the tune of US$118,000. This grant is helping us and our partners to (a) continue to control alien invasive species that endanger birds and their habitats on the offshore islands and Redonda; (b) work with protected area authorities to include the needs of birds in the management of the NEMMA; (c) run education programmes for recreational users of the offshore islands; and (d) monitor the bird populations.  

Finally, thanks to valuable inputs from Andrea, Victor, Junior, Toby Ross, Sue Tallarico, Jenny Daltry, Katharine and David Lowrie and Karron who all met to develop project specific bird monitoring standards.   Andrea, Toby and Sue actually collected baseline bird monitoring data for Great Bird, Galley Major, Redhead, Jenny, Hell’s Gate, Rabbit, Lobster, Exchange, Bird, Green, York, Maiden, Guiana, Crump, Pelican,  and Codrington islands.  So the Sea bird surveys have been completed for the 2010 breeding season.   A special thank you to Karron and her team - who all helped to pull this together.

Body Ponds Arboretum work

We finally began work on-site work on the Body Ponds Arboretum Project (funded by the GEF Small Grants Programmed) and had with an enthusiastic team of volunteers in June began careful clearing of the site just west of the Fisher Dam in the centre of Body Ponds .  However, given the large amount of rain we’ve had since April, and the impassable road conditions in  Body Ponds, our progress has been slow.  We have engaged the services of Carolyn Thomas who has been surveying the trees and researching labeling options, and more recently, the services of Steve Watts to coordinate this project and pull it all together for us as the deadline approaches.  We’re going to have a lot of work to complete over the next 2 months in this area.  Members, please assist us again when we call for volunteers if you can.  On completion, this project will provide a tremendous outdoor classroom for botanical studies as well as a beautiful, verdant destination for locals and tourists alike.

LRI Goat project

Officially, with the submission of our Plan of Action for the future, we have wrapped up the official end of this project, however the work still continues as this plan needs to be implemented.  We need to continue our efforts of public awareness and we still need to advocate with the police and the Government to ensure that our livestock are reared in a way which will not be detrimental to our natural environment.  EAG has a special role to play by keeping this issue in people’s minds, by bringing the various sides together, and by encouraging our members to call the Police when roaming animals are causing havoc.  We must ensure that the issue does not become buried once again.  The serious erosion in the Dockyard area following the passage of TS Earl shows very vividly the tremendous loss of soil taking place from these denuded hillsides
Projects in the Pipeline

We’ve just submitted a birding proposal to the Finnish embassy, trying to get some funding to develop trails in the planned Mt. Obama National Park area, and to train a core group in how to lead bird watching tours, all in an effort to help make our beautiful natural areas pay for themselves so that folks won’t want to bulldoze and develop them.  With Kevel’s initiative, we are also hoping to submit a small proposal to do some work on documenting our native ferns.

As proposals to the OAS have not been called for this year, presumably due to budgeting constraints, we are hoping to submit a comprehensive project proposal to expand and streamline our education activities and create support for the education activities in all our conservation projects.  Work has begun on this project and we think it will be important to support the work of our new Education Officer. Peace Corps Volunteer, Ms Jennifer Davis who has joined our staff in the last couple of weeks. There still remains much to be done and next year, we hope to continue submitting proposals to other funding organizations and entities so that we can continue educating, documenting, monitoring and advocating about what is happening in and around our Antiguan environment and advocating on better practices.

Media and Advocacy work

Media and Advocacy has been an area of growth for us this year as we have been publishing an EAG Talk column in the Sun (when it was being published) and Observer for the past several months.  Thanks to all who have contributed, edited and shared ideas and photos for this impressive effort.  Robbie and Eli raised awareness of the oil seepage situation on Crabbs Peninsula through photographs and radio work.  Eli also wrote letters to the authorities with regard to the steel cargo vessel inadequately moored in Seatons Harbour which has the potential for an environmental disaster should it spill its fuel in that pristine area, run aground on the coral or smash into the coastline or docks in the area.  
Your Board also wrote a letter to the Prime Minister noting our serious concern over the proposed development of the North Sound area which apparently is not using the participatory planning approach which EAG has advocated and used over our 15 plus years of working in this area.  We are extremely concerned about any future high density developments in that sensitive, fertile marine area and urge extreme caution to our policy makers and planners.  

Finally, we are appalled and disappointed at the withdrawal of  NSWMA funding from our recycling center.  And we have prepared a petition for your signature tonight.  We feel that sadly, it’s the squeaky wheel that gets the grease and that we need to squeak to get our facility back on track.  Please do continue to recycle…let the powers that be see the mounds of recycling building up so that they’ll feel the need to DO something about it.  Do come on out and volunteer when we have our ABWREC volunteer days.  Remember recycling scrap aluminium requires only 5% of the energy used to make new aluminium…gone are the days when we should felt we could just throw away our soda and tin cans.  It just doesn’t make SENSE or CENTS.  Keep squeaking and recycling.
Membership activities

Over this past year we have had many more volunteer opportunities, and events for members to participate in.  An organization like ours needs an active and involved membership.  We have had the monthly hikes, and the photography hikes, turtle watching, project work, and research opportunities (like the SIRMM bat work ongoing).  There has also been the Giant African snail collection work, the coastal cleanup spearheaded by Neil Forrester, and bird watching opportunities as with the International Migratory Day field trip led by Junior Prosper.  These amazing learning opportunities are successful because of our dedicated, giving, interested membership.  Our efforts to improve the organization’s visibility in the community have paid off, and we celebrate receiving $5,500 that we have taken in from membership fees this year. I remind you that last year we collected $450, so let’s keep doing what we are doing!  Robby has worked hard on the graphics for the newsletter revisions, and new sign out front. With your help, we can maximize this exposure. THANK YOU for your time and efforts…and if you haven’t tried volunteering or getting involved yet.  Just Do it.  Stretch yourself.  Try it…you won’t be disappointed.  You’ll learn a lot.  Its interesting.  And its WORTH it.  After all,  its OUR Antiguan and Barbudan environment and its up to US to care for it.  
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