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Saba: Hurricane Impacts
Assessment of  Reefs and Trails after Hurricanes underway on Saba

Since the passage of hurricanes Irma and Maria 
through the windward islands, the staff of the 
dive operators on Saba, comprising Saba Divers, 
Sea Saba and Explorer Ventures, interns and 
volunteers have been actively assisting the Saba 
Conservation Foundation (SCF) with the assess-
ment and first restoration of Saba’s coral reefs, 
the reefs on the Saba Bank National Marine 
Park as well as essential trail maintenance and 
clearance. These efforts are being supported by 
the Dutch Caribbean Nature Alliance (DCNA), 
the Wereld Natuur Fonds (WNF) and the Dutch 
Ministry of Economic Affairs.

Marine Park

Staff members of SCF were relieved to see that 
initial results indicated that Saba’s deep reefs 
coped surprisingly well with the storm surges. 
Even shallow inshore dive areas suffered only 
limited damage. Photos taken at key sites, in 
depths between 6 and 20 meters (20 to 65 feet) 

showed healthy intact reefs. More exposed reefs, 
like Diamond Rock, had some sections which were 
wave impacted, while minimal effects could be 
observed around Green Island to the north.

After initial assessments, coral restoration work 
involved reattachment of broken coral fragments 
to the substrate and transfer of smaller fragments 
to the undamaged coral nursery. This will be fol-
lowed by extensive surveying of 50 representative 
sites in the Saba National Marine Park and 25 sites 
on the Saba Bank, according to standards as set 
forth by the Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network 
(GCRMN), which will allow comparative assess-
ments to be made with data collected in previous 
years. To further improve the resilience of the 
reefs around Saba a final phase is planned which 
will include intensified removal of invasive lionfish, 
utilizing innovative traps in depths scuba divers 
cannot reach, as well as dive and yacht mooring 
maintenance or replacement.

Rescued massive Elkhorn coral branch 
at the Hole in the Corner dive site
Photo by: © SCF

Reef Rescue: Divers are moving a 
massive Elkhorn coral branch with 
a lift bag to an adequate location, 
where it will have a good chance of 
survival (see next image).
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Island and hiking trails

Not surprisingly a high percentage of the vegeta-
tion on Saba was impacted by the hurricanes with 
the majority of trees having lost their foliage.  On a 
positive note, nearly all of the magnificent moun-
tain mahogany trees on Mount Scenery are still 
standing and doing well after the storms.

SCF staff, trail rangers, interns, volunteers and 
other community services assignees have made 
tremendous progress towards clearing Saba’s 
historic trail network. The path to the top of Mount 
Scenery has almost been restored, as well as large 
parts of other prominent tracks and scenic views. 
It is envisioned to have all major trails reopened 
before the start of the upcoming tourism season in 
mid November. 

Initial restoration has included attempting to 
preserve monumental trees in the nature reserves, 
by properly pruning broken branches and sealing  
off cuts, to speed up their healing and regrowth 
process. In a later phase it is hoped to establish 
tree nurseries to aid rejuvenation of Saba’s unique 
cloud forest.
 
 
 
 

The future

“There is certainly no way to deny that we are in a 
climate change. We have to prepare ourselves for 
more severe storms in the next decades,” Kai Wulf 
(manager of SCF) warned.

Wulf said what the outside world can do to support 
Saba is, “not cancel their plans. They should come 
to the island if they love the island that much. Even 
though everything will not be perfectly back up, but 
to keep our economy going this helps everybody. We 
rely on fees from tourists. If there are no dive fees or 
nature fees we would not be able to operate either. 
So everything is totally interlinked.” (Durand, 2017)
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Restoration of Dancing Place trail. 
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Restoration of the popular Ladder trail. 
Photo by: © SCF
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