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Decolonising Science 
Communication in the  

Caribbean: Challenges and 
Transformations in Community-​
Based Engagement with Research 

on the ABCSSS Islands

Tibisay Sankatsing Nava, Roxanne-​Liana Francisca,  
Krista T. Oplaat, and Tadzio Bervoets

Introduction

Effective public engagement and science communication are some of the 
cornerstones of translating and applying science into real-​world applications. 
Whether it is in terms of communicating the efficacy of vaccines or the 
role of protected areas in biodiversity conservation efforts, it is a critical yet 
often neglected component of those involved in the field of STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics). ‘Science and engineering lack a 
culture of explanation’ (Meredith, 2010, p 6), and this is further compounded 
when additional factors are considered. Scientists often ascribe to the myth 
of universal applicability of their research and fail to consider historical and 
sociocultural complexities (Meredith, 2010; Mbembe, 2016). They appear 
‘arrogant and aloof when talking about their subject, especially when discussing 
with disenfranchised communities’ (Olson, 2009), while those communities 
have relevant knowledge and perspectives for science and could often benefit 
from integrating peer-​reviewed scientific results to guide policy decisions. 
Orthia (2020) argues that ‘science communicators must take steps to radically 
reform their understandings of [science communication] so that people from 
diverse cultures, nations and traditions can genuinely own it as theirs’.
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Science communication and public engagement in the ABCSSS islands

The six Caribbean islands of Aruba, Bonaire, Curaçao, Saba, Sint Eustatius, 
and Sint Maarten are part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. The islands 
are collectively referred to as the ABCSSS islands. In the ABCSSS islands, 
contemporary science communication initiatives of STEM research mainly 
engage White, highly educated, Dutch-​ or English-​speaking audiences. 
This echoes similar findings in Europe (Dawson, 2014) and can be traced 
directly to who funds, designs, leads, executes, communicates, and benefits 
from scientific research and its results. In the ABCSSS islands, many 
science communication activities are carried out according to the ‘deficit’ 
model, which assumes a lack of knowledge in the target audience that can 
be remedied by unilateral, top-​down communication of research goals, 
processes, methodologies, and results (Horst et al, 2017; Burns, 2018). 
While some important exceptions are highlighted in this chapter, STEM 
initiatives that prioritise public engagement that is participatory, reciprocal, 
and community-​based throughout the research process are less common 
(Palmer and Schibeci, 2014; Horst et al, 2017; Sankatsing Nava and Hofman, 
2018). In contrast, many locally led social science and humanities projects 
in the Caribbean are deeply grounded in and informed by community-​
based research and engagement (Allen, 2018; CaribResearch Research 
Agenda, 2022).

Research, funding, and science communication infrastructures of the 
ABCSSS islands
Since 10 October 2010, the Kingdom of the Netherlands consists of four 
autonomous countries: Aruba, Curaçao, Sint Maarten, and the Netherlands. 
Besides the European territory, the Netherlands includes three islands in the 
Caribbean region: the ‘special’ municipalities Bonaire, Saba, and St. Eustatius. 
There are a variety of organisations and individuals involved in and various 
approaches to science and science communication in the Caribbean part of 
the Kingdom of the Netherlands. Aruba, Curaçao, and Sint Maarten have 
their own universities, and each island has its ecosystem of (independent) 
researchers and research and higher education institutes and organisations. 
The knowledge centres are small and have (comparatively) small budgets, 
prioritise education over research, are only partly locally staffed, and 
generally do not have specialised science communication departments. 
At the same time, these organisations have an important role in engaging 
island communities with science. ABCSSS researchers are dependent on 
foreign universities, foreign research funding bodies, and ad-​hoc government 
funding. To illustrate, it is only since 2019 that researchers and universities 
in the Caribbean islands of the Kingdom of the Netherlands have qualified 
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for funding from the Dutch Research Council to lead their own research 
projects (NWO, 2019). And even when islanders qualify, the conditions 
attached to international funds are often so specific that it is virtually 
impossible for locally based non-​governmental organisations and researchers 
to succeed independently.

One often overlooked factor in science and its communication is the 
role that Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour (BIPOC) communities 
play in integrating scientific results to effectively foster positive community 
change. Science communication often excludes the geopolitical, socio-​
economic, and cultural realities of the communities in the ABCSSS islands. 
This echoes Saran Stewart’s observation that ‘common to the Caribbean is 
an understanding of how colonial legacies of research have ridiculed oral 
traditions, language, and ways of knowing, often rendering them valueless 
and inconsequential’ (Stewart, 2019, p ix). These colonial legacies and 
the particular entanglements of colonialism, scientific research, nature 
conservation, and (mental) health care in the Caribbean are reflected in 
significant challenges in public engagement with science, and are key themes 
tackled in this chapter.

Decolonising science communication means decolonising science

This chapter reflects on opportunities to decolonise science communication 
in the ABCSSS islands. With this in mind, the authors (whose biographies 
in this book include a brief positionality statement) began by considering 
the word ‘decolonising’ tentatively with regard to science communication, 
because decolonisation is not an umbrella term for all social justice, anti-​
racism, or diversity and inclusion efforts. In fact, decolonisation ‘is not a 
metaphor’ for actions that do not ‘bring about the repatriation of Indigenous 
land and life’, and cannot be used for all the positive changes we want 
to make in our societies (Tuck and Yang, 2012). Decolonisation unsettles 
and is uncomfortable. Thus, when speaking about decolonising science 
communication, the chapter refers to what Bagele Chilisa defines as self-​
reflectively ‘centring the concerns and worldviews of the colonised Other 
so that they understand themselves through their own assumptions and 
perspectives’ (Chilisa, 2019). The authors use Chilisa’s understanding of what 
‘decolonising’ can mean to explore some pitfalls of science communication in 
the Caribbean and share examples that amplify voices and centre the needs 
of those who are excluded or unheard. Throughout this chapter, the focus is 
on science communication; however, the analysis also touches upon science 
and research practice more generally. This is inevitable, as it is impossible to 
consider ‘decolonising’ science communication without critically reflecting 
upon the structures and practices that academic research in the Caribbean 
is built on and continues to perpetuate.
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Using this theoretical lens, the authors illustrate the challenges described 
in this introduction through an in-​depth exploration and analysis of two 
case studies in the fields of nature conservation and mental health care. This 
chapter focuses on these two disciplines and as such does not reflect the 
broad range of social science and humanities research, including community-​
embedded research projects led by universities and independent researchers 
in the ABCSSS islands in disciplines of heritage, culture, gender, law, 
healthcare, and beyond.

The cases highlight the lack of community-​engaged research in nature 
conservation and mental health care in the ABCSSS islands. The analysis of 
the challenges in nature conservation and mental health care communication 
lays the groundwork to present transformative practices to build a more 
embedded engagement with science in the ABCSSS islands. Finally, the 
chapter concludes with a reflection on the (im)possibilities of decolonising 
science communication and offers an alternative vision of community-​based 
engagement with science in Aruba, Bonaire, Curaçao, Saba, Sint Eustatius, 
and Sint Maarten.

Challenges in public engagement with nature 
conservation in the Caribbean
‘Helicopter science’ in conservation research
The research and conservation agendas in the ABCSSS islands are primarily 
dictated by the interests of the European Netherlands and other foreign 
institutions by way of their access to funding opportunities and technical 
skills. For example, inhabitants of Bonaire, Saba, and Sint Eustatius 
were long excluded from Dutch subsidies to accelerate the transition to 
renewable energy (Milieu Centraal, 2022; Rijksoverheid, 2022). In 2022, 
the Dutch government reserved the first significant budget for nature and 
the environment for these islands since they became part of the Netherlands. 
This shows that there is ‘a dependency on post-​colonial powers to guide 
conservation actions of former colonies’ in Caribbean nature conservation 
(Hall and Tucker, 2004). As a result, the emphasis is often on current trends in 
academia. This makes it difficult to get and maintain long-​term support and 
involvement from the local population. Bonaire is a clear example. Each year, 
academic research is published about the state of the reef, foraging dynamics 
of various species, and the island’s geology. However, important needs such 
as fisheries research, stock assessments, and climate change adaptation and 
mitigation are rarely addressed. It is therefore pertinent to question the extent 
to which the interests of foreign researchers align with local interests and 
the topics that most affect daily life for the inhabitants. On top of that, the 
islands often deal with so-​called ‘helicopter science’, where, once a research 
plan has been established (often by foreign researchers), researchers fly in, 
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do their research, and leave without engaging with local communities, 
universities, or government in any meaningful ways. Mac Donald (2022) 
also highlights this when she describes the wariness of fisherfolk and other 
stakeholders to collaborate with researchers as they require much time and 
information and provide little to no follow-​up on their findings.

A glimpse into the scientific literature on nature conservation in the 
ABCSSS islands dating back from 1901 shows the imbalance in the 
recognition given to on-​island knowledge and expertise that is often crucial 
to the execution of the research. This is a widely recognised phenomenon, 
for which Indigenous scholar and librarian Lorisia Macleod designed 
citation templates to ‘find a better way to acknowledge [Indigenous] voices 
and knowledges within academia’ (Macleod, 2021). For example, within 
nature conservation research, the names of ‘on-​island’ contributors are 
rarely included in the author list, even though it is often their knowledge 
of local conditions, history, and phenomena being studied that form the 
basis of most research. This is without considering the expertise that goes 
into logistics, site selection, navigating the social and political climate, 
and other intangibles that local researchers and community members 
contribute, and without which the research would not succeed. While 
foreign researchers often rely heavily on input in the data collection 
phase of their work, they rarely request this when deciding on the topics, 
analysis, or communication of their research. But when they do, the on-​
island contributors are usually still excluded from the research funding for 
projects that contain their ideas.

Nature parks and the fortress model in the ABCSSS islands

In ‘Dutch’ Caribbean nature conservation, science has been used to establish 
protected areas without the input of local communities, which often 
results in reduced efficacy of the protected area to enhance biodiversity 
(Zaitchik, 2018). To illustrate, many of the nature parks in the islands were 
established without taking local stakeholders into account. This is the case 
for Washington Slagbaai National Park (1969), Christoffel Park (1978), 
Bonaire National Marine Park (1979), and Saba National Marine Park 
(1987) (Dutch Caribbean Nature Alliance, 2021). The resulting model relies 
on ‘fortress conservation’ based on the belief that biodiversity protection 
is best achieved by creating protected areas where ecosystems function in 
isolation from human disturbance. This model assumes that local people use 
natural resources in irrational and destructive ways (Rai et al, 2021). Such 
protected areas exclude local people dependent on the natural resource base 
through a ‘fines and fences’ approach enforced by park rangers and consider 
tourism and scientific research as the only appropriate uses for protected 
areas (De Santo et al, 2011). These disenfranchising approaches result in 
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conservation conflicts, as local people are labelled as criminals, poachers, and 
squatters on lands they have historically occupied (Robbins, 2007) and have 
a negative impact on public engagement with nature conservation on the 
islands. The establishment of nature parks on the ABCSSS Islands emphasises 
the continuities between environmentalism and the colonisation of the 
Caribbean, described eloquently by Martinican thinker Malcom Ferdinand 
(2021). These analyses of science communication efforts in conservation on 
the ABCSSS islands are informed by global conversations on decolonising 
conservation through the work of Indigenous conservationists and other 
scholars (Connell, 2017; Blair, 2019; Canon, 2019; Zanotti et al, 2020; 
Ferdinand, 2021; Mabele et al, 2021). Particularly with regard to the example 
of protected nature areas, there is an element of what Chilisa describes as 
scientific colonialism:

[R]‌esearchers travelled to distant colonised lands where they turned 
resident people into objects of research. This carried with it the belief 
that the researchers had unlimited rights of access to any data source 
and information belonging to the population, and the right to export 
data from the colonies for purposes of processing into books and 
articles. (Chilisa, 2019, p 7)

Strategies and language in communicating nature conservation

In nature conservation research in the ABCSSS islands, many research 
proposals include the words capacity building and increasing awareness, yet 
these actions are often an afterthought and are rarely tailored to the local 
situation. Scientific results are often published in language and media 
largely inaccessible to the general population. An example from the ABC 
islands is the lack of communication products produced or presented in 
the islands’ languages (Papiamento/​u). It is a simple, yet often overlooked, 
strategy to understand how local populations communicate before 
designing any communication or engagement campaign. In many cases, it 
is not necessary to reinvent the wheel: there are plenty of individuals and 
organisations ‘on island’ with experience working with communities that 
are hard to reach for others. These organisations can support researchers 
in building their own capacity to plan societally embedded research 
and engage with island communities effectively. Through an annual 
student exchange programme, the University of Aruba encourages the 
development of community-​engaged student research. Such locally led 
training is crucial in building skills and experience in the future research 
population (Mijts et al, 2022).

Often, local researchers also do not prioritise engaging the public, 
nor link their research to the existing universities on the islands. Local 
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researchers lack the funding and infrastructure required to support 
effective engagement. Most researchers are therefore willing to do a 
public presentation, and some will engage policy makers, but few make 
efforts beyond this. It is therefore also important for researchers from 
the islands to reflect on their public engagement activities. Being local 
does not automatically make researchers good community partners or 
communicators, and the divide between academics and non-​academics 
remains within Caribbean society as well. In contrast, Brenchie’s Lab 
is a community maker space in Aruba that organises long-​term citizen 
science initiatives in which community members are actively involved 
in environmental research and monitoring. These initiatives support 
communities to collect environmental data themselves, to initiate research 
projects, and identify local issues to be included in the global conversation 
(Sevold, 2020). Brenchie’s Lab projects include collecting beach sand 
samples to measure microplastics, mapping coastal changes using Google 
Earth, and measuring ocean acidity together with islanders. In the ABCSSS 
islands, however, the governments often rely on the insights of foreign 
academics rather than those of local experts. This remains a challenge, 
especially for local organisations that involve non-​academic communities 
in research or collect data in non-​traditional ways.

Despite these challenges, there is an increased and concerted effort 
to raise awareness, involvement, and ownership in conservation among 
island residents. On the islands, there are various programmes that focus 
on community engagement and involvement (DCNA, 2021). One 
example is the use of emblematic species that have a cultural and historical 
significance to local populations to frame conservation messaging. In 2011, 
the Sint Maarten Nature Foundation launched its Pelican Conservation 
programme. Despite there being no significant pressure on the species, 
this programme engaged island populations in citizen science to build 
ownership for a national symbol and its associated habitat. Participants were 
not only introduced to species-​specific conservation and the conservation 
of associated habitat but were also sensitised to the environmental 
pressures on said habitat, resulting in the establishment of an important 
Bird and Biodiversity Area for one of the locations monitored. The 
communication of this project was done on a community level, with 
community-​focused dialogues, presentations, and dissemination using 
traditional and social media (Sint Maarten Nature Foundation, 2011). The 
fisheries cooperative PISKABON on Bonaire is another example. The 
cooperative was established in 2017 to actively involve local fishermen in 
the management procedures of the marine environment of Bonaire. By 
investing in the fisher community through the cooperative, local fisherfolk 
regain a sense of ownership and responsibility of the marine environment 
(Mac Donald, 2022).
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Mental health care communication in Bonaire, Saba, 
and Sint Eustatius
Mental health care on the ABCSSS islands is confronted with similar 
challenges as described for nature conservation. For example, organised 
mental health care in Bonaire, Saba, and Sint Eustatius has been financed by 
the Dutch Ministry of Health since 2010 and was reshaped and expanded 
from the former foundations to the current Mental Health Caribbean 
Foundation. This foundation was initiated by a Dutch institute for mental 
health in close cooperation with the Dutch academic medical centres of 
the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam/​UMC, which also provide health care 
specialists. Similar constructs with Dutch (academic) institutions are also 
found in Aruba, Curaçao, and Sint Maarten, in both somatic and mental 
health care.

Concurrently, the rich and varied cultural intricacies of the ABCSSS 
islands also carry with them Afro-​Caribbean beliefs, rituals, and spiritual 
elements, including Indigenous and Euro-​Christian religious practices, 
that offer traditional healing methods for mental illnesses, such as Brua or 
Obeah (Blom et al, 2015). Despite being poorly researched, these methods 
are commonly known on the islands by the local communities and are 
intrinsically linked to psychiatry (Allen, 2010). It is important to note that 
the many different groups of people living on the islands ascribe themselves 
in varying degrees to traditional methods of healing and (sometimes at the 
same time) to (Western) biomedical methods. The two methods are not 
mutually exclusive in seeking care (Punski-​Hoogervorst et al, 2021), yet an 
integrative approach combining the methods to optimise mental health care 
is still missing on the islands (Lynch, 2021). However, an integrative approach 
can also favour Western knowledge above traditional knowledge if there is 
no conscious effort to dismantle the power dynamics at play. Deliberately 
and thoughtfully integrating the healing practices that already exist within 
a community is a way of centring the worldviews of local communities so 
that they recognise themselves in health care communication.

Challenges to mental health care communication

Effective and genuine communication between individuals and health care 
providers is vital when discussing mental health issues. Explaining moods, 
thoughts, integrative aspects of behaviour, and possible treatment methods is 
impossible when there is doubt and ineffectual transmission of information 
(Satcher, 2001). The disparity in public access and level of health of BIPOC 
communities has been well documented (see example from the United States 
in Fiscella and Sanders, 2016). While on Bonaire, Saba, and Sint Eustatius 
access to allopathic mental health care is not limited by individual financial 
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constraints, a barrier is perceived in the access and effectiveness of mental 
health care.

As underlined in the Post-​Disaster Needs Assessment of Bonaire, there 
is a high demand for organised mental health treatment (World Bank, 
2021). Health care providers observe that clients reach out to mental health 
care as a last resort in an often desperate situation. BIPOC communities 
are initially deterred from accessing mental health care due to mistrust, 
fear of treatment or discrimination, and differences in culture, language, 
and communication with the (often Dutch) providers. This mistrust can 
historically be traced to the criminalisation of mental illness and unethical 
experimental ‘health care’ practices performed on BIPOC communities 
(Gary, 2005; Vergès, 2020). For the ABCSSS islands in particular, the 
mistrust is rooted in colonial and postcolonial histories (Allen, 2010; 
Blom, 2015; Ansano, 2019). On the islands, mental health is strongly 
linked to spiritual well-​being and religious belief systems. Traditional 
medicine and healing, as practised by the ancestors of current BIPOC 
communities, has been persecuted, considered invalid, and stigmatised by 
lawmakers and dominant religions and still has a complicated relationship 
with (Western) conventional medicine (Lynch, 2021). This history, along 
with the (universal) stigma on mental health, forms a significant barrier 
for mental health care communication and access to adequate and timely 
health care. The local communities’ alienation from the predominantly 
Dutch and Dutch-​speaking health care system has been reported in Faraclas 
et al (2022).

Additionally, ethnic disparities exist in how clients perceive their mental 
health care providers’ cultural competence (Eken et al, 2021). Culturally 
competent care acknowledges and incorporates culture, cross-​cultural 
relations, and ‘vigilance towards the dynamics that result from cultural 
differences, and the adaptation of services to meet culturally-​unique 
needs’ (Cross, 1989). Eken et al (2021) elaborate by stating that adults 
from BIPOC communities ‘were more likely to value seeing providers 
who shared or understood their culture’. These findings highlight the role 
of inclusion in mental health care and its communication and emphasise 
the importance of ensuring that mental health care providers have the 
competences to provide quality care. On the ABCSSS islands, a disparity 
can exist between the local BIPOC clients and their mental health 
providers, when (a large part of) the chief practitioners are, for example, 
White, from the European Netherlands, and lacking cultural competences. 
Further exacerbating this problem is the lack of opportunities for local 
training in mental health care professions. In a landmark collaboration 
in 2021, the ABCSSS islands’ mental health institutions pledged to 
develop educational opportunities in mental health for local employees 
(Koninkrijk.nu, 2021).
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E-​health and language in mental health care communication

At Mental Health Caribbean (MHC) in particular, there is increasing 
attention paid to the cultural balance of the organisation and how this affects 
the quality of care. Besides investing more in strategy and recruitment for 
a personnel base that reflects the community it serves, MHC is developing 
culturally adapted e-​health modules. This development in mental health 
care communication is a first for the ABCSSS islands. E-​health is the use of 
the internet and digital resources alongside traditional face-​to-​face therapy 
to support treatment. Online, the patient can read about their treatment 
method, prepare for the next session, and chat with their therapist. E-​
Health has been a proven method of treatment, including in non-​Western 
countries (Fu et al, 2020). Previous attempts at incorporating (Dutch) e-​
health in private mental health care practices in Curaçao have led to the 
exclusion of local and BIPOC communities. To reach island communities, 
MHC endeavours to translate the Dutch e-​health modules into Papiamentu, 
the local language. This goes beyond literal translation and also involves 
sociocultural adaptations of texts and videos to appropriately reach the target 
audiences, such as visualising textual information, including storytelling, and 
changing examples to reflect Caribbean societies. This process is led by local 
therapists, content editors, and translators from the BIPOC communities 
that the modules are developed for. In this way, the project recentres 
Caribbean epistemologies ‘through native language and dialects as a mode 
of decolonising’ (Stewart, 2020, p 27). In Bonaire, Papiamentu has a long 
history of being neglected in education in favour of Dutch, but efforts to 
foreground Papiamentu in the education system have shown positive effects 
in school engagement and results (Beukenboom, 2021). Such effects are also 
expected when using Papiamentu instead of Dutch in mental health care 
communication and e-​health in Bonaire.

Transformations in science communication practices 
and community-​based engagement
The challenges of deliver ing inclusive and decolonised science 
communication in the ABCSSS islands have been illustrated in the 
previous sections with case studies from nature conservation and mental 
health care. The following sections build on the concepts introduced in 
this chapter and offer transformative practices in science communication 
that address the identified challenges. As this chapter shows, researchers, 
funders, and communicators can reflect on a number of practices in 
their work: (1) investing, supporting, and facilitating research and 
communication that is Caribbean-​led; (2) recognising local knowledge 
and building long-​term reciprocal collaborations; (3) reflecting on the 
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dynamics of decision-​making and implementing multi-​vocality and co-​
creation in science communication; and (4) asking difficult questions 
and, in response, sometimes refusing to participate in research (Tuck and 
Yang, 2014). These practices can transform research and communication 
practices and build a more embedded and community-​based engagement 
with research in the ABCSSS islands.

Caribbean-​led research, nature conservation, and mental health  
care communication
On April 24, 2014, the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science 
established the Caribbean Netherlands Science Institute, a facility that 
provides accommodation and infrastructure for researchers and students in 
the marine sciences. Following discussions on the role of this institute for 
the so-​called ‘Dutch Caribbean communities’, the Dutch Research Council 
commissioned a report on the sustainable strengthening of knowledge systems 
in the Caribbean, in which the interviewed stakeholders reflected on the 
need to ‘bring science closer to society’ (Bijker and Wuite, 2021, p 6). The 
report emphasises that the organisation ‘can only succeed if the people and 
institutions of those islands can claim ownership’. In the previous sections, 
the challenge of involvement and ownership arose repeatedly across examples 
in research and communication of nature conservation and mental health 
care. So, what is required to establish local ownership?

Ownership is fostered when people are involved as equitable partners from 
the beginning, and not (as in the case of the national parks) as an afterthought. 
The lack of access to opportunities for local researchers and mental health 
care professionals and their dependence on foreign universities and funding 
shown in this chapter are tackled by initiatives such as the PISKABON 
fisheries cooperative, the training for local health care professionals, and the 
hiring of Caribbean professionals. Local leadership in health care, research, 
and communication is critical. For example, island-​based researchers from 
the ABCSSS islands initiated CaribResearch, a research foundation that 
aims to contribute to the resilience, progress, and sovereignty of their 
own communities. According to CaribResearch, it is the privilege and 
responsibility of local experts to initiate, realise, coordinate, and interpret 
local research. Led by local academics, the organisation has prepared a 
research agenda for the ABCSSS islands (CaribResearch Research Agenda, 
2022). This is an important first step and an opportunity to include public 
engagement with research as one of the pillars of the research agenda for 
the islands.

As much as possible, Caribbean research projects and funding institutions 
should also involve researchers from and on the islands in paid leadership, 
research, and communication positions.
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Recognising local knowledge and building long-​term reciprocal collaborations

Caribbean institutions of higher education, health care, and research have 
the challenge to provide leadership in care, research, and education where 
traditional and local knowledge are just as valued.

Researchers, both local and non-​local, are primarily trained in Western 
research methodologies that are not adapted for and do not take island contexts 
into account. As Walter Mignolo writes: ‘We must confront the reality that our 
modes of questioning and even the answers they provide, often continue to be 
modelled after Western ways of thinking and interpretation’ (cited in Stewart, 
2019, p 66). This requires extra efforts on the part of researchers and health 
care institutions, both from and outside the Caribbean. By incorporating 
Indigenous and local methodologies and ways of knowing and communicating 
into research projects, local and non-​local researchers can include communities 
in more equitable ways and ‘broaden the imaginary of who can make a claim 
on science communication’ (Orthia, 2020). For research and communication, 
this also means recognising oral traditions and local knowledge, appropriately 
valuing and remunerating knowledge providers, and practising humility when 
building long-​term, reciprocal collaborations. Challenges like the lack of 
communication in Papiamentu and the inaccessibility of scientific results can 
be addressed by a tailored approach through long-​term collaborations with 
experienced partners. There is an important role for local contributors as 
equal partners throughout the research process: not only in communication 
projects and products but also in project design, data collection, analysis, and 
academic publications. Caribbean research projects should also create space 
for all researchers to critically reflect on their own background, position, and 
training and how this influences their work (Trisos et al, 2021).

Reflecting on dynamics of decision-​making and co-​creation in science 
communication
To restructure unequal power relationships, researchers can employ multi-​
vocality in decision-​making with regard to research and public engagement 
with science. Thus, pitfalls such as the profound disconnect between mental 
health communication and BIPOC communities, ‘helicopter science’ 
practices, or the lack of local impact of nature conservation research can be 
avoided. Engagement and ownership are also embedded through long-​term 
co-​creation strategies for public engagement (Sankatsing Nava and Hofman, 
2018), as is the case in the Pelican conservation citizen science programme 
that led to the Important Bird and Biodiversity Area, or in Brenchie’s Lab 
community maker space citizen science initiatives.

It is critical to reflect on the dynamics of decision-​making in these 
collaborative projects: who has the power to decide? Whose timeline do 
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we follow? Transparency in sharing agendas and goals is also vital to foster 
reciprocal collaborations. Well-​written community engagement statements on 
proposals can successfully get research projects funded. However, it quickly 
becomes clear to the islanders when community consultation and engagement 
are genuine and when their sole purpose is a tokenistic ‘box-​ticking’ exercise, 
getting pre-​existing plans passed, or simply looking good (a public relations 
exercise). This then means that, when engagement is the goal, science 
communicators, researchers, and funders must plan and budget for genuine 
community engagement before designing projects (and calls for proposals) 
and build in flexibility and resources for multi-​vocality, community wishes, 
needs, and subsequent project changes as a result of these collaborations.

Refusing research and asking the difficult questions

In her seminal book Decolonising Methodologies, Linda Tuhiwai Smith points 
to pertinent questions that can also be asked about research and science 
communication in the ABCSSS islands: who is the research for? Who are 
the owners of the research? Who will carry it out? Who will disseminate 
it? (Smith, 2021, p 10). From this chapter, additional questions can be 
added: who will design the public engagement plans? Who will benefit, 
but also, who defines what those benefits are? And finally, what are the 
conditions for this research to take place? Caribbean communities should 
be able to consider ‘refusal’ to participate in research as a viable option 
(Tuck and Yang, 2014). In 2020, Xiomara Balentina expressed one possible 
condition for participating in research. After a consultation session for a 
new research project, she wrote that ‘keepers of traditional knowledge 
should only participate in research initiated by researchers from the Western 
university if the encounter results in decolonised spaces –​ Spaces in which 
the curriculum is reflective of different, yet equal voices from different 
geographical places’ (Balentina, 2020). Communities of the ABCSSS islands 
can take Balentina’s lead and formulate their own conditions for collaboration 
with foreign researchers.

Conclusion: Looking towards the future, imagining 
Caribbean ways to foster and exchange knowledge 
outside the academy
In the ABCSSS islands, science communication about nature conservation 
and mental health is often done by researchers and organisations from Europe 
and North America. With a number of notable exceptions, communication 
of mental health care and of nature conservation in the Caribbean has been 
a one-​way street. These legacies shaped the exclusionary practices that have 
had a long-​term impact on public engagement with science on the islands, 
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in which both science and science communication are done to us instead of done 
with us. Therefore, a critical step in ‘decolonising’ science communication 
on the islands is to write ‘our stories by us, for us, and for the world, rather 
than having stories written about us’ (Stewart, 2019, p 17). In order to 
interrupt the existing relationship between science and society on the islands, 
there is an imperative to develop individual and institutional capacities for 
the decolonised production of knowledge together with and in service 
of the island communities. However, this also entails asking whether it 
is possible to decolonise science communication at all. This requires the 
critical interrogation of the role of science communication in strengthening 
scientific research and perpetuating its underlying structures. Changing how 
science is communicated does not necessarily change the nature of science 
itself, and recognising that ‘easy absorption, adoption, and transposing of 
decolonisation is yet another form of settler appropriation’ (Tuck and Yang, 
2012; Hlabangane, 2018) is a crucial aspect of this process. Instead, Caribbean 
islanders should continue to take the lead in imagining and investing in 
alternative spaces and ways of fostering and sharing knowledge outside of 
the academy.

Engaged researchers in the Caribbean are moving away from the ‘deficit 
model’ that assumes a lack of knowledge about science that needs to be 
rectified. For science communication to be effective, it requires reframing not 
only from a monologue to a dialogue (Horst et al, 2017) but into a practice 
that fosters collaborative spaces where participants become co-​researchers 
(Stewart, 2019, p ix). This is not easy to achieve within the current academic 
structures. In fact, it is not meant to be easy: these practices will unsettle our 
work and restructure not only science communication but also the underlying 
research practices. As Caribbean researchers and science communicators, 
we should continuously ask ourselves how we can build a research and 
communication practice that is more grounded locally, is embedded in 
questions relevant to islanders, and equitably involves stakeholders outside 
academia. The end-​goal is to no longer have to communicate research back 
to non-​academic island communities but instead to imagine, develop, and 
implement research and public engagement together with local communities. 
These profound changes can lead to more inclusive and locally contextualised 
scientific research and communication, whereby Caribbean communities 
play an active role in agenda-​setting, formulating ethical frameworks, and 
designing and leading community-​based public engagement with research 
in Aruba, Bonaire, Curaçao, Saba, Sint Maarten, and Sint Eustatius.
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