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Incidents Report Form 
Nature Foundation St Maarten 

 

Incident name: Sinking of the plane fuselage at Fort Amsterdam 

Date: 15th of June 2021 

Time: 9am until 12pm 

Staff members NFSXM involved: Melanie Meijer zu Schlochtern, Leslie Hickerson and a 

substitute ranger. 

Involved organizations: Nature Foundation St. Maarten 

Involved persons: Sir Robert Velasquez, Samantha Peterson and Paul Ellinger (TEATT)  

NFSXM equipment used: vessel, dive equipment, camera, tanks. 

 

Summary of the incident: 
On Wednesday May 5th 2021, it was communicated to the Nature Foundation that permission to sink 

the plane was received in 2019 but at that time it was decided it would be best to await the passing of 

the hurricane season. Also, it was communicated that the aircraft had passed inspection, also 

documents were provided by Bobby’s Marina showing the approval letters received. The Nature 

Foundation had replied to request location of sinking and to survey the location prior to sinking, also 

date for sinking was requested. In was stated that the letter of approval shows the location of sinking, 

the coordinates in the letter show a location in front of Beacon Hill. On May 28th again an email was sent 

to request date of sinking, in order to conduct the survey of the location. Unfortunately, no confirmation 

of date was received.  

 

On the 12th of June 2021, Nature Foundation received several reports from the plane fuselage being 

deposited at Fort Amsterdam, including videos and pictures showing concerning methods of dropping 

the plane from a barge very close to shore. During this procedure a large backhoe was used to shovel 

the plane of the barge causing more damages to the fuselage.  

 

On the 15th of June 2021, the Nature Foundation did a survey on the fuselage which was deposited at 

Fort Amsterdam Little Bay over the weekend. The Foundation had asked to survey the site before 

sinking the fuselage, however no informed about the planned sinking data and time was 

communicated. According to the approval letter it was a requirement to inform the Nature Foundation, 

Maritime Affairs and the Coast Guard prior to sinking.  

The fuselage of “Air Lekkerbek” was recorded on the coordinates: N 18.00.827, W 063.03.649, about 

100 meters from the Sea trek platform. This is contradicting the location mentioned in the received 

approval letter, which mentions coordinates close to Beacon Hill. The depth of the deepest part of the 

fuselage was 7 meters, the approval letter mentions a sinking depth of 10 meters. The location, depth 

and procedures of sinking the fuselage are in contradiction with the approval letter from the TEATT 

minister. The fuselage was laying on a rocky reef habitat, including corals, sea urchins and other marine 

life.  

 

mailto:info@naturefoundationsxm.org
http://www.naturefoundationsxm.org/


 

Wellsburg street 1A, Apt 25+26, Cole Bay, Sint Maarten, Dutch Caribbean 
Tel: (1721) 544-4267, email: info@naturefoundationsxm.org 

www.naturefoundationsxm.org 

The information of the sinking of the fuselage was communicated to TEATT, VROMI and Bobby’s Marina. 

Bobby’s’ marina indicated that it was a last-minute decision stressing out the disadvantage of the 

beacon Hill location and informed about the benefits to divers. They also indicated the loose materials 

scattered around the fuselage will be cleanup.  

The Nature Foundation sees the benefits of the attraction of the plane in our waters and have always 

been positive about this project and still is. However, not if it causes damage to our endangered corals 

and marine life or poses a threat to divers. The Foundation has no objection against sinking the plane in 

the area by For Amsterdam, however only if this concerns a sandy location and no corals and important 

marine life are present. The location on a sandy spot is very important and it should attempt to better 

the current situation without causing additional damages.  

 

Major concerns: 
- The fuselage is currently located on a rocky reef habitat, containing corals (including endangered 

species), soft corals, sea urchins (including endangered long spine sea urchin) and other marine life. The 

fuselage is not located on a sand habitat, which would be the best location to sink any object for a dive 

site and minimize impact on marine life.  

- The plane poses a serious threat to divers, including free divers and scuba divers. Many metal objects 

and materials from the plane are sticking out and could easily injure divers. It is very dangerous to go 

into the plane, as it will cause human injury or damage to equipment which could lead to equipment 

failure and serious accidents. 

- The methods of sinking and moving the plane prior to sinking have caused additional damage to the 

fuselage. Because of this, even more materials and metals are sticking out, which can endanger divers.  

- Materials from the plane have broken off already and are scattered around the plane, among the 

corals and marine life. Causing an additional negative impact on our marine life. These materials and 

metals need to be removed as soon as possible.  

- Several Mountainous star (Orbicella Flaveolata, a protected species by law) corals are surrounding the 

plane, if the plane moves or materials break off these species will be impacted or can die. According to 

St. Maarten’s legislation disturbing or damaging this coral is prohibited.  

- The full impact on the coral which are damaged due to the sinking of the plane cannot be determined. 

As more coral species can be impacted and can be located under the plane, especially considering the 

habitat. However, they cannot be seen, as the plane is on top of them.  

- The wiring of the plane is not properly removed, which could cause entanglement of divers. In several 

locations’ entanglement of scuba or free divers is a serious risk, especially if divers approach the plane in 

close proximity.  Also, light bulbs and fixtures were recorded.  

- Little bay is a training site for inexperienced scuba divers, causing a risk of a huge liability if any diver or 

free diver enters or comes close to the plane and gets into an accident. Also, quite some unsupervised 

divers and snorkelers access the area of Little Bay, not knowing the danger of this fuselage.  

- The fuselage is most likely on an unstable location and could move, causing a threat to snorkelers and 

divers. Storms and swells could easily move the fuselage causing additional damages to corals and 

marine life.  

- The fuselage itself could be unstable as it is broken into two pieces and has many weak spots, which 

would lead to breaking off more parts.  
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Biological and environmental info incident: 
Coral reefs are the richest and most diverse ecosystems on earth; corals are reef builders and therefore 
extremely important. Coral reefs support more species per unit area than any other marine 
environment. Reefs are essential for fisheries and provide a home for about a quarter of the oceans fish. 
Besides the massive contribution to marine biodiversity, coral reefs serve as coastline protection from 
storms, strong waves and erosion. 
In the last couple of years, the coral reefs on Sint Maarten are deteriorating quickly due to Hurricane 
Irma and the outbreak of Stony Coral Tissue Loss Disease (SCTLD). Coral reefs on St. Maarten were 
already extremely threatened due to pollution, large amounts of wastewater input into the ocean, 
overfishing and rising ocean temperatures. All coral species should receive protection and destruction 
should be avoided and in case of certain endangered species even illegal. 
Therefore, it is of high importance to increase protection of corals and prevent destruction, to ensure 
reef corals in the future and which also increase the health of entire reefs system and coastal 
protection. Tourists come to St. Maarten to enjoy the coral reefs, clear waters and beautiful beaches, 
which will all directly and indirectly deteriorate and be destroyed without seagrass fields and coral 
habitats. 
 
Mountainous star coral (Orbicella faveolate) is a slow-growing species and the rate at which new 
colonies are formed is less than the rate at which mature colonies die. It is susceptible to bleaching and 
to several coral diseases including yellow-band disease, black band disease and plague. Numbers of 
individuals are believed to have declined by over 50% in the last thirty years. Mountainous star corals 
are listed in SPAW annex ll, which are species which require the highest level of protection, for those 
species any shape of destruction, disturbance is forbidden according to the SPAW protocol and local 
legislation. This coral species is also listed as Endangered on the IUCN (International Union for 
Conservation of Nature’s) red list of threatened species, these are species which face a very high risk of 
extinction in the wild. 
 

Legislation: 
• SPAW annex ll, are species which require the highest level of protection, for those species any 

shape of destruction, disturbance is forbidden according to the SPAW protocol and local 
legislation.  

• Endangered species on the IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature’s) Red List of 
threatened species, are species which face a very high risk of extinction in the wild. 

• CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) annex 
ll species are species which are not necessarily threatened with extinction, but in which trade 
must be controlled in order to avoid utilization incompatible with their survival. 

• Local St. Maarten’s legislation: ‘Protected animal and plant species are all animal and plant 
species belonging to the native fauna or flora, listed in Annex I of the Bonn Convention, Annexes 
I and II of the SPAW Protocol, Annex I of the CITES Convention and Annexes I and II to the Turtle 
Convention’ (National Decree on Nature Management and Protection Article 16). 

• It is forbidden to disturb an animal belonging to a protected animal species, to disturb its nest, 
hole or reproduction or resting place or to damage or destroy it, and to obtain a nest of such an 
animal” National Decree on Nature Management and Protection Article 17 (Landsbesluit 
Natuurbeheer en –bescherming (AB 2013, GT nr. 143). 

- COUNTRY REGULATION laying down rules for the management of nature and the protection of the 
animal and plant species occurring therein [National Ordinance Foundations Nature Management 
and Protection] 
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https://decentrale.regelgeving.overheid.nl/cvdr/xhtmloutput/historie/Sint%20Maarten/142263/14
2263_2.html  
- COUNCIL DECISION, CONCERNING GENERAL MEASURES, containing rules on the management and 
protection of flora and fauna and nature parks [National Decree on Nature Management and 
Protection] 
https://decentrale.regelgeving.overheid.nl/cvdr/xhtmloutput/historie/Sint%20Maarten/207435/20
7435_1.html 

 

Advice from the Nature Foundation: 

A warning has been sent to all dive schools, to ensure to keep a safe distance from the plane to prevent 

injury and accidents. Divers have been informed that it is very dangerous to go into the plane, as it will 

cause human injury or damage to equipment which could lead to equipment failure and serious 

accidents. All divers and snorkelers should keep a distance of at least 1 meter when approaching the 

fuselage of the plane and it is strictly prohibited to access the inside of the plane. However, it is 

expected that many divers will not follow recommendations and will access the plane. 

 

A solution is needed in order to handle the above serious concerns and prevent more marine life 

damage. The longer the plane stays the more damage it can cause, however removing it improperly can 

also lead to huge additional damages, especially to corals.  

 

• All scattered debris and fallen pieces will need to be removed as soon as possible. Nature 

Foundation would like to be informed when this cleanup us will be scheduled in order to 

supervise the activity.  

• A plan needs to be drafted on how it will be addressed to improve the sharp edges and safety 

issues of the dangerous materials to divers and the methods before executing it. As cutting 

those things under water could cause an additional threat. This should include how safety 

measure will be taken to prevent additional damage to marine life and corals. Nature 

Foundation would like to be present when this activity will be executed.   

 

One of Nature Foundation’s primary concerns is the proximity of the plane to the legally protected 

species of coral, as damages by the fuselage could cause liability for the owner of the plane. Besides, 

some corals are currently under the plane and could be saved if the plane is moved safely without 

causing damages. Therefore, it is important to assess if it is possible to move the plane to a sandy 

location nearby.  

 

• A Professional salvage company should assess the possibility of moving the plane a bit (if the 

frame of the fuselage is stable enough) to a little deeper water on a sandy spot (Nature 

Foundation will select the most suitable location), without causing more damage.   

• Besides, an execution plan should be submitted (if moving is possible) to move the plane to 

deeper waters while safeguarding corals and marine life. If this is approved by all involved 

parties (e.g., Maritime affairs and Nature Foundation), it can be executed with the presence of 

NF, Maritime affairs and the coast guard.  

• It is recommended that the St. Maarten government and all businesses provide efforts to 
protect coral reef ecosystems and prevent any further deterioration, considering their proven 
coastal protection, erosion mitigation characteristics, nursery, and tourist attraction.    
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• To not allow destruction of protected and endangered species, any type of marine work should 
do their activities without damaging the Orbicella faveolata colonies at Fort Amsterdam.  

• To not permit the methods used to sink this fuselage in any other situation of sinking. The 
fuselage should have been handled with care prior to sinking and should be lifted properly 
(using straps) without causing damage to the object as has happened in this situation.   

• To always assess and survey the seafloor extensively, before permitting objects to sink, in order 
to prevent damage to endangered and protected marine life species and corals. To only permit 
sinking on the surveyed and approved GPS location.  
 

Pictures: 

 
Picture of plane being deposited at Fort Amsterdam very close to shore.  
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Metal objects causing a danger to divers and snorkelers.  

  
State of the fuselage.        Soft corals located under the fuselage.  

 

  
Several coral species under the fuselage.    Soft corals and marine life under the plane 
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Marine life under the plane.      Parts of the fuselage between reef habitat.  

   
Danger to injury for divers         Long spine sea urchin crushed under the plane. 

 

  
Smooth star and Mustard hill Corals under the fuselage. Soft corals located under the plane.   
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Metal objects sticking out of the plane.       Scattered debris from the plane in the surrounding 

 

  
Finger coral and starlet coral right beside the fuselage. Mountainous star coral right beside plane.  

 

  
Dangerous sharp objects        Debris of the fuselage scattered around the reef.  
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Debris of the plane entangling soft corals.     Fuselage laying on rocky reef habitat.  

   
Fuselage broken in two large pieces. 

 

  
Danger to divers.      Inside of the plane, dangerous to access. 
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Inside of the plane, dangerous materials which can cause damage to environment still present.  

  
Plane lays on unstable location but is also unstable itself due to damages to the frame.  
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