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Vanuatu

Vanuatu is a small
island nation in
the South Pacific
located on the
very eastern
edge of the
dugongs’ natural
range.

Vanuatu



An archipelago  of 83 volcanic islands

Seven volcanoes are active



Vanuatu Statistics

 Vanuatu is a Y-shaped 
archipelago in the South 
Pacific

 67 islands are inhabited

 The islands lie between 
latitudes 13-21°S and 
longitudes 166-172°E 

 The archipelago is 
approximately 850 km in 
length



Land statistics

 Total Land area 12,200 Sq
Km

 Proportion of land area
covered by primary
forest 36.1%

 Total forest area 4,400
Km2

 Proportion of terrestrial
and marine areas
protected 0.5%



Ocean Statistics

 Ocean area 680,220 Sq km
(plus disputed Mathew and
Hunter area 190,000 Sq Km)

 Length of coastline 3132 Km

 Total reef area 1,200 Sq Km

 Area of inner reef and
lagoon 448 sq Km

 Vanuatu's has a narrow
band of fringing reef
generally less then 100m
wide.



Dugongs in Vanuatu 



Previous Dugongs studies in Vanuatu

 One survey has been carried out to assess the
distribution, abundance, cultural importance and
threats to the dugong in Vanuatu.

 This was in 1987.

 The study was carried out by a postal
questionnaire survey and an aerial survey.

Chambers, MR, E Bani, and BET Barker-Hudson. "The status of the dugong
(Dugong dugon) in Vanuatu." South Pacific Commission, Noumea (New Caledonia).
1989.



An image taken from a drone in 
2015 in the Maskelyn islands



“On the available evidence, the dugong does not 
appear to be in any danger of decline or extinction in 
Vanuatu. The agencies which constitute such threats 
elsewhere - overhunting, high accidental death rates, 
pollution and loss of seagrass beds - do not exist in 
Vanuatu. Nor are they likely to on any appreciable scale 
in the foreseeable future. Thus Vanuatu may be one of 
the few countries in the dugong's very wide distribution 
where it is safe”

The conclusion drawn by the 
investigators



 Signed CMS Dugong MoU in 2010

 Participated in the SPREP Pacific Year of the Dugong in 
2011

 SPREP Pacific Islands Marine Species Programme 2013-2017

 Commitment under the CBD

 Dugongs are protected under the Fisheries Act 

 Seagrass and dugongs protected in community 
conservation areas under the Environmental conservation 
Act

Vanuatu Government's commitment 
to dugong conservation 



Dugongs are regularly seen



Dugongs are often seen by Surfers



Mother and 2 calves seen from a 
helicopter



Vanuatu’s dugongs have a reputation 
of being friendly



Seagrass in Vanuatu 



Previous Seagrass studies in Vanuatu

 There have been 2 scientific assessments of 
seagrasses in Vanuatu as part of wider biodiversity 
assessments.

 9 species of seagrasses have been identified. 

 Chambers M.R., Nguyen F, Navin K.F. Seagrass communities. In : Done T.J. (ed.), Navin
K.F. (ed.) Vanuatu marine resources : report of a biological survey. Townsville : Australian 
Institute of Marine Science, 1990, (501), p. 92-103. 

 Payri, Claude. "Benthic algal and seagrass communities from Santo island in relation to 
habitat diversity." (2011): 337-368. In The Natural History of Santo. P Bouchet, Le 
Guyader H, Pascal O (eds.) Muséum national d’Histoire naturella, Paris: IRD, Marseille; 
Pro-natura international, Paris, 572p. (patrimonies naturels; 70). 



Small remote developing countries such as Vanuatu face 
significant challenges to conserving threatened species such 
as: 
 A lack of, even baseline, scientific data on the species and 

their habitats 
 Limited capacity
 Geography 
 Natural disasters
 Limited and expensive transport networks to the majority 

of the islands
 Lack of funding

Challenges to conservation and 
research in Vanuatu 



The GEF Dugong and Seagrass 
Conservation Project in Vanuatu 

PROTECTING DUGONGS

CONSERVING SEAGRASS

CHANGE FOR COMMUNITIES



The Vanuatu project partners

The Vanuatu 
Environmental 
Science Society

Implementing partner

The Vanuatu 
Fisheries 

Department 

Project Partner

The Department of 
Environmental 
Protection and 
Conservation 

Project Partner



 Update the information about the distribution of 
dugongs in Vanuatu and the threats they face. 

 Increase awareness of dugongs and seagrass 

 Nation Plan of Action for dugongs and their seagrass 
habitat. 

Project Activities



Interviews with villagers and 
fishermen



Travelling for the dugong 
questionnaire



Will the Dugong and Seagrass 
Conservation Project be a 

catalyst for change in Vanuatu? 



Collaboration at the community level



Interview with Joseph Soksok



 National Facilitating Committee (NFC) was created 
under the umbrella of the project. 

 The committee is made up of representatives from 
government departments (fisheries, environment and 
tourism) and NGOs (VESS and Wan Smol Bag).  

 Vanuatu now has a national platform for government 
departments and NGOs to work together with the 
unified aim of conserving one of Vanuatu’s most 
iconic animals. 

Collaboration at the national level



The National Facilitating Committee



 Access to tools such as the dugong catch / by-catch 
questionnaire

 Advice from international experts

Has allowed Vanuatu to use the investment to maximize 
the effectiveness of the project

Collaboration at the international 
level



Using the tools



Using the experts

 CMS Dugong Technical 
Group of Experts (CMS-
DTG)

 Project Coordination 
Team (PCT)

 Delivered a workshop in 
Vanuatu on using the 
questionnaire

 Checked educational 
materials were technically 
correct. 

 Assisted with project 
proposals to other funders

 Assisting with project and 
survey design



 Two young Ni-Vanuatu marine scientists have been 
employed on the project. 

Creating capacity



Leveraging further funding

Critical Ecosystem Partnership 
Fund (CEPF) small grant to 

produce education materials 



Posters in the communities



Leveraging further funding

 CEPF large grant to 
extend the activities of 
the dugong and seagrass 
project to conduct aerial 
surveys with drones and 
start Seagrass Watch in 
Vanuatu . 



Engaging a volunteer

 Australian volunteer to 
assist with developing 
appropriate eco-tourism 
involving wildlife in 
Vanuatu. 



Benefits for VESS

 Establishment of the 
organisation

 Confidence to design 
further studies

 Credibility to apply for 
future funding



 Change from commitment to conservation action. 

 Increase in capacity, collaboration and 
communication 

Resulting in a brighter future for dugongs and seagrass 
in Vanuatu. 

A catalyst for change? 



Thank you for your attention


