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There has been a great increase in
interest in Chagos over the past few
months, fuelled partly by a growing
recognition of the uncertain and worrying
condition of coral reefs throughout the
world. There have been many press
articles, and March saw the publication of
the Chagos Conservation Trust booklet
promoting the idea of the Chagos
Archipelago Marine Park, with a launch at
the Royal Society in London.

Prof. Charles Sheppard was also an
invited speaker at a conference at the
Smithsonian in Washington, DC, whose
theme was on tropical marine success
stories. Charles presented the only paper
on reefs, where he spoke about the
recovery of Chagos.

In April, the Chagos Environment Network
(CEN) met with the BIOT administration to
discuss the way forward.

On the 6™ of July an Emergency Meeting
on the Climate Change Threat to Coral
Reefs convened by the Zoological Society
and the International Programme on the
State of the Ocean will be hosted by the
Royal Society. An impressive list of
participants have been invited to attend,
ranging from NASA, through many
university and environmental
organisations, to Oxfam, reflecting the
concern for the peoples dependent on
coral-supported ecosystems. This reflects
the dire condition of the World's reefs.

A meeting is planned for the end of June

at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office,
which will involve guests from CCT, CEN,
BIOT the FCO, DEFRA, DFID and several
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government ministers. The meeting is
entitled Collaboration on Environmental
and Biodiversity Issues in the Overseas
Territories.

Preparations are also underway by
Professor Charles Sheppard, assisted
by Pete Raines, for the next Chagos
research expedition — Chagos 2010.
The main theme of this OTEP/Warwick
University funded expedition will be to
study how climate change is affecting
the recovery and growth of corals,
shoreline erosion, fish biomass
estimates, changes in bird populations
and paleoclimate work.

In this issue, CCT chairman William
Marsden has written a report on the very
important Royal Society launch of the
CCT booklet which was produced to
promote the idea of the Chagos Marine
Park earlier this year.

On the 2006 Chagos expedition Dr Nick
Graham collected data on reef fishes,
and has written a brief resume of some
of that work for this issue. Expedition
participants continue to publish
important material for many years
afterwards and Chagos News will
publish less technical reviews of many
of them.

Two remarkable articles on Chagos
turtles are included also by Nigel
Wenban Smith and Dr Jeanne Mortimer.
Both are startling in their different ways!

And Dr Chris Hillman has an article on a
little discussed aspect: beach litter.

Anne Sheppard
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News Clips

There was a flurry of activity at the
beginning of the year concerning the
proposals for Chagos to become a large
marine protected area. First of all, the
article in the Times written by Frank Pope
resulted in further news articles and
renewed discussion about Chagos. Links
to some of these are

http://www.independent.co.uk/environmen
t/nature/giant-marine-park-plan-for-
chagos-1604555.html

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/
columnists/guest contributors/article5569
193.ece

http://www.economist.com/world/internati
onal/displaystory.cfm?story id=13089462
&fsrc=rss

http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20
126964.500-conservation-plan-would-
keep-islanders-in-exile.html

Then the splendid and very well received
launch of the Chagos booklet at the Royal
Society resulted in further press coverage
of Chagos and CCT. Links to these are
below

http://www.wildlifeextra.com/go/news/cha
gos-archipelago827.html#cr

http://blog.protectplanetocean.org/2009/0
3/conservation-plans-for-chagos-
unveiled.html

http://www.rspb.org.uk/news/details.asp?i
d=tcm:9-212261

http://www.express.co.uk/posts/view/8842
9/Conservation-plea-on-ocean-islands

http://www.commondreams.org/headline/
2009/02/09-7

http://www.turkishweekly.net/media/12678

4/giant-marine-park-plan-for-chagos.html

The quality of these articles varies
greatly! Many are fair and informative
and others, the New Scientist one for
example, are just reiterating old
misinformation and have not bothered to
check the facts. Some just want to bash
the government and will use anything,
including Chagos and CCT, to do it.

And where the last one heard that flying
foxes occur on Chagos is anybody’s
guess! Fortunately, it is easy for those
who know Chagos to tell the good from
the drivel.

A new book on the Biology of Coral
Reefs features on its cover one of the
Chagos reefs, in this case western lle
Anglais of Salomon atoll. This photo
shows the ocean-facing section at about
8 metres depth, covered in a rich growth
of table corals, just above a vertical
‘drop-off’ which plunges to great depths.
Chagos gets quite a lot of mentions in
this book in fact, perhaps not surprising
given its lead author: the book is by
Sheppard, Davy and Pilling and was
published in June 2009 by Oxford
University Press. It can be found at:
http://ukcatalogue.oup.com/product/978
0198566366.do
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CCT AT THE ROYAL SOCIETY, MARCH
2009. Launch of the booklet

‘The Chagos Archipelago: Its Nature
and the Future’ and the paper

‘Science in Chagos’

On Monday 9 March there was an
important presentation at The Royal
Society of the ideas for the long-term
conservation of the Chagos, outlined in
CCT's new booklet and the supporting
paper ‘Science in Chagos’. The host
organisation was the Chagos
Conservation Trust (CCT), in association
with the Chagos Environment Network
whose members are: CCT, The Linnean
Society of London, Pew Environment
Group, the Royal Society, The Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds
(RSPB), Zoological Society of London
(ZSL) and Professor Charles Sheppard
(Warwick University).

Figure 1 In the beautiful lecture hall at the Royal
Society.

William Marsden, CCT Chairman, in
welcoming the distinguished participants
and audience, said that the publications
were aimed at contributing to greater
awareness of the environmental and
scientific importance of the Chagos
Archipelago and the benefits to be gained
from a long-term structure for its natural
conservation.

Messages, conveyed to the meeting
included:

Sir David Attenborough:

‘| was interested to read of the progress of
the Chagos Environment Network and |
wish you every success.’

Professor David Bellamy:

“It has long been my dream that the
whole Chagos Archipelago should
become an International Marine Nature
Reserve and Sanctuary... The whole
ecological structure is under threat.
Sadly the EI Nino global episode of 1998
took its toll of the coral reefs but unlike
elsewhere there was a rapid and
spectacular recovery in the untainted
waters of the Chagos. Fortunately, all is
not yet lost, though time is short. The
Powers-that-be, the international
commune of conservation and locally-
focussed bodies such as the Chagos
Conservation Trust must work together
in an effective mix of vision, sound
science and good management.
Chagossians too have an important role
to play. The Archipelago will even more
deserve, and perhaps at last obtain, the
title of World Heritage site.”

Jay Nelson (Director, Global Ocean
Legacy, Pew Environment Group):

‘The Chagos archipelago is a unique
biological system now imperilled by
illegal fishing, climate change and other
threats. We believe it warrants special
protection.

Whatever its future, maintaining the
biological health of this ocean gem
should be an environmental priority. We
look forward to working with
conservation organisations, the British
government and other institutions, to
help preserve the Chagos Islands and
their surrounding waters.”

Professor Callum Roberts (York
University) gave the first illustrated
presentation aimed at setting the global
context and answering the question:
Why have a marine protected area in
the Chagos?

Against a background of pictures
illustrating the abundant stocks of very
large fish and their predators from the
origins of European commercial sea
fishing around 1000 years ago to recent
times, Professor Roberts described the
present realities. In contrast to the early



pictures of huge sea bass in the seas off
the west coast of the USA and the fish
stocks thronging even the coasts of the
UK, the world’s fish species had suffered
in recent decades catastrophic declines
levelling of at very low levels. This was
the of result massively destructive and
unsustainable fisheries exploitation.
Populations of individual fish species had
been reduced by 75% to 99%. Non-target
as well as commercial, target fish had
been destroyed.

Figure 2 Professor Callum Roberts (far right).

Where should we go from here? An
essential first step to recovery was to re-
establish refuges from exploitation where
fish stocks could breed and grow. In the
past there were always natural refuges
due to remoteness, depth or the
roughness of the bottom of the sea.
These had gone because of modern
exploitation. But experience shows that
the creation of adequate, new refuges
worked and led to the recovery of stocks.

To date far too few have been created;
only 0.8% of the world’s oceans are
protected by marine protected areas
(MPAS). Unless we create new refuges
fish stocks will not exist. In the past two
years the USA has taken greatly
significant steps in the designation of two
very large MPAs in the Pacific which
alone account for 38% of the total ocean
area protected. Britain, as a signatory to
the International Convention on
Biodiversity and other agreements, has a
commitment to protect marine biodiversity

and specifically to build up networks of
marine protected areas by 2012.

The Chagos provides a magnificent
opportunity for Britain to honour its
undertakings by creating a world-class
conservation area for the heritage and
benefit of humankind.

Professor Charles Sheppard
(Warwick University) introduced his
presentation as focussing on the
environmental importance of the Chagos
Archipelago itself. He showed a map of
the archipelago overlayed on England,
on which it extends from the south of
England to Yorkshire. Yet only 5 of the
20 banks and atolls have islands above
water and all apart from Diego Garcia
are minuscule.

Figure 3 Professor Charles Sheppard.

While the Chagos is one of the most
pristine environments surviving in the
world, not all its islands are in such good
condition. Plantations developed in the
19" century for coconut oil and copra
production led to the cutting down of
virtually all the native vegetation and
hardwood trees. Marine turtles were
heavily exploited for their shells and
meat. Rats came in on ships and still
infest about half the islands, where
ground nesting birds do not stand a
chance. However, despite this, BIOT is
an area of global importance for birds
with 10 internationally recognised
Important Bird Areas.



Under the water, the Chagos Archipelago
is truly pristine. It is probably the only
place in the Indian Ocean where coral
reefs can still be seen to great depths in
the abundance that they had 100 years
ago. The ‘El Nino’ sea-warming of 1998
virtually destroyed 90% of the ocean’s
coral including that of the Chagos; but the
Chagos corals are some of very few that
are known to have made such a rapid
recovery, taking them back almost to their
pre-1998 abundance. This is because
there are no other destructive factors
such as sewage and pollution. Even
Diego Garcia, which accounts for half the
total land area of BIOT and where there is
a military base, very effective measures
have been taken to prevent any sea-water
pollution.

Why is the health of coral important?
Between 100 and 200 million people are
dependent on reefs, not least for their
food security and literally for their
terrestrial security. In West African states
bordering the Indian Ocean fisheries
depending on coral ecologies are a
crucial food source; and much mortality is
related to starvation linked to the badly
damaged marine environments.

Another reason for the importance of the
Chagos for such neighbouring
populations is that the archipelago acts as
a stepping stone for life which flows
across the ocean, mainly from east to
west. This role as a stepping stone is also
very important for birds and marine life
generally.

Will the Chagos Islands survive global
warming and the resultant sea-level rise?
The Chagos is already affected.

Sea-level rise is already around 1 cm a
year. The islands are only around 2
metres high. Erosion and inundations are
proceeding. But the natural coastal
defences provided by coral and
vegetation provide some protection. |If
we manage the Chagos well we can buy
30 to 40 years, within which time there
could hopefully be more progress on the
broader climate change policies.

So for all the reasons mentioned, every
ocean needs at least one important area
protected from damage by direct human
impacts. The Chagos is the prime
candidate in the Indian Ocean.

Graham Wynne, Chief Executive of
RSPB, in his talk, stressed these points:

‘Conserving biodiversity in the UK
Overseas Territories is one of the
principal parts of RSPB’s international
conservation work. And the Chagos is
one of the most important places for
biodiversity on Earth. Yet it seems to be
out of sight and out of mind for the UK,
despite the UK'’s international
commitments for marine conservation
and the new Marine Bill. We must raise
its profile.

Figure 4 RSPB Director Graham Wynne

RSPB looks forward to working with very
many interests, including Chagossians,
to take this from the dream stage to
substance. It will require a lot of work.

Whatever the political future of the
Chagos Archipelago, the idea of
creating a Chagos Conservation Area of
global importance has to be a good
idea. There can’t be any losers
providing it is done with sensitivity and
intelligence. It will be in the best
interests of neighbouring countries. It
will be in the best interests of the United
Kingdom in fulfilling its international



responsibilities. And it will be in the best
interests of the global community.’

Two prominent members of the
Chagossian Community then spoke:

Allen Vincatassin, Patron Diego
Garcian Society:

‘As | saw on my recent visit to Diego
Garcia and the Chagos, the pristine
environment of the archipelago has to be
continuously preserved. We are keen to
work in partnership with the Chagos
Conservation Trust. Preservation of the
environment goes beyond the sphere of
politics. We are in this together.’

Roch Evenor, Secretary Chagos
Support Association:

‘We want the Chagos and its environment
to stay as itis. And we want people to be
back there as itis. There are difficulties
and conservation is needed. Patrolling by
only one boat is not enough. We want to
work on all solutions for conservation of
Chagos, hand in hand; but don’t forget
about the human aspect.’

Questions and Discussion

David Snoxell (Coordinator, Chagos
Islands All-Party Parliamentary Group)
said that The All-Party Group has asked
him to say that conservation was an
extremely important subject for the
Chagos and that the Group strongly
supported this initiative for conservation in
the Archipelago. Members of the Group
also believed that the interests of the
Chagossian people remained paramount.

Frank Ward (Royal Naval Birdwatching
Society) asked whether CCT had
undertaken discussions with the US
Defense Department as to plans for their
future presence in Diego Garcia since this
was relevant to the ideas for a marine
conservation area.

The answer given was that CCT had not
undertaken such discussions; its
constitutional aims were limited to

conservation, science and education.
Professor Roberts added that he did not
see the existence of the base as an
impediment to the ideas for a
conservation area.

Tim Bowler-Smith (Dept of Geography,
University of Cambridge) suggested that
the Chagos Conservation Trust, to gain
public support and finance, should press
for possibilities for people to visit and get
to know the Chagos (which was very
important environmentally yet unknown).
In discussion, William Marsden said that
the ideas in the new booklet envisaged
limited, vessel-based visiting related to
science and the environment, provided it
did not disturb the nature.

In discussion it was argued that
encouraging people to visit such a
remote area did not make sense if the
object was conservation. Professor
Sheppard did not see a contradiction
between conservation and limited
visiting; the area was so remote that the
analogy made in discussion with visiting
the Great Barrier Reef (which was close
to large urban areas) did not apply.

Figure 5 ‘Networking’ after the formal meeting.

For further information contact the
Secretary at secretary@chagos-trust.org
or Tel: +44 (0)20 7738 7712 and visit
www.chagos-trust.org




Chagos reefs demonstrate
resilience to climate
disturbances in an Indian
Ocean wide study

Dr Nick Graham

ARC Centre of Excellence for Coral Reef
Studies, James Cook University,
Townsville, Queensland 4812, Australia

In 1998 a huge EI Nifio event caused
raised sea surface temperatures in
tropical oceans around the world. In
response, a great number of the world’s
reef corals ‘bleached’ and subsequently
died. Coral bleaching is a stress response
whereby the symbiotic relationship
between the coral animal host and the
single celled algae that live in their tissue
breaks down. The algae are rejected from
the corals, and as the algae provide most
of the colour seen in a coral, the coral
tissue becomes transparent, revealing the
white skeleton underneath. Critically, as
the algae provide the corals with most of
their energy, the corals can only survive
for a relatively short time (2-3 weeks) by
feeding alone. Therefore, if the raised
temperatures that cause bleaching remain
high for sufficiently long, and the corals
can not regain their algal populations, the
corals die. The 1998 El Nifio event
resulted in a 16% reduction of live coral
cover of the world’s reefs. The worst hit
region was the central and western Indian
Ocean, where 46% of coral was lost. The
inner Seychelles lost >90% of its coral,
and Chagos was no exception, with
similar mortality above 12-15m water
depth.

Massive loss of live coral due to coral
bleaching is thought to be a relatively new
phenomenon linked to global warming. An
increasing amount of research has
therefore been assessing how reefs
respond to such events. Much work has
focused on changes in coral cover, which
coral species are most susceptible to
bleaching, and how the community
composition of corals on reefs is
changing. Research assessing the knock

on effects for other components of the
ecosystem has lagged behind. A key
group to assess is the coral reef fish
because they are the most biodiverse
vertebrate community on earth, provide
critical functions (such as controlling
algal growth) to reefs, and are a key
source of protein for tropical countries.

In response to the massive coral
mortality in the Indian Ocean in 1998, a
regional collaboration arose, whereby all
comprehensive surveys of both coral
cover and associated fish communities
that had been conducted across the
region in the mid-1990’s were identified.
This included studies in Kenya,
Tanzania, Mauritius, Reunion,
Seychelles, Maldives and Chagos. We
then repeated these surveys in 2005/6,
using identical methods as in the 1990’s.
Therefore data were available from
before and after the 1998 El Nifio event
to allow us to assess how the coral reefs
and associated fish assemblages had

responded across the central and
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Figure 1: Map of the Indian Ocean showing
declines (red bubbles) in coral cover between the
mid-1990s and 2005. Adapted from Graham et al.
(2008).

The impacts and subsequent recovery
from the 1998 El Nifio event varied
across the region, with the greatest
impacts in the Seychelles, Maldives and
Chagos, and least in Kenya, Tanzania,



