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Editorial 
 

Things are rapidly taking off in Chagos!   
 
We have increasing support, growing 
almost exponentially, from numerous 
organisations leading to increasing 
research in Chagos, and leading to the 
collection of even more data on this hugely 
important territory.  There are four or five 
different expeditions to Chagos this coming 
year, each with a different research agenda 
- the study of pelagic fish, manta rays, reef 
research and of course the important 
continued monitoring are only some of the 
aims. These data are used to inform about 
the nature and state of the reefs and 
islands of Chagos. The information portal 
discussed in this issue will be extremely 
useful in bringing all this data together for 
maximum benefit to everyone. 
 
Resulting from some of this research is the 
incontrovertible evidence that sea level is 
indeed rising significantly around the 
archipelago.  These are very worrying, 
especially for the security of the islands 
and the huge numbers of birds which nest 
there.  An article which gives more 
information on the sea level rise data is 
presented in this issue of CN.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We are very pleased indeed to have the 
support of so many of the Chagossian 
community.  It was a pleasure to meet 
them at the recent very successful CCT 
Conference.  Their enthusiasm for the 
conservation of Chagos was infectious and 
we look forward to taking our newest 
Chagossian scholar diving with us on the 
next expedition in March. 

 

The  CCT Executive Committee members 
are now CCT Trustees. But there is little 
change except for the name.  We are still 
all volunteers and are dedicated to working 
to protect this important place. 
 
It would be good to have some input to 
Chagos News from members from some of 
the very knowledgeable and pertinent 
questions raised at the conference I am 
sure that there are many of you out there 
who have interesting stories to tell. 
 

Anne Sheppard 
Editor 
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CCT 2014 - Chairôs Report  
Professor Charles Sheppard 

Chair, Chagos Conservation Trust 
 

It has been a tremendously productive 
year.  Those at the Chagos conference at 
ZSL on Friday 5 December heard about 
the successful science expeditions that 
produce results that continue to show just 
how important this archipelago is.  There 
are worrying early signs that climate 
change (or other unidentified problems) 
might be affecting these reefs, and this is 
the subject of an article later in this 
Newsletter.  Several scientists on future 
expeditions will focus on this. 
 
Reef work continues to look at sea 
temperatures, coral cover, fish abundance 
(which is extraordinarily high) and several 
other programmes.  Of new work on land, 
in addition to the now óusualô monitoring 
work, a rat eradication project was carried 
out on three northern islands, one to simply 
eradicate rats from the important Vache 
Marine, and also to eradicate them on two 
tiny ones in Salomon, to test assumptions 
about how far rats can re-colonise.  The 
latter is the start of a feasibility trial of a 
more ambitious plan to eradicate such 
invasive and harmful species from the 
whole archipelago. 
 
Overall, the science programme is now 
large.  We are delighted with this, and 
much of the information we gather feeds in 
to decisions by the government, which 
recently produced its excellent and 
ambitious interim management plan.   To 
help put all this into context and make 
information more readily available, the CCT 
Chagos information portal site should be 
up and running by around the middle of 
2015.  CCT has funded the database core 
of the project, being done by Dr Elizabeth 
Widman. The Bertarelli Foundation will 
generously put funds towards it also, so it 
will likely have a better interface as a 
result.  The database itself will contain all 
possible information which, from the rate of 
publications produced by all who go there 
(Figure 1) is very substantial.  Much of the 
data is geographically located, so can be 
displayed via a Geographical Information 
System that can be queried (Figure 2).  

The data will be accessible at two levels.  
The first will be unrestricted and will include 
numerous images and film clips, plus all 
the already-published data and scientific 
articles.  The second level will be restricted 
to scientists working on their data, but as 
results become published and available, 
elements there will be moved to the public 
level.  It will also include a huge library of 
often very old archival information which 
supports the History that will be published 
in 2015 (see later).  In all cases it will 
include the names of all contributors who 
own the data, so others may ómineô the 
archives for further work after seeking 
appropriate permissions.  The total amount 
of information that can be obtained will be 
much greater than the sum of its parts. 

 
CCT has been asked for its input into the 
KPMG resettlement feasibility study and 
our Secretary Alistair Gammell will be co-
ordinating the CCT response to the draft 



3 
 

that was recently issued.   People are free 
to comment individually too if they choose. 
 
There are now more scientific expeditions, 
some part funded by CCT but others quite 
separate from it (though commonly 
including CCT members), and there are 
also changes also in scope.  One big 
change derives from the fact that some of 
us have had permission to film there.  This 
has always been permitted, for example, 
for taking photo-transects of a scientific 
nature.  But now, for the first time (as far as 
we know) since the BBC film in the World 
About Us documentary series of 1975 
when a film called An Island Called Danger 
was broadcast, documentary filming has 
commenced and this has been a great 
success.  As part of a near-finished series 
of four programmes produced by film-
maker and naturalist Stewart McPherson, 
aided by CCT member Jon Schleyer, the 
episode which covers both BIOT and 
Pitcairn was shown at the Chagos 
conference, to great applause. More filming 
projects have either been completed or are 
in late stages of planning, using state of the 
art camera systems too. 
 
The Chagossian outreach programme 
(organised so well by ZSL) continues again 
for another year.  Its uptake now includes 
hundreds of people with Chagossian 
heritage ï it is designed for them.   We 
remain ready to take this to Mauritius as 
well, but political issues mean this might 
not happen yet.  Many Chagossians there 
want it, but others donôt.  Whilst it seems a 
shame that those who donôt want it are 
denying it to those that do - we are ready 
when it is allowed. 
 
Another major element in CCTôs remit is 
history, mentioned above in connection 
with the Chagos Information Portal.  The 
authoritative history entitled Chagos: A 
History by former Chairman Nigel Wenban- 
Smith will be completed and printed early 
next year, and we look forward to that too.  
All in all, we have had a very successful 
year. 
 
Our liaison with CCT-US continues to 
thrive, and they too raise funds for US 
citizens and scientists to participate in 

research expeditions.  We are always very 
glad of their involvement. 
 
The Big Ocean Network is taking off too, 
with several new large sites being declared 
recently (Figure 3).  IUCN, always good 
supporters, are funding a book on the hows 
and whys of very large MPAs, and of 
course several CCT Trustees and 
members have been involved in this.  More 
and more, the media and science media 
express alarm about the state of the 
Worldôs oceans, and large and fully 
protected areas are an important tool 
(there are others, such as partially 
protected areas, better enforcement and 
sustainable fishing) which, if implemented 
together, will delay the demise of our 
oceans and, let us hope, turn the corner to 
give our oceans a healthy future.  On 
matters of major collaborations, we are part 
of a óChagos Consortiumô too, a grouping 
of universities and NGOs which is focussed 
at present on the huge pelagic zone of the 
territory, funded by the Bertarelli 
Foundation.  Those at our recent Chagos 
conference will have been introduced to 
some of the results from what is becoming 
a remarkably exciting programme. 
 
But there are some critical opponents as 
always!  Some advocate the resumption of 
industrial fishing, and there is opposition 
from Mauritius.  Much of the opposition is 
in one way or another concerned with the 
UK Governmentôs sovereignty over the 
Chagos, which is not within CCTôs remit.  It 
is worth noting (again!) that CCT really is 
not involved in government!  Rather, we 
promote and undertake science, history 
and conservation, to supply accurate 
information to government so they can 
make informed decisions on matters of 
conservation and its management.   
 
Those attending the AGM in December will 
know that we have changed our structure.  
Most members will not see any difference.  
In part this need is due to our success,  
which is in part fuelled by the generous and 
enabling legacy of John Topp which has 
allowed us to expand what we do, the 
funds being ably managed by our 
Treasurer Richard Martin, with Trustee 
Birgitta Bostrom.  Like so many such 
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bodies, we might risk outgrowing 
ourselves, and I think we need now to start 
thinking about managing our affairs with 
more professional help.  All Trustees are 
volunteers of course, as always has been 
the case, and several amongst us now 
spend quite a lot of time on matters arising, 
and on planning and conducting research 
there.  Unsung in this are quite a few 
students too who assist with data analyses, 
and of course much of the work is now 
done by our three excellent consultants 
Charley Cranmer, Jon Slayer and Victoria 
Picknell who assist very ably.  I hope that 
by next year we will have achieved some 
sort of restructuring, which will enable us to 
rise to another level of success, and I hope 
I will be able to relate how we have done 
so.  The aim is always to be collegiate in 
our approach, inclusive and active, always 
with the purpose of ensuring the 
conservation of this remarkable place.  
Meanwhile, I thank all of you for your 
continued help in so many of the aspects 
that we engage in, or which we fund, part-
fund, or help to co-ordinate or organise. 
 
 
 

Deadly Silence 
Victoria Picknell 

CCT Media Consultant 
 
There is a 97% consensus among 
scientists. Ice caps are melting. Sea 
temperatures are rising. And yet weôve 
dumped 200 billion tonnes of CO2 into the 
atmosphere in the last seven years.  
Are we in denial about climate change and 
as a result, unwilling to even talk about it? 
 
In October I attended a talk by George 
Marshall, co-founder of the Climate 
Outreach & Information Network (COIN). 
He said climate change is a subject that 
invokes public silence. COIN surveyed a 
group of 18-25 year olds to gauge their 
views. The result? Climate change is a 
difficult subject to talk about because it 
comes with a ñcertain stigma of being 
óuncoolô or itôs considered preachy to do 
soò.  COIN also found that people with 
children are less likely to talk about climate 
change than those without children. A 
startling fact when you consider predictions 
about its future impact.  
 
But itôs not surprising that people feel this 
way when even the best communicators in 
the business ï advertising agencies ï are 
lost for words on the subject. ñIôve worked 
in the industry for 20 years and thatôs the 
first time Iôve been asked about climate 
change,ò revealed one executive from M&C 
Saatchi when interviewed for a project 
called Break the Silence. ñTo be fair, I donôt 
think itôs talked about anywhere,ò added 
another.  
 
Recent research by the RSA (Royal 
Society for the Encouragement of Arts, 
Manufactures and Commerce) has found 
that while many of us accept the moral 
imperative to act, we continue to live as if  
itôs not happening. Their report, A New 
Agenda for Climate Change, states that 
climate change should not be ñviewed as a 
green issue that is peripheral to everyday 
concerns, but a social, economic and 
security issue that is relevant to 
everybodyò. It recommends creating 
platforms for public discussion so that 
climate change ñbecomes a topic of 

http://www.climateoutreach.org.uk/research-reveals-current-climate-engagement-strategies-are-failing-to-reach-young-people/
http://www.dandad.org/en/break-silence-climate-change/
http://www.thersa.org/action-research-centre/learning,-cognition-and-creativity/social-brain/reports/a-new-agenda-on-climate-change
http://www.thersa.org/action-research-centre/learning,-cognition-and-creativity/social-brain/reports/a-new-agenda-on-climate-change
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conversation in the way óthe economyô or 
óschoolsô or óthe NHSô is at present.ò 
 
So while the scientific and environmental 
communities have been discussing climate 
change for decades, it appears that we 
have somehow left the rest of society out of 
the conversation. Weôve used narratives 
that appeal to people with shared values, 
while ignoring the fact that they may not 
engage others. Many people remain silent 
because they believe that itôs not relevant 
to them and they are powerless to do 
anything about it. Itôs our job to explain how 
it is relevant. And to offer practical 
solutions of what each one of us can do to 
help. Only then can we start a global 
conversation on climate change. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The Chagos Marine Reserve Leads on Sampling the Big Blue 
 

Professor Jessica Meeuwig, Dr Tom Bech Letessier, Dr Phil Bouchet, David Tickler 
and Dr Heather Koldewey 

 
Increasingly, large marine reserves are being established as a strategy to both protect marine 
biodiversity and increase ocean resilience. The Chagos Marine Reserve was the first of the 
super-sized fully protected marine reserves and remains the largest contiguous no-take 
marine reserve globally. Palau has closed its EEZ to shark fishing and has committed to 
closing the entire area to foreign fishing. The United States has substantially expanded the 
Pacific National Monument and Australia announced a network of Commonwealth Marine 
Reserves that, although currently under review, could afford protection to over 30% of its EEZ.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Why isn't climate change part of pub conversations? 

Australian 
Commonwealth 
Network of Marine 
Reserves 
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Indeed, the value of large marine reserves is reflected in the recent World Park Congress 
recommendation that calls for nations to ñUrgently increase the ocean target that is effectively 
and equitably managed in ecologically representative and well-connected systems of MPAs or 
other effective conservation measures by 2030; these should include strictly protected areas 
that amount to at least 30% of each marine habitat and address both biodiversity and 
ecosystem services.ò 
 
Much of these new marine reserves are pelagic ñbig blueò ecosystems. And while there is 
extensive research demonstrating the benefits of (relatively) shallow marine reserves in 
coastal waters, less has been done in offshore environments, largely because pelagic 
reserves are a relatively new phenomenon  

Global map of marine reserves 

 

Moreover, whilst much of our knowledge about pelagic species is derived from long-term 
fisheries data, the advent of no-take pelagic marine reserves such as Chagos requires non-
destructive sampling techniques. The challenge is thus to find a technique that allows us to 
answer basic questions such as: what species are in the pelagic, what is their relative 
abundance, and how big are they? These are fundamental questions that establish a baseline 
against which change through time can be measured (are diversity, abundance and size 
increasing?). 
 
In November 2012, a team of scientists from the University of Western Australia and the 
Zoological Society of London travelled to the Chagos Marine Reserve to trial a set of mid-
water stereo paired video rigs combined with active acoustic sampling supported by the 
University of St Andrews to demonstrate the capabilities for non-destructive sampling. The 
stereo video rigs were modelled on the use of such systems on reefs as these have been 
highly effective in documenting trends in space and time in reef fish biodiversity. Importantly, 
the rigs have been designed to be light-weight and highly flexible to allow their use under a 
range of research platforms from 5 m zodiacs to large ships. On this inaugural trip, the team 
collected data from 134 deployments. A total of 1,378 pelagic fishes were sampled from 21 
species representing 11 families. These included a number of species at conservation risk 
such as the silky shark, recently listed on the Convention for Migratory Species and species of 
commercial importance such as yellowfin tuna. Excitingly, the team was also able to show 
strong relationships between the total biomass observed on the mid-water stereo video rigs 
and the abundance of small prey species as measured by the total backscatter strength from 
the echosounders. 
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Correlation between fish and 
shark biomass as observed 
on the mid-water cameras 
and the echosounders.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With a successful approach to non-destructive sampling of pelagic fishes and sharks trialled in 
Chagos, the team has now extended its sampling to other existing or proposed protected 
areas. With partners such as Dr Laurent Vigliola from the French Institute for Regional 
Development, more than 250 rig deployments have been made in New Caledonia, Tonga and 
French Polynesia. The team also recently partnered with National Geographicôs Pristine Seas 
program to complete 199 deployments in Palauôs Shark Sanctuary and in Rapa Nui. In 
Australiaôs nascent Commonwealth Marine Reserve Network, sampling with the mid-water rigs 
extended from the far north in the Oceanic Banks and Shoals Marine Reserve to the Perth 
Canyon Marine Reserve in the subtropics with over 170 deployments. The latter was under 
the auspices of Australiaôs National Environmental Research Program to assist in the 
establishment of monitoring programs for large marine reserves.  

 
Deployment of midwater rigs in Chagos on the back deck of the Pacific Marlin. ©Centre for Marine Futures, UWA 
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A juvenile tiger 
shark 
approaching 
the bait in 
Chagos. 
 © Centre for 
Marine 
Futures, UWA

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Deploying a mid-water 
rig from a small zodiac 
in Rapa Nui with curious 
Galapagos sharks 
below. ©Manu San Felix 

 

Image from video of 
silky sharks swirling 
around mid-water rigôs 
bait canister in Palauôs 
shark sanctuary 
©Centre for Marine 
Futures, UWA 
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Partnership Videos 
 
CCT partner, the Bertarelli Foundation has released some videos showing some of the 
research that they are doing on sharks in Chagos.  We are delighted that our collaboration 
with this Foundation is progressing speedily and well.  This particular work is done with other 
CCT partners the Zoological Society of London and the University of Western Australia. 
 
The videos have been uploaded to YouTube and can be seen at  
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mneARCzIDZE 
 

 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DeglCGaXfLk 
 

 
 

We are delighted that we are being joined by partners who help to expand so effectively 
conservation work in the MPA, and these short films demonstrate some of the huge and 
important extent of what is now being done in the vast blue water area of the BIOT Marine 
Reserve. 

 
Image from video of an orca passing by a 
mid-water rigôs bait canister in Australiaôs 
Oceanic Banks and Shoals CMR 
 © Centre for Marine Futures, UWA 

 


