
Marine Conservation, Caqalai, Fiji 
 
 On the 5th of January 2016 I boarded flight DL4404 heading for Nadi Fiji. It was not until 28hrs later 
when the tropical humidity and a friendly Fijian customs officer welcomed me “home” that it really struck 
where I was in the world. Having no previous experiences in the tropics the guide books and research had 
ill prepared me for the heat and humidity. Having touched down prior to a torrential downpour the 
humidity was palpable, and a completely new sensation for me. Despite arriving at 6a.m. local time to the 
heaviest rain I have ever witnessed and intense humidity, my spirits were high as I caught a taxi from the 
airport to the hostel I would be staying at for 3 nights prior to meeting the rest of my volunteering group. 
It may have been the jetlag, but my initial impressions of Nadi were a bit disappointing. The long white 
sand beaches and beachfront bures (fijian huts) were missing and in their place stood Nadi harbour, a 
brownish beach with grey water lamely washing up litter onto the shore. I soon realised that Fiji is not 
renowned for its city breaks, but I still enjoyed my first few days there meeting other travellers using Nadi 
as an interchange and nothing else. 
 I met with the rest of my group on the 9th and we met two of the instructors that would be teaching us to 
dive and giving us our survey training. After an initial briefing, we loaded up a bright yellow minibus and 
embarked on the 8 hour journey from Nadi to Suva, where we would then travel by boat to Caqalai (our 
final destination). The bus journey cross country between the two main metropolis’ of Fiji was my first real 
look at rural Fiji. Thick, dense jungle was occasionally broken by a small gathering of bures forming small 
self-sufficient communities. The odd glimpse of the coastline from the road revealed tantalisingly turquoise  

water and pristine beaches I imagined. Less than 200kms, but 8hrs, later we 
reached Suva but didn’t stop for long as we need to catch our boat from the 
mainland Viti Levu to Caqalai, a tiny island forming part of The Lomovitis. 
 We loaded all 25 of us on two boats and left the mainland. 40 minutes later 
our first sight of Caqalai greeted us. Once we had settled into our bures and 
unpacked we were given a tour of the island and its facilities, the tour also 
included a snorkel along the islands own reef. Despite studying marine 
biology at university this was my first time ever snorkelling and I was very 
excited that it should be on a tropical coral reef. I was not disappointed, the 
sheer vibrancy of colours from the corals and shimmering reflections from 
glistening fish made me want to look in every direction possible at the same 
time. The snorkel itself probably only lasted 10 minutes and covered a 
distance of 100m but I had never felt so in awe of the natural world in my 
life or so motivated to conserve and protect such a beautiful ecosystem.  
The remaining hours of daylight were spent filling out diving insurance 
papers and then playing volleyball (a daily routine). In the evening the locals 
of Caqalai had prepared a Lobo, or ground oven, of fresh fish, chicken and 
other traditional Fijian dishes. This was preceded by a traditional welcoming 
ceremony involving kava, Fijis answer to alcohol. The chief welcomed us 
and we all drank kava together, kava drinking also became a nightly habit as 
it is a good place to relax and listen to the live music played by the locals. 

 The next day began with a few presentations on how GVI established the base on Caqalai and why the 
work we would be carrying out was so vital to ensure the longevity of this paradise as a sustainable food 
source and delicate ecosystems. The basic outline of our long term goals was to get dive trained, learn fish 
and coral IDs, learn survey techniques and to interact with local schools to highlight the importance of our 
coral reefs.  In the afternoon we went for our first shallow water dive as part of the PADI open water 
course. The main point was to practice getting kitted up and used to breathing underwater but I was 
hooked, I triumphantly logged my first dive as 10 minutes long with a maximum depth of 50cm! The rest 
of the open water course consisted of learning basic but essential skills for good diving technique to be safe 
and controlled under water. Out of the water we were taught basic first aid and how to respond in a variety 
of scenarios, as well as learning about decompression groups and safe diving limits. Four days later, having 
competed all the skills and sat an exam the open water course was completed. The Advanced open water 
course consisted of 5 dives in different conditions with a few skills to be completed before becoming a 
fully qualified advanced open water diver. It was on my final 
advanced dive that I had my first encounter with a sleeping female 
white tip reef shark, resting on a sand bank, we swam up until she was 
about 10m away before we disturbed it enough for it move on. It was 
an incredible feeling to have come so close to such a sentient and 
powerful organism in its natural habitat. 
Immediately after completing the advanced course we began learning 
the coral families that we would be identifying on our surveys. Using 
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presentations and flashcards we had to memorise 60 coral families and a few individual species as well as 
60 benthic life forms (sediment-dwelling) such as sea cucumbers, giant clams, urchins, tiger cowries etc. We 
practiced our coral and benthic IDs by going on point out dives where the instructor would point at a 
particular coral family or benthic lifeform before we have to write on our slates what we thought it was. 
After doing 15 of these point out dives we sat a classroom test to see if we were survey ready. 
Unfortunately, the pass mark was 100% meaning that none of my group of four passed the first time, but 
after five more dives our group was deemed survey ready. The pass mark has to be 100% because the data 
that gvi collected is used by government surveys and environmental NGOs campaigning to protect the 
environment. For example, data collected on habitat mapping was sent to FLMMA (Fiji Locally Managed 
Marine Areas) as it can be used to indicate the health of the reefs and why target fish species may be 
flourishing or vanishing from certain locations. FLMMA is programme run by conservation international, 
it’s aim is to promote sustainable management and protection of marine resources at a village level without 
compromising strong cultural and economic ties that Fijians have with the ocean. Another survey that we 
participated in collecting data for was the targeted and vulnerable marine species. This involved recording 
chance sighting during any dive of some highlighted species such as leatherback, hawksbill and green 
turtles, any shark species and some fish species. This data was used by the Fijian Fisheries Agency as an 
indicator of health and distribution of these vulnerable species. These surveys are important because they 
allow the government and NGOs to monitor and control an environment that is very difficult to protect 
due to the geography of Fiji, lots small isolated populations make enforcing protective legislation difficult. 
One method of conservation that has been successful is the introduction of no take zones (tatau), these are 
areas chosen by the chief of a village that are forbidden to fish in, all across Fiji lots of small tataus work 
very well on a local scale. 
 I have always been frustrated that marine biology and conservation meant so much to me but living in 
Marlborough has made it difficult to participate in any kind of conservation, so I am very grateful for the 
opportunity to have participated in relevant conservation. 
 The next few days we had practice survey dives to ensure we could properly carry out concise scientific 
data collection underwater and collect accurate data. We were trained in three methods of data collection; 
line intercept transect, invertebrate belt transect and underwater visual census. The first method involved 
laying down a 10 metre measuring tape across a randomly selected area and noting the species that are 
touching the line. This method is useful for corals mainly as they are stationary, the data is used to paint a 
picture of species diversity, distribution and an overall idea of how healthy the reef is as a whole. 

The second technique, invertebrate belt transect, is used to 
record populations of the target invertebrate species which we 
had learnt to recognise. The invertebrate data are collected by 
two scuba divers meandering across a randomly placed 50m 
measuring tape looking to a distance of 2.5 m either side of 
the tape as for fish, counting the target species. The purpose 
of criss-crossing the transect is to record the smaller species 
and the sedentary species. The divers swim in line, one 
recording benthic species (sea cucumbers, clams, urchins etc.) 
and the other records fish species. When recording fish 
species, you have to estimate the populations size as many 

species dart around large groups, a common technique is to round to the nearest ten. The third technique 
we used was a visual census. This is the most difficult technique as it requires accurate fast judgement of 
species and number. A random sample zone is pick on reef and then a 10m2 area is marked out with tape. 
Up to four divers kneel on the bottom, or keep neutral buoyancy at an agreed depth, facing different 
directions, equipped with a slate, data sheet and list of target species. The divers will then record the 
abundance of any fish species they see for an agreed time window. After the dive all data sets will be 
combined to create an average and these are the figures that are submitted. This was also the most fun 
survey technique allowing you to watch the beautiful reef in front of you. In total I participated 12 survey 
dives and carried out multiple survey techniques on 5 of these dives. The shallower sample sights allowed 
for more data collection owing to a slower rate of air consumption. 
 It is reasonable to assume that I would have participated in more survey dives had it not been for Tropical 
Cyclone Winston, the strongest tropical cyclone to make landfall in Fiji and the South Pacific Basin in 
recorded history. The disturbance could be observed developing and tracked from satellite weather 
websites. We watched it carve its path south east from Vanuatu and although it was intensifying the system 
looked set to miss Caqalai. On the 20th of February a decision had to be made by GVI about evacuating 
the island, and an overnight change of direction meant that Winston was on a collision course with The 
Lomovitis (the group of islands surrounding Caqalai). Overnight the system had also reached peak 
intensity and was now classified as a category 5 and was moving much faster than previously. 
Unsurprisingly the decision was made to evacuate Caqalai, but not before we had done everything we 
could to cyclone-proof the island. This entailed nailing the bures closed, moving unnecessary luggage onto 
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top bunks, sand-bagging the communal area, packing essentials and helping the locals (most of whom 
remianed) to secure their own belongings. Having arrived on Caqalai just after a less severe, but deadly, 
cyclone that had claimed the life of a friend and family member to many of Caqalai’s locals, it was 
harrowing to think that this could be the last time we might see our Caqalai community who had made us 
so welcome the past month and a half. The entire morning of the evacuation had been very surreal, seeing 
our instructors in different light, the fun tropical atmosphere was replaced by solemn urgency and yet the 
local Fijians remained as light-hearted and jolly as ever. Some might have mistaken the locals’ attitude as 
naive but it struck me as glorious testimony to the spirit of the Fijian people, the most valuable lesson I 
learnt from my trip was that the best way to face any obstacle in life is to face it positively.  
By 2 o’clock we had reached the mainland and with the cyclone set to make landfall in the evening we 
quickly drove to Suva for cover. It seemed ironic to me that us “westerners” had fled from the 
repercussions of our consumer society and left those most vulnerable to fend for themselves in corrugated 
iron huts and thatched bures against a category 5 cyclone. As evening came the it was clear that the system 
was nearing, shallow-rooted palm trees were already swaying vigorously from side to side to the extremities 
of their anchorage, leaves and litter were flying through the air and in Suva a mandatory 6 O’clock curfew 
had been instigated by the Police. By 8 O’clock the was moving directly over the Lomovitis with Suva just 
catching the side of the storm. The weather we experienced in Suva could be classified as category 2-3 with 
maximum wind speed much lower than in the more intense parts of the storm. The same cannot be said 
for Caqalai which took a much heavier blow from the storm. It was not until one full day after the cyclone 
had passed that we heard from the Caqalai community that no-one had been hurt or killed by the storm, 
this was a huge relief despite news that much of the island camp had been flattened by the cyclone. 
Unfortunately, we were not able to return to return straight away to Caqalai, as we were all eager to, to help 
restore the island. GVI told us there was too much to be done for us all to return with no plan for where 
we would sleep. Over the next two weeks the staff returned to carry out damage assessment and for an 
action plan for rebuilding the island. Many of the volunteers, myself included became frustrated at our 
inactivity and were desperate to put ourselves to use and help with the relief efforts post cyclone. Groups 
of us volunteered for different NGOs and companies sponsoring the aid relief. I was in a group with four 
other volunteers who went and helped with Vodafones relief effort. We spent two days packing boxes with 
essentials that may have perished in the cyclone or be in higher demand after it, e.g. rice, gas stoves, 
blankets etc. Following these days of packing were 3 days of aid distribution. Each day began at 4 a.m. 
commuting to the Vodafone HQ and then being transported in teams to targeted areas that had been 
worst affected by the cyclone. These were mainly isolated and small communities, groups of 8-10 houses 
every half an hour around the main ring road of Viti Levu. On the second day of aid distribution we went 
as far north as raki raki, the northern tip of Viti Levu, and found many people there who had received no 
aid. It is shocking to think how many of the more remote islands would have gone for maybe a week 
without any kind of relief or aid.  
 Whilst delivering the aid boxes to families and hearing their stories, it became clear to me that these 
parcels would not rebuild their homes or replace lost possessions but I was deeply moved by the enduring 
spirit of the people of Fiji, even living in the aftermath with their homes in ruins they still joked and 
laughed. I have no doubt that the resilience of their spirit and morale is the key to their success in living 
happy and fulfilled lives.  
 After two weeks away from Caqalai we were finally allowed to return to help with rebuilding the island. 
This involved patching up the thatched roofs on the bures, re-installing missing sheets of corrugated iron, 
raking of debris etc. We had to completely demolish two of the community huts as they had been flattened 
by falling trees, luckily no one had been harmed. After a week of hard work on the camp, things were 
starting to become comparable to their pre-cyclone state. It was at this point that we were able to start 
helping with demolishing and rebuilding on neighbouring islands. The closest, Motoriki, was only a 5-
minute boat ride away but had sustained much more damage being a more exposed and east facing village 
it had met the cyclone face on. Over the next week my time was evenly split between helping on Motoriki 
and Caqalai, diving was off the cards due to cyclone damage sustained by the air compressors and very 
poor underwater visibility. A local friend of mine, named Kolo, was keen that I should accompany him to 
check on the Caqalai farmland donated by Motoriki. I had been on the farm previous weeks with Kolo and 
had planted kasava and pineapples. By good luck the position of the plot of land meant it was more 
sheltered from the cyclone and had fared well, but most importantly the crucial Kava plants were still fine. 
We harvested the kava roots and some kasava (similar to potato) and headed back to Caqalai for a big lobo 
to celebrate the rebuilding of Caqalai. 
 
 Far too soon for my liking I found myself beginning my last week on Caqalai. This week involved a few 
more marine based repairs. We checked how the artificial corals, constructed by GVI, had coped with the 
turbulence of the storm. We also untangled and re-strung Caqalai’s own seaweed farm which provided a 
source of income for the community as, once refined, components of seaweed are used in everyday 
products such as toothpaste.  



 Before my final day the air compressor was fixed and deemed usable allowing me to go on two last dives 
before I set off on the next leg of my journey. These were purely fun dives and we were taken to different 
dive sites that I hadn’t been to before, it was a wonderful gesture to have the chance for one more dive and 
in spite of the poor visibility there were still a few chance sightings; one Green Turtle, two juvenile White 
Tip Reef Sharks and 3 Humphead Wrasse. 
  
 I am confident that I will never forget my time in Fiji for so many reasons, living in paradise, learning to 
dive in one of the most biodiverse spots in the world, the people I met, the volleyball, the kava, the lobo, 
the night sky, learning about our coral and reef systems and so many more. I am incredibly grateful to the 
trust for their funding, without which I would not have been able to travel to Fiji for nearly so long. The 
grant I received helped me see a part of the world that I otherwise may have never seen and has provided 
me with so many opportunities to try new things and make incredible memories that I will cherish forever. 
Thank you very much Kempson Rosedale Trust. 
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Damage to chief’s hut on Motoriki 

Me taking part in clearing and demolition on Motoriki 
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