
	Paper
Strengthening Community and National Initiatives to Safeguard Fiji’s Globally Significant Coral Reefs through the Fijis National Hub for Coral Reef Conservation

Neelam Bhan1, Professor Joeli Veitayaki2

1Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), Fiji Country Program, Suva, Fiji 
2Blue Prosperity Fiji


	
Introduction

Fiji hosts approximately 10,000 km² of one of the world's most diverse coral reef systems. These diverse reef systems include Cakaulevu (the Great Sea Reef), the third longest barrier reef in the world; the Great Astrolabe Reef, one of the largest barrier reefs; and the Vatu-i-ra seascape with its large variety of coral reef formations. Fiji’s coral reefs contain two bioclimatic units that are considered climate resilient, which will be vital in the future persistence of coral reefs. These ecosystems have supported the livelihoods of indigenous and non-indigenous Fijian communities for generations and are the pillar of Fiji’s tourism sector, which contributes up to 40% of Fiji’s GDP. Safeguarding these ecosystems is essential to the economic stability and well-being of current and future generations. 

Objectives

Community engagement, sustainable practices, and effective policies are crucial to ensure the protection and sustainability of these ecosystems. The primary objective of this initiative was to strengthen the conservation of Fiji's globally significant coral reef systems by consolidating community visions and aspirations through workshops with indigenous customary right holders. 

Methodology

To consolidate the conservation of Fiji’s coral reefs, the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) conducted coral reef visioning workshops with customary right holders from seven Provinces. Through the Traditional Ecological Knowledge combined with contemporary approaches, the customary right holders shared their vision for Fiji’s coral reef ecosystems.

Findings

The customary right holders envision Fiji’s coral reef ecosystems as healthy and thriving, emphasizing the need for sustainable fishing practices and community inclusivity. They identified pollution, unsustainable and illegal fishing, and coastal development as major threats. Additionally, the customary right holders underscored poor waste management, greater integration of technology into the rural market economy, and rapid population growth as key community drivers to these threats. 

The community visions and aspirations for coral reef conservation that will be discussed in this paper will be voiced through the Fiji National Hub for Coral Reef Conservation (NHCRC), a government-endorsed advisory body focused on safeguarding Fiji's coral reefs by strengthening collaboration and guiding decision-making at the national level.  

The NHCRC chaired by the Department of Environment, with WCS as the Secretariat, the multi-sector stakeholders including coral reef experts, decision-makers, and community representatives have shared their views on how the diverse coral reefs in Fiji can be sustainably used and protected. 

Significance of the work for policy and practice 

Community engagement, sustainable practices, and effective policies are crucial to ensure the protection and sustainability of these ecosystems. The NHCRC will oversee the development of a National Action Plan for Coral Reef Conservation that will integrate scientific knowledge with traditional ecological wisdom for an inclusive, evidence-based strategy to safeguard Fiji’s globally significant coral reefs for the benefit of current and future generations.






