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onservation, diving and
travel go together as nat-
urally as peanut butter
and chocolate (if you like peanut
butter cups!). After all, our sport
happens out in nature. It’s possi-
ble to enjoy a video of scuba div-
ing from the comfort of your own
living room, but if you're actual-
ly going to scuba dive, you need to
be out in the environment. And if
you’re out in the environment, it
only makes sense that you want to
see what there is to see in its big-
gest, best and brightest condition.
Hearing, “You should have seen
this reef 20 years ago...” is not ex-
actly a quote you or your divers
want to hear, nor will it be good
for business. So it’s only natu-
ral that divers, especially profes-
sionals whose living depends on
the quality of the product, would
want to protect the underwater
world. The challenge, however, is
how one goes about doing that.
There are many conservation
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efforts underway across the globe
that incorporate diving and con-
servation. From coral-restoration
projects to community monitor-
ing programs to educational pro-
grams, people have mobilized in
a variety of innovative ways de-
signed to engage and educate peo-
ple in and around the water how
they can have a positive impact.
One particularly effective meth-
od of gathering support is to take
people to the places you hope to
protect — dive travel as a means
of supporting conservation. Two
particular organizations have
been exceedingly successful at
this, and they have gone about it
in very different ways.

Reef Environmental Education
Foundation (REEF) was founded
in 1990 by Paul Humann and Ned
Deloach, authors and photogra-
phers of the well-known fish iden-
tification book series. The goal of
their project was to get the public
engaged in marine conservation
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by educating them and getting
them out into the world perform-
ing citizen science in the form of
reef surveys. These surveys can
be conducted locally for most div-
ers, but an important part of their
model is expeditions.

Blue Ventures, on the other
hand, includes dive travel in their
model because the work must be
performed in one of the places
where they’ve set up an operation.
For many of their participants,
this is their first exposure to scu-
ba diving.

REEF

“We teach people how easy it is to
get in the water with a slate and
identify fish,” says Amy Lee. Lee is
the field survey trips and commu-
nications manager for REEF. She
started working with REEF in
2014 as a marine conservation in-
tern, and over the period of a year,
she transitioned into a full-time
job there. REEF educates the pub-
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lic at events and in the classroom.
They turn divers into citizen sci-
entists by teaching people all
about the fish they may encounter
in a specific locale, how to identi-
fy those fish and how to complete
fish surveys. Armed with this
knowledge, the divers are then set
free on reefs all around the world
to perform these surveys. They
don’t need to be under the watch-
ful eye of a REEF professional,
but it’s helpful when they’re first
starting off. Once they’ve com-
pleted a survey, they participate in
perhaps the most powerful part of
their experience.

REEF set up a survey database
in 1993. Since then, there have
been more than 233,000 surveys
submitted to the database by both
REEF professionals and their
global team of citizen science div-
ers. This information is publicly
available and is not only used by
governments and NGOs to help
form policies in their geograph-
ical area, but you and your scu-
ba students can also use it to plan
your next dive trip. Using the da-
tabase, it’s possible to look up des-
tinations, down to specific dive
sites, to get a feel for what fish you
might see there and in what con-
centrations. It’s amazing — see
the sidebar for more informa-
tion on how you can use this tool.
“The more surveys that are en-
tered, the more powerful a tool
the database becomes,” says Lee.
“Information from our database
has been published in over 60 sci-
entific publications.”

REEF has been incredibly suc-
cessful in large part due to the
fact that people really enjoy par-
ticipating in these surveys. They
love the education component, the
mission while on their dive and
the camaraderie of comparing
notes with other fish lovers when

the dive is done. One of REEF’s
key tools in diver engagement is
to submerge divers in their fish ID
culture by inviting them to par-
ticipate in a REEF trip. Lee is the
trip coordinator, so she has some
of the best working knowledge
of how their trips are formulated
and who goes on these trips. “You
can go on our trips whether you’ve
never done a survey or youre a
pro,” she says. “Our trips are de-
signed for everybody. It’s a great
way to build your fish ID knowl-
edge in a short time.”

REEF trips feature a daily les-
son taught by the trip leader.
These lessons start at the begin-
ner level and progress as the week
goes on. They focus on teach-
ing common fish families, body
shapes, key features, the names
of the various fins, habitat and be-
havior. One of the most important
parts of the training is teaching
divers how to use the dive slate.
“It’s important to get people com-
fortable balancing the task of us-
ing the slate with diving,” says
Lee. “We have some ‘proper’ pho-
tographers that come on our trips,
but it’s hard to use a dive slate
while carrying a full-size camera.
We do, however, encourage people
to carry a point-and-shoot cam-
era. It helps with error checking
and identification after the dive.
The primary task is still survey-
ing, but when you have a camera,
you can accurately record spe-
cies that you didn’t have time to
write. It also helps see fine detail
that can be useful with identifica-
tion on a small fish, like a blenny,
that would be hard to see during
the dive.”

The photos these avid citizen
scientists take during the dives al-
so serve another purpose — they
provide a lot of conversation be-
tween trip members. “Everyone
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on our trips talks fish 24/7,” says
Lee. “The atmosphere on our trips
is like that, and people love it. We
get alot of repeat-trip customers.”
On average, REEF runs between
12 and 15 trips per year with 16 to
24 participants. Their trips vis-
it a wide range of locations, from
some that are local to their op-
eration in Key Largo, Florida, to
the Caribbean, the Pacific and be-
yond. “Our trips are important to
not only engage people for the first
time, but also continue to pro-
vide long-term engagement to our
members. Citizen scientist divers

REEF’S ONLINE
DATABASE
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like to take an active role in con-
servation. We provide the means
to engage and inspire people to get
involved.”

BLUE VENTURES

Lee’s counterpart at Blue Ven-
tures is Martin Muir. Like her,
Muir’s background is in conser-
vation. He has a Ph.D. in climate
change adaptation and conserva-
tion policy, but after school, he be-
came distracted by photography
and web design — which is how
he wound up meeting the proj-
ect’s founder, Alasdair (Al) Har-
ris. Now full time with Blue Ven-
tures for over three and a half
years, Muir wears several hats for
the conservation group. He man-
ages the website, communications
and marketing for their expedi-
tions. While their expeditions in-
clude scuba diving and conducting
marine surveys, they couldn’t be

SOURCES |

more different from REEF’s trips.
“Most of the people that come on
our trips,” Muir says, “see it as a
career development opportuni-
ty. Many of our participants are
students and graduates looking to
build fieldwork experience.”
Harris founded Blue Ventures
in 2003 when he was studying
the reef in southern Madagascar.
He quickly realized that by work-
ing closely with the local commu-
nity in a way that made a conser-
vation project their own, he could
really effect change. It’s not that
there hadn’t been any conserva-
tion efforts in the past, but what
he noticed was that other efforts
involved foreigners who came in
for one or two years, told the lo-
cals how they should do things and
then left, their funding exhausted.
Instead, Harris listened to the lo-
cal fishermen and heard a similar
story as is heard around the world:
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Their catches were declining, they
were going farther to catch less,
and species that used to be found
in abundance nearby were becom-
ing difficult to find at all. Inspired
to help them, Harris studied the
predominant species of their fish-
ery, the octopus. Typically, octo-
puses are capable of rapid growth,
but the species found in the fring-
ing reefs of southern Madagascar
was capable of doubling in size ev-
ery month. This was encouraging
because it meant there was hope
torecover this fishery, but to do so,
he needed to demonstrate that his
ideas could work.

Working closely with the lo-
cal fishing community, Harris
convinced them to close approx-
imately 20 percent of the reef for
just two months to see what would
happen. When the octopus fishery
reopened, it was a huge success,
and it went viral. Communities
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"MANY OF OUR PARTICIPANTS ARE STUDENTS AND GRADUATES
LOOKING TO BUILD FIELDWORK EXPERIENCE.

started talking to each other about
the benefits of what they did, and
this opened the door to conversa-
tions about much wider conserva-
tion measures — Locally Managed
Marine Areas (LMMA), which al-
low a mix of management mea-
sures like gear restrictions and
temporary fishery closures, com-
bined with permanent reserves
and larger scale long-term vision
for sustainable marine resourc-
es. Now, 15 years later, there are
over 200 communities partic-
ipating. As a result, around 18
percent of the Madagascar coast-
line is now protected.

The main role of the expedition
members from Blue Ventures is to
participate in the reef surveys that
collect data on the fisheries and
permanent reserves. This data is
provided to community manage-
ment groups to prove that local ef-
forts are paying off. Blue Ventures
organizes eight expeditions per
year to Madagascar; each expedi-
tion lasts six to eight weeks. Part
of the reason their expeditions are
so long is that they work in very re-
mote parts of the country, but the
other reason is that the quality of
data collected (good enough for sci-
entific publication) means volun-
teers have to pass science and div-
ing tests before they are qualified
to collect data. At the same time,
expedition members are integrat-
ed into community life, engaging
in Blue Ventures’ education pro-
gram and visiting the array of com-
munity conservation projects they
are working on, from mangrove re-
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planting to sea cucumber aquacul-
ture. Volunteers become part of the
community, spending time in fam-
ily homes, on sailing trips or vis-
iting the local baobab forest with
local guides. As a result, Blue Ven-
tures creates another benefit to
the local economy and develops
strong bonds and trust between
the community and the expedi-
tion members.

“One fact we’re particularly
proud of,” says Muir, “is that over
80 percent of our staff in Madagas-
car are nationals. We train them
to perform all of the roles needed
for our operations, from basic of-
fice work to becoming scuba in-
structors. We give them day-to-
day high-demand skills.” The dive
instructors they train get a lot of
work — about half of the expedi-
tion members have never dived be-
fore. All of their scuba students get
trained to the level of Advanced
Scuba Diver, and some continue to
build their skills with a Rescue Div-
er course too. Depending on condi-
tions, they’ll conduct about 40-50
dives over the course of their stay,
during which they perform sur-
veys, but sometimes they also get
to dive simply for pleasure.
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In addition to Madagascar, Blue
Ventures has set up operations in
Belize and in East Timor as well.
Between the three locations, they
send 250 to 300 volunteers on ex-
peditions annually. Each destina-
tion has a different ecological fo-
cus, but the formula amounts to
success wherever they set up shop.
“A lot of it comes down to pride —
you’re far more likely to act to pro-
tect your environment if you're
proud of it. If people come from
all over the world to protect some-
thing you take for granted, it grows
pride,” says Muir.

So, whether you know a casu-
al diver who wants to learn more
about fish and the environment by
participating in a REEF survey, or
someone who wants to make a ca-
reer of marine conservation by ex-
periencing a more in-depth plunge
into the world of global conserva-
tion with Blue Ventures, here are
two organizations doing good for
the planet, diving and people at the
same time. Hopefully, these stories
of successful conservation efforts
inspire you to possibly organize
your own local fish surveys or to
work with people in your own com-
munity to help raise awareness of
the underwater world.

BLUE VENTURES

For more information about Blue
Ventures’ projects, view this
award-winning short movie:

youtube.com/watch?v=RazdsvY-
HfEQ, or their website at
blueventures.org.

SOURCES

53



