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Introduction
Between 2018 and 2020, more than 1800 people in Vanuatu attended the dugong and
seagrass awareness activities delivered by the Vanuatu Environmental Science
Society. The awareness campaign aimed to increase knowledge on the importance of
dugong and seagrass conservation, the protection of dugong habitats, and the
mitigation of threats. Further, it intends to improve interaction with dugongs and limit
inappropriate behavior. VESS’s staff and volunteers communicated dugong and
seagrass information through community awareness, public exhibitions, school talks,
media interviews, and other events. Awareness workbooks, posters, code of conduct
for tourism operators, and guidelines for tourists interacting with dugongs in Vanuatu
were distributed to workshop participants. The awareness-raising activities targeted a
wide audience, from chiefs, community leaders and community members to fishers,
boat drivers, surfers and tour guides. Our aim was for anyone who lives, works or
takes part in recreation activities, in or close to dugong habitat to participate in our
workshops.

Aims of the awareness-raising activities
•
•
•
•
•
•

To raise awareness on the biology, ecology, threats, and conservation of
dugongs and seagrass in dugong hotspot areas.
To increase knowledge of what action can be taken at a community level to
protect dugongs and important seagrass habitat.
To provide communities with a dugong and seagrass awareness toolkit and
teach them how to use it so they can use it to conduct their own dugong
awareness workshops.
To train tourism operators and other community members to have appropriate
interactions with dugongs.
To inform people about the law protecting dugongs in Vanuatu.
To encourage customary landowners to register important dugong areas as
Community Conservation Areas (CCA).

Awareness locations
VESS secured funding for this project to extend the activities of the GEF-funded
Dugong and Seagrass Conservation Project. A questionnaire survey was conducted
from 2016 to 2017, throughout Vanuatu using the CMS Standardised Dugong catch /
By-Catch Questionnaire. From the results, six areas were identified as dugong
hotspots with a high priority for conservation actions. The hotspot areas are those
where seagrass meadows and dugongs are found but also have gillnet fishing
activities, boat traffic or other threats placing the dugongs in danger.
The awareness campaign under this project was delivered in five out of six hotspot
areas in Vanuatu:
(1) Northwest Epi and Laman Island
(2) South Efate and off-shore islands
(3) North Efate and off-shore islands
(4) Southeast Malekula, Maskelyne and Avock Islands,
(5) South and southeast Santo, Aore and Malo Island

Community Awareness Workshop Delivery
From 2018 to 2020, VESS staff visited the hotspot areas to deliver dugong and
seagrass awareness workshops. During the workshops, individuals learned about the
biology and ecology of dugongs and seagrasses, threats to their survival, and possible
conservation actions. They were also informed about the law protecting dugongs in
Vanuatu and tourism involving dugongs. In addition, members of the tourism industry

gained insights on how to interact with dugongs.
Not only did we focus on the theory, but attendees were also given activities to
complete. In each community, we have asked participants to note down the threats to
seagrass and dugongs and measures that can be taken to mitigate the threats. Other
activities included a play of a migrating dugong, role plays of dugongs interacting with
people and a quiz. These activities aim to increase the knowledge on dugongs in a
fun and engaging way.

Photos from some of the awareness workshops in villages and schools.
While conducting workshops on guidelines and code of conduct, VESS discussed the
importance and benefits of Community Conservation Areas. The presenter utilised the
CCA booklet created by the Department of Environment, Protection and Conservation
and walked through the steps and process with communities. Custom landowners
were encouraged to create and register CCAs and incorporate dugong and seagrass
conservation actions into the management plan for CCAs, if they do not already exist.
In total, 62 workshops have been conducted in five high priority dugong conservation
hotspots. 1891 people attended the workshops, 1084 male and 807 female. This
included six workshops that were held in schools with 451 pupils (230 girls and 221
boys). A list of all awareness workshops with attendance numbers can be found in
Appendix A.

Awareness materials
Several awareness materials were developed, either under this project or under earlier
project and distributed during this project. There are English and Bislama versions of
these materials (and some in French), and the community members chose which they

preferred. Educational materials prepared and distributed to workshop attendees
included:
(i)
Dugong and seagrass awareness toolkit
This workbook was designed specifically for the awareness workshops. It
functions as a toolkit for community conservation practitioners to conduct
dugong awareness in their own areas or communities. There are English
and Bislama versions, and it covers the biology and ecology of dugongs and
seagrass, threats to their survival and possible conservation actions. There
are also sections on the law protecting dugongs in Vanuatu and on tourism
involving dugongs. The booklet was printed in A3 and A4 sizes. 225 dugong
and seagrass awareness toolkits were given out during the project (167 in
Bislama and 58 in English).
(ii)
Guidelines for interacting with dugong booklet
This document provides a guide on how to interact with dugongs. The
guidelines are intended not just for those people wanting and hoping to see
a dugong, but for anyone who is in, or on, the water in dugong habitat, from
sailors and boat drivers to surfers, swimmers, and divers. The guidelines
are designed to be practical and so that they are easy for all to adhere to.
There are English, French, and Bislama languages versions. A total of 362
guidelines for interacting with dugong (176 in Bislama, 112 in English, 74 in
French) were distributed.
(iii)
Code of conduct for tourism operator booklet
The code of conduct for interacting with dugongs specifically targets tourism
operators including tour operators and people with properties on the coast.
It is designed to accompany the guidelines and outlines the responsibility
tourism operators have, to ensure tourists know the rules when interacting
with dugongs. The document is available in English, French, and Bislama
languages. 337 code of conduct booklets for tourism operators for
interacting with dugongs were given out (162 in Bislama, 106 in English, 69
in French).
(iv)
Guidelines for interacting with dugong posters
Two posters were designed to convey the key messages contained in the
guidelines of what to do when swimming with dugongs and when kayaking
or canoeing near dugongs. The posters were printed in A3 size and there
are English, French, and Bislama versions. 305 posters were distributed.

Guidelines for interacting with dugongs and poster in Bislama for swimming with dugongs
(v)
Dugong and their seagrass habitat booklet
The booklet is created as educational material for the community or schools
to use. It provides information on dugong biology and evolution, benefits for
people and the environment, threats, and tips to help conserve the species.
It also provided information about seagrass, a dugong’s habitat and food
source, listing the important functions the meadows provide in coastal
ecosystems, and threats to the seagrass. At the back of the booklet there
are dugong and seagrass themed activities such as a quiz, a crossword a
word search. These books were developed and printed by VESS with an
earlier small grant from the Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF).
They were distributed during an earlier project, but in addition, 115 dugong
and seagrass booklets (63 in Bislama, 52 in English) were given out during
this project.
(vi)
Dugong posters and Seagrass posters
Three posters were also designed and printed under the earlier CEPF
project. One on dugongs, one on seagrasses and one on threatened
species. The dugong and seagrass posters contain facts about dugongs
and seagrasses, threats to their survival and conservation actions that can
be taken. The threatened species poster showed some of Vanuatu’s iconic
species which are at risk of extinction, including dugongs. English and
Bislama versions were printed in A3 size. Again, these posters were given
out during earlier project, but it this project 108 dugong posters, 9 seagrass
posters, and 6 threatened species posters were also given out.
(vii) Dugong and seagrass project leaflets
The leaflets were distributed during all project activities including all
awareness workshops. It informs readers about the dugong and seagrass

(viii)

conservation project, and the activities and outcomes of the project. Also, it
contains the grievance mechanism and details of the organisations involved
in this project. 59 project leaflets were provided.
Dugong eco bags
VESS designed and printed calico eco-bags with a dugong conservation
message “Supos yu no lokaot gud long gras blong solwota, yumi no save
lokaot long kaofis”. Translated into English it says, “If you don’t conserve
seagrass, you can’t save dugongs”. These bags have been given away at
events and been sold at VESS events. They are also sold at Big Blue diving
shop in Port Vila. The eco-bags were given to chiefs and as prizes during
the workshop. A total of 276 bags were given away during the awareness
workshops.

The Dugong and Their Seagrass Habitat book and dugong and seagrass posters are
available on the VESS website for anyone to download and use.
https://www.vanuatuconservation.org/publications/dugong-and-seagrasseducational-materials/
The Guidelines for Interacting with Dugongs and the Code of Conduct for Tourism
Operators and accompanying posters are also available to download form the VESS
website in the three official languages of Vanuatu- English, French and Bislama.
https://www.vanuatuconservation.org/guidelines-for-interacting-with-dugongs/
A list with totals of all awareness material given out during the project workshops can
be found in Appendix B.

Community members with posters and booklets given out at awareness workshops

Other Awareness activities throughout the project
Apart from the planned awareness workshops in the communities, other opportunities
for awareness-raising activities during the project arose and VESS took those
opportunities to reach other audiences.

Presentation given to the Vanua Tai Resource Monitors
In June 2017 and 2018, Douglas Koran, the VESS scientist employed by this project
took part in the Wan Smol Bag Vanua Tai resource monitor’s annual general meeting
in Espiritu Santo and Efate Islands. The meeting is held annually and bring together
community conservation group representatives. Douglas gave a presentation to more

than 50 resource monitors from throughout Vanuatu on the Dugong and Seagrass
conservation project, threats to dugongs and seagrasses and what actions can be
taken. A total of 82 dugong and seagrass workbooks were given out in 2018 to
monitors along with dugong eco bags. In 2019, Christina presented the guidelines for
interacting with dugongs and code of conduct at the AGM held in Tanoliu, North Efate.
Over 50 monitors attended the meeting. Copies of the guidelines for interacting with
dugongs and code of conduct for tourism operators were distributed.

Dugong and Seagrass Exhibition
VESS put on a dugong and seagrass exhibition at the National Archive in Port Vila
from the 21st August to 1st September 2017. The exhibition consisted of posters and
materials to read as well as interactive exhibits. Exhibits included:
• Quiz, word search and cross word based on information displayed
• Seagrass food web activity
• Artists’ corner
• Exhibit on custom stories
• Posters about dugongs and the law, dugongs and tourism, the Dugong and
Seagrass Conservation Project and Seagrass Watch
• Debate on the importance of 3 marine ecosystems (Coral reefs, Mangroves and
Seagrass)
• A video display of dugong footage.
The exhibition was attended by 332; 147 were male and 185 female and 126 were
school children.
Busi Vasconcellos-Neill, a local artist ran a dugong art workshop for children one
afternoon and created a save the dugong banner which has been used during other
awareness activities. A talk was given by Christina Shaw on Wednesday 30th August
at the National Archives as part of the exhibition. The national newspaper the Daily
Post published a middle page spread about the exhibition.

Ocean Film Festival Screening
In 2017 VESS was invited by the New Zealand High Commission to Vanuatu to host
a screening of the Ocean Film Festival along with the Vanuatu Department of
Environmental Protection and Conservation. A dugong display was put up during a
reception for the screening. Politicians and members of the diplomatic corps as well
as government employees and members of the public were present at the reception.
Due to popular demand, after the June showing VESS hosted a second screening of
the Ocean Film Festival on 7th July 2017. Leaflets about VESS and the Dugong and
Seagrass Conservation project were placed on every seat in the cinema. All the tickets
were sold out and 120 people attended each screening.

Dugong and Seagrass Art and Handicraft Competition
VESS ran a dugong and seagrass art and handicraft competition in March 2018. The
entries were displayed during a VESS exhibition on threatened species held at Espace
Alliance Française in Port Vila. There were 32 entries in the completion. Local artist,
Busi Vasconcellos-Neill, Nicky Barnes, a consultant to the handicraft industry in
Vanuatu, and Jenny Da Rin, the Australian High Commissioner judged the
competition. The winners were announced on the opening night of the exhibition and
the winning art was posted on the VESS Facebook page. The winner of the carving

category had never carved a dugong before the competition. He now sells dugong
carvings on his stall in the handicraft market on the seafront in Port Vila and reports
that he sells many dugong carvings to tourists.

Event to mark the deposition of seagrass specimens into the National Herbarium
On the 13th of July 2020, the VESS team has deposited 70 seagrass specimens at the
Vanuatu National Herbarium located at the Department of Forestry. Over 23 people
attended the event. Invited guests included the British High Commissioner, Karen Bell,
New York Botanical Garden Specialist, Greg Plunkett, Director of Vanuatu Fisheries
Department (the deputy Director attended) and the Director of Environmental
Protection and Conservation Sea-grass Watch awardees, VESS board members, the
herbarium coordinator and other Department of Forests staff. Speeches were
delivered by Dr Greg Plunket from New York Botanical Garden, Christina Shaw CEO of
VESS and Karen Bell, the British High Commissioner. Dr Greg, said in his speech, the
herbarium would not be possible if research on Vanuatu’s Flora and Fauna is not
conducted. Prior to this deposition of voucher specimens, the Vanuatu National
Herbarium only had 4 specimens of seagrass, collected in 1971. For the past three
years, VESS has been collaborating with communities to conduct seagrass monitoring
surveys at Paonagisu, Erakor, Lamap and Laman Bay. Six species of seagrass are
collected across these four monitoring sites. As stated by Christina in her speech,
collection of these specimens is important and useful to scientists, students from
Vanuatu as well as internationally.

Five seagrass monitors, including VESS staff and assistants were awarded a Seagrass
Watch certificate of achievement during the event. Invitees had the opportunity to
look at the seagrass specimens which were displayed prior to their deposition into the
herbarium. The official handing over was made to Presly Dovo, the manager of the
herbarium who then conducted a tour of the herbarium for the guests. The
department of forestry expressed their appreciation for the efforts made by VESS to
collect these specimens.
World Earth Day
VESS teamed up with Vanuatu Climate Action Network, Department of Environment
Protection and Conservation, Forestry Department and Wan Smol Bag to raise
awareness on animal and flora of Vanuatu. The world earth day event was held at
Wan Smol Bag Centre on the 24th of April 2019. The theme of the event is, “Protect
our Species”. VESS presented talks on bats of Vanuatu and Dugongs and their
Seagrass Habitats. Other presentations were also focused on the threatened and
endemic species of Vanuatu. Five different primary schools in Port Vila have attended
the event. A total of 80 individuals participated (4 adult men, 11 adult women and 65
students)

Dugong presentation at the Pacific Climate Change Collaboration Influencing and
Learning (PACCCIL) Regional Reflection Workshop
VESS was invited to participate in the Pacific Climate Change Collaboration

Influencing and Learning Regional Reflection workshop from the 9th to 12th of March
2020. It was held at Warwick Resort in Vanuatu and organised by the Vanuatu Climate
Change Action Network (VCAN). Martika, on behalf of VESS, delivered a presentation
on our dugong and bat conservation projects, the highlights and success stories of the
projects, the lessons learned, and briefly talked about the collaboration between VESS
and VCAN. During the talk, the presenter raised awareness on dugong’s importance
in the ecosystem and how they contribute to reducing the impacts of climate change.
A one-day exhibition was held on the final day of the workshop. VESS exhibits
information on bats and dugongs, as well as showcased the bat life-size models,
dugong puppet, and Vanuatu megapod puppet.
The workshop has brought together VCAN network members from around the Pacific
and gave the opportunity for members to share experiences and learnings as well as
build networks.

Presentation at the Blu Hope campaign at the Asia Dive Expo
Christina was asked by the British High Commissioner to Vanuatu to be a presenter
on a World Oceans week online event which replaced the 2020 dive expo in Singapore
which had to be modified due to Covid. The UK High Commission in Malaysia created
a Blu Hope campaign to raise awareness about the plight of biodiversity and the
plague of plastics in the oceans during this event. Christina was part of a discussion
panel about biodiversity in the Coral Triangle talking about dugongs on Tuesday 9th
June. Christina also gave a talk on the Friday 12th June about diving with dugongs
and showcased the dugong guidelines VESS produced. The webinars are online to
watch again via the Blu Hope website: https://bluhope.org/#webinars or the ADEX
Dive Expo Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/AsiaDiveExpo

Messy Haos field trip to VESS seagrass monitoring site
A group of school students learned about the importance of seagrass during a field
trip organized by Messy Haos in June 2020. VESS took the group of 8 students and 2
guides out to the seagrass monitoring site in Erakor and showed them the different
seagrass species and allowed them to discover the diversity of the organisms in the
seagrass ecosystem

World Environment Week 2020
The 2020 World Environment Day theme was ‘biodiversity’. The National University of
Vanuatu (NUV) hosted an event from 2nd to 5th June 2020 and invited civil society
organisations, youth groups, government departments and students to participate.
The program was held to raise awareness on Vanuatu’s biodiversity and
environmental protection. VESS exhibited posters on bats, dugongs, seagrasses,
threatened species in Vanuatu, and plastics impacts on the environment. The
exhibition was held at VNU school compound and Martika spent four days there
providing guidance and information to the visitors. Visitors to the exhibition included
students, community members, government staffs and bus drivers. The information
was well explained to visitors and questions were answered accordingly. Christina
Shaw had delivered a talk on biodiversity on the 05th of June. Attendees included VNU
staffs, Erakor bridge community and students.

Pacific Island Conference on Nature Conservation and Protected Areas
Christina was asked to be part of a panel discussion at the Pacific Island Conference
on Nature Conservation and Protected Areas, hosted by SPREP and held virtually in
November 2020. Christina gave a 10-minute presentation about dugongs in Vanuatu
and the work we are doing under this project. The presentation was under the Nature's
Oceanic Voyagers session. The sessions were recorded and are available online to
watch again via this link: https://pacificislands.hubilo.com/community/ - /sessionstream/27993.

Annual Vanuatu Tourism Forum
Christina was invited to give a talk about the importance of biodiversity and protecting
Vanuatu’s natural assets at the annual tourism forum organised by the Department of
Tourism in October 2020. This talk included the benefits of protecting iconic wildlife
such as the dugong.

Dugong puppet
VESS was donated a half life-sized dugong puppet made by Anne O’Brien which has
been named Donna and used in some of the awareness activities.

Awareness activities by the Vanuatu Government to which VESS was invited to
participate:
(i) National Environment week
On the opening day 5th June 2017 at the Department of Environmental
Protection and Conservation (DEPC), VESS created a display of dugong and
seagrass information, and school children were given a quiz to complete. Fortyfour children attended. Douglas also gave a presentation at a seminar
organised by DEPC to showcase conservation efforts in Vanuatu.
(ii) Dugong display at the agricultural trade show
The Vanuatu Fisheries Department displayed dugong and seagrass awareness
materials developed for the dugong exhibition and information about the project
on their stand at the Agricultural Trade Show in Espirito Santo in July 2018.
(iii) Climate Change week
From 12th to 16th October 2020, the Vanuatu Department of Climate Change
(DoCC) invited VESS to participate in the Climate Change Awareness
Campaign in Port Vila. The theme of the awareness program was, “A
sustainable climate-resilient Vanuatu”. The awareness covered various topics,
from forest protection to coastal protection and climate change, and many
more. VESS staff talked about the seagrass ecosystem, their importance and
how they can mitigate climate change impacts. In addition, primary and
secondary schools in North Efate participated on a one-day event organised by
DoCC. VESS staff gave a speech on dugongs and their seagrass ecosystem
and bats of Vanuatu. Materials on bats, seagrass and dugongs including bat
and dugong models were also exhibited. Materials distributed includes 6
seagrass posters, 11 dugong and their seagrass habitat booklets.

Awareness outcomes:
The team has successfully delivered awareness workshops in five out of six high
dugong priority hotspots. Community members increased their knowledge of basic
facts about dugongs and seagrasses and how to mitigate threats to their survival.
People also become more aware the laws protecting dugongs in the Vanuatu waters.
As a result of the awareness, communities in South Malekula and Maskelyne Islands
now know to promptly inform the Fisheries authorities about any dead dugongs found
in their coastal areas and have done so since the workshops.
During the workshops many community members said that they never received
training about dugong and seagrass conservation previously. They indicated a
willingness to implement measures for dugong and seagrass conservation going
forward. In addition, the guidelines for interacting with dugongs and the code of
conduct of tourism operators have raised awareness of the dangers of inappropriate
interactions and given guidance on best practice. We have had feedback from people
that have visited the Maskelyns as tourists that the guides are using the guidelines to
brief tourist during tours to see the dugongs.
Primary and secondary schools received copies of dugong and seagrass workbook,
posters, and the booklet on dugong and their seagrass habitats. Many teachers
mentioned that the information will be incorporated into their science lessons. While
others say they have never had a dugong booklet or poster before and will put the
resources in the library so every student can use it. We have also seen the posters
displayed in villages, at island tourist bungalows and at high-end hotels.

Dugong seen when diving (photo credit: Big Blue Scuba Dive Vanuatu)
Communities in Lamap (South Malekula) and Laman (Northwest Epi) have, with the
help of the VESS team, assessed the marine and terrestrial resources in their area
They requested advice on how to properly manage their resources. VESS consulted
the Vanuatu Fisheries Department and provided management recommendations on
marine flora and fauna found in their areas. This will feed into the management plans
for their community conservation areas.
VESS developed good relationships with communities in the dugong hotspot areas.
Not only did they provide knowledge to communities but learned a lot from them. Many

communities supported the dugong awareness campaign. The team has had
interesting conversation with environmental leaders, who are doing great work toward
the protection of resources in their area and are willing to collaborate with VESS in
any dugong projects in the future.

Challenges
The misinformation of Community Conservation Areas in dugong hotspot areas by
others has complicated the process for communities to register their protected area.
Although in depth conversations on the benefits of CCA and importance was made,
some communities said they prefer to manage the areas traditionally without formally
registering the site with the Government.
Logistic arrangements are difficult especially with communities who have limited
access to network coverage. Sometimes communities were informed late therefore
we had poor attendances. Other times, they are informed but could not attend due to
other commitments. Occasionally, awareness workshops had to be cancelled and
moved to another day due to community events or celebrations.
Travelling to hotspot areas takes time and be expensive. Some activities were not
completed due to time constraint and others took longer to complete than anticipated.
Bad weather conditions further restricted our travel plans and altered our awareness
schedule on several occasions.

Conclusion
A significant amount of awareness has been raised, particularly in the areas where
dugongs face the most risks; the dugongs hotspots identified by the dugong
questionnaire survey. Many communities and schools have received the awareness
for the first time and indicated willingness to implement measures for dugong and
seagrass conservation. Awareness resources will be utilised by conservation
practitioners and teachers to educate people and students about dugongs. The
guidelines for interacting with dugongs and code of conduct for tourism operates will
reduce the risk to dugongs of inappropriate tourism interactions.
Community conservation areas have been created but many of the community prefer
to manage resources traditionally rather that register the area with the government.
However, in some areas there are community members wanting to register a CCA but
the process is being impeded by land and chiefly disputes. VESS will continue to
support communities in important dugong and seagrass areas to continue with the
process of creating and registering their CCAs.
This project has also given opportunities for several young Ni-Vanuatu scientists to
gain experience in the implementation of conservation projects, surveys and
awareness raising. In addition, VESS has built a strong working relationship with other
government departments and NGOs. If future funds can be secured, VESS would like
to extend the dugong and seagrass awareness campaign to the other dugong hotspots
in Vanuatu.
VESS would like to secure more funding to extend seagrass monitoring to other
dugong hotspot sites and to continue awareness-raising in the other dugong hotspot
areas. We would also like to continue to work with communities on CCA consultation
in dugong hotspot areas.

Funding
The “Strengthening monitoring, community management, and policies for Dugong
Conservation in Vanuatu” project was funded by the Critical Ecosystem partnership
Fund (CEPF). “The Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund is a joint initiative of
l’Agence Française de Développement, Conservation International, the European
Union, the Global Environment Facility, the Government of Japan and the World Bank.
A fundamental goal is to ensure civil society is engaged in biodiversity conservation.”
The project was implemented between July 2017 and December 2021.
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