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S traddling the equator 700 km southwest 
of Sri Lanka, the Maldives consist of 26 
atolls formed from coral growth over ex-

tinct submarine volcanoes 
and mountains. The islands 
are formed from sand accu-
mulated from natural erosion 
of surrounding reefs and none 
lies more than 6 m above sea 
level – a true maritime nation.

The Maldives –
A climate change indicator,  
and the need to survey!
By Dr. Jean-Luc Solandt, marine biologist and expedition scientist.
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A history of the country

With Arab, Indian, Sri Lankan and East Asian in-
fluences in history, culture and language, the na-
tion of the Maldives is historically a nation of 
seafaring cultures. The islands are populated by 
around 300,000 people of which about a third 
live on the capital island of Male’ and nearby is-
lands. 28% of GDP comes from tourism, with fishing 
(predominantly for tuna) being the second big-
gest generator of revenue (at least 15% of GDP). 
The first two tourist resorts opened in 1972 and 
there are now over 100.

Maldives - 
is it still a paradise?

More than almost any other nation on Earth, the 
Maldives simply has to have healthy reefs. It is 
literally built on them, and requires reefs to sup-
port the infrastructure and the homes of the is-
landers, and provide the protein for the entire 
nation’s diet.

Until the mid-1990s the dominant fishery in the 
Maldives was for tuna, largely offshore, which 
didn’t actually impact at all on the reefs (apart 
from gathering some bait fish such as fusiliers 
and damselfish). Up until the late 1990s there 
was practically no large-scale impact on the 
health of the reefs of the islands. Since these 
times, however, things have changed. There has 
been a dramatic rise in the number of tourist 
resorts, which impact on the coralline islands 
directly through construction and modification 
of nearby marine habitats, but also more signifi-
cantly because of the resulting increase in de-
mand for reef fish for consumption by guests. 
Tourists also want to fish for reef fish during 
their holidays, which also adds to the pressure 
on reef systems, particularly in those reef areas 
where the density of resorts is relatively high. 
Similarly, there has been a considerable in-
crease in demand for reef fish from foreign mar-
kets, particularly Asia, that has resulted in the 
development of export markets for commercial 
reef fish (particularly grouper, large snapper 
and emperor species).

Alongside this relatively new pressure on the reef 
fish, the coral bleaching event of 1998 (and to a 
lesser extent in 2010) has caused wide-scale mor-
tality of shallow water reefs. This widely reported 
incident – caused by the El Nino event - was a 
wake-up call to the politicians of the vulnerabil-
ity of low-lying coral islands such as the Maldives, 
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that not only have concerns over the increase in 
sea-level rise from thermal expansion and the 
melting of the polar ice-caps, but now recognise 
that the corals themselves are becoming stressed 
via increased sea surface temperatures, and could 
already be suffering from ocean acidification.

Recovery of the reefs since 1998 has been patchy, 
with some areas recovering rapidly - especially the 
fast-growing table and branching Acropora corals 
that dominate shallow waters. But of great concern 
is the widespread loss of slow-growing ‘massive’ 
corals (often the size of a small house) that built 
up the coral ecosystem of the Maldives over thou-
sands of years. New ‘massive’ coral colonies have 
recruited since 1998, so all is not lost, but their 
growth rate is very slow.

A need to consolidate
and expand

Since 2005 and our surveys of post-tsunami 
damage to the reefs of the Maldives, the Marine 
Conservation Society (MCS), for whom I work, 
has set up permanent ‘reef health’ monitoring 
stations at three sites to record coral cover, reef 
damage, and numbers and types of reef fish. 
The information from these reports has already 
been provided to the global coral reef monitor-
ing programme, Reef Check, and has been in-
cluded in an international report on the status 
of tsunami impacted countries in 2005 (go to 
http://www.mcsuk.org/marineworld/habitats/
maldive+coral+reef+surveys). Our findings were 
that the damage to the Maldives from the tsuna-
mi, although considerable for the human popu-

lation, was negligible to the reefs, with only iso-
lated pockets being structurally damaged. 

We have also been successful at monitoring fish 
populations inside and outside current Maldivian 
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). This work - car-
ried out in collaboration with the University of 
York, England – has resulted in a presentation at 
the International Marine Conservation Congress 
in 2009, and the data were sent to the Marine Re-
search Centre in the capital, Male’. The work de-
tailed that there was little difference in fish popu-
lations inside and outside Marine Protected Areas 
of the Maldives, and that there was a relatively 
significant absence of predatory reef fish in all the 
reefs of the central atolls, and that their size, when 
present, was relatively small. 

What will Biosphere Expeditions’ 
collaboration bring to our 
work in the Maldives?

In the past, it has been difficult for the MCS to un-
dertake regular surveys using Reef Check, or carry 
out more specific coral fish population assess-
ments, because getting to the islands is difficult, as 
is getting around them once there. 

We have been reliant on the goodwill of dive 
operators to get a berth on board live-aboard 
vessels, and train the odd resort here and there. 
These operators have been willing to support our 
survey dive schedule, when it fits in with them 
taking tourists to visit regular dive sites. This way 
of working for Reef Check in the Maldives wasn’t 
sustainable, led to big gaps in surveys, and in many 

Maldives

Eagle ray (left),  puffer fish (right).



MAGAZINE 2011 |  21  

Dr. Jean-Luc Solandt is a Londoner with a degree in Marine Biology from the University of 
Liverpool. After graduating, he spent a year diving on the Great Barrier Reef assisting field scien-

tists in studies on fisheries, and the ecology of soft corals and damselfish. 
He returned to the UK and enrolled in a Ph.D. on sea urchin ecology in 
Jamaica, based both in London and Jamaica.

He went on to be an expedition science co-ordinator for projects in 
Tanzania, the Philippines and Fiji, and is now undertaking campaign 
and policy work in planning and developing Marine Protected Areas in 
the UK. He has been the Reef Check co-ordinator for the Maldives since 
2005, and has thus far led three expeditions to undertake surveys inside 
and outside Marine Protected Areas on the islands. Jean-Luc has 800 
dives clocked up since he trained to be a marine biologist 20 years ago. 

instances, meant that permanent monitoring sites 
were not surveyed on a regular basis.

We now have the opportunity with Biosphere 
Expeditions to develop a much more compre-
hensive dataset on the health and resilience of 
Maldivian reefs. Not only will we be able to regu-
larly visit our three widely dispersed permanent 
monitoring stations, but we will also set up new 
sites, and record fish populations inside and 
outside existing MPAs. Furthermore, we will be 
undertaking a “Coralwatch” survey of coral reef 
health in collaboration with the University of 
Queensland in Brisbane, Australia, and also pro-
viding a photographic record of coral reefs that 
can be analysed in depth (species of hard and 
soft coral and sponge) by specialists based at the 
Marine Research Centre in the Maldives.

So there is much more that we can and will do, 
and it will be increasingly possible to accomplish 
our goals for monitoring by collaborating with 
Biosphere Expeditions.  ■
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This article is an 
excerpt out of the 
Biosphere Expedi-
tions Magazine 
2011, packed 
with stories 
from the field, 
achievements, 
looks behind the 
scenes and an 
overview over 
our expeditions, 
projects, taster 
days and other 
activities. Access 
the full magazine 
at www.biosphere-
expeditions.org/
magazine .
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