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Blue Ventures’ Madagascar research program is now entering
the winter months in Andavadoaka.

Megafauna sightings
Frequent sightings of migrating humpback
whales once again caused huge excitement in
Andavadoaka. Throughout July Megaptera
noveangliae were spotted on most trips at
sea. Whether it is the distinctive blowhole
pattern appearing on the horizon or a
breathtaking close encounter, each sighting is
an unforgettable experience. A breaching
humpback whale is easy to identify with
characteristic long pectoral fins often fully
exposed above sea level. Even when the
whales couldn’t be seen from the dive boat
their presence was still felt in the sub-aquatic
world, with their songs and calls filling the
water and making diving on the outer reefs a
truly unique experience.
Other notable megafauna sightings include
two large Dolphin Fish, Coryphaenidae sp
seen in deeper waters offshore. Having just
surfaced from a research dive on South
Recruitment Reef, some divers were lucky
enough to be greeted with the spectacular
sight of a Devil or Manta Ray (Mobula
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japonica or Manta birostris) leaping from the
sea. Not to be outdone, a few days later, a
large Marlin, Makaira indica, was also
spotted performing its own aerobatic display
at the same reef site.
Digital Photo Library
Staff and volunteers have been working
tirelessly on the collection of baseline data,
continuing with the assessment of the
benthic environment and adding to
information already gathered on species of
fish present in South West Madagascar. An
additional challenge has been the
development of a digital photo library of all
fish and benthic organisms identified to date
by Blue Ventures’ research activities in
Andavadoaka. It is hoped that this photo
library will help train new volunteers more
efficiently, as well as serve as a teaching
tool for staff and pupils at the Marine
Institute in Tulear (IHSM). Copies of
species lists and images contained within
this library can be obtained by contacting us
at research@blueventures.org.
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Close up of the Madagascar Butterfly Fish, Chaetodon
madagascarensis, an endemic species on the reefs of
Madagascar.

Coral Bleaching
The annual change in the direction of the
prevailing sea currents has seen the arrival
of colder water from the South. The sea
temperature for July has been steady
between 22ºC and 24ºC. This has meant
some chilly dives, but the stable conditions

have placed little stress on the regions coral
and consequently for the first time since
establishment of the research programme in
July 2003 there have been no incidents of
new coral bleaching to report.

Mapping
Using the aerial photographs taken of the
coastal region around Andavadoaka in May,
and to develop our understanding of the
local coral reefs, a mapping protocol was
developed. Using teams of 6 divers, a boat
based GPS operator and a surface snorkeller
coordinating events, very detailed maps can
be produced. They show the exact shape
and dimensions, depth contours and
prominent or distinctive corals all referenced
with a GPS point. Recruitment Reef has
been successfully mapped and teams have
now started surveying the reef, 007.

Birds Eye View
When fierce storms brew in the Mozambique
Channel, the awesome Frigate Bird returns to
land to seek shelter. With small bodies, but
wing-spans of up to 2.3m these birds are able
to effortlessly soar during the cyclone season,
hovering high above Andavadoaka. This birds
eye view is one of the best ways to look at
the true extent of the reef systems of
Andavadoaka and the surrounding area.
In light of this in May our thoughts became
reality, when a light aircraft was used to take
a series of spectacular aerial photos of the
Andavadoaka coastline, the offshore islands
and the research site. The results were
stunning, with calm clear seas giving
tantalising glimpses into their secrets
providing an invaluable tool for insuring the
village has the best guidance for future
developments of the Marine Protected Area.
The resulting images have provided us with a
useful tool for helping with discussions
regarding zoning of the proposed Marine
Protected Area.
, three images the island of Nosy Hao (top and
middle) and (below) the village of Andavadoaka. The
location of the BV camp is indicated with the black
arrow.
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IHSM scientist undertaking benthic coral reef survey.

fishing. Our preliminary study of the area
has revealed a good diversity of coral taxa
and large numbers of fish, most notably in
terms of commercial value the Green
Jobfish, Aprion virescens. Alarmingly,
several large bare patches found amongst
the coral have been attributed to damage
caused by the Crown of Thorn Starfish,
Acanthaster sp. and continued monitoring is
vital for the sustainability of this interesting
and important fishing ground.

hand observation and interviews provide the
best insight to the methods used, and
volunteers have worked to adopt an active
Vezo fisherman’s lifestyle, waking before
dawn and eating breakfast with the
fishermen in the village before readying the
pirogue (a small dugout canoe) and
departing as the sun rises. The day is long
and the work is hard but the results always
rewarding.

Mapping underwater can be tough!

Reconnaissance Dives
The exploration of the local underwater world
has continued, but now with a new exciting
focus. We are currently investigating what
lies beneath the popular local fishing sites that
the Traditional Ecological Knowledge studies
have exposed. Dives have been undertaken
in a channel between two near shore islands,
Nosy Hao and Nosy Fasy. This area is
frequently cited as an area for Tuna,
Scombridae sp and Sardine, Culpeidae sp,
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The Predatory Crown of Thorns Starfish, one of the
major threats to the reef.

Traditional Ecological Knowledge
(TEK)
•

Fishing Methods

The study into the TEK of the indigenous
Vezo people of Andavadoaka is progressing
well. We have recently been developing our
knowledge of Vezo fishing techniques. First
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Setting off for hard day’s fishing: research volunteer
involved in fisheries observing project.

Of the 8 different methods of fishing used we
have so far prepared 2 detailed reports.
(these reports will soon be available on the
Blue Ventures web site.) The methods
covered include a technique for shark fishing
where large nets (Jarifa) are baited and left in
position overnight. To hold the nets in place
and close to the bottom they are weighted.
This is bad news for sharks as well as the
coral. Lifting the nets back into the pirogues
drags them over the sea-bed damaging all
delicate benthic organisms the nets’ path.

Turtles
Numerous species of turtles are
encountered by divers on many of the reefs
around Andavadoaka. Hawksbill and Green
Turtles, Eretmochlelys imbricate and
Chelonia mydas are those most commonly
seen. Recent investigations by our
Malagasy scientists suggest that
Andavadoaka, in common with many areas
in South West Madagascar, used to be
heavily populated with a variety of Chelonia
species. Just twenty years ago, nearby
islands as well as the beach in front of
Andavadoaka were common nesting sites
for turtles.

Green Turtle (Chelonia Mydas) in plate coral,
Pachyseris speciosa.

Pulling in the nets can rip up delicate soft corals and
invertebrates.

A method called ZTZD, the name given to a
special type of net used to catch larger fish
with a higher commercial value, has also been
observed where the fishermen leave the net
far out at sea and return the next day. As
well Seine netting, a process which can
involve more than one hundred individuals all
working on the same huge net has been
documented.
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Toliara. Fishermen have frequently reported
that turtle populations have diminished in
recent years, and nesting has become
scarcer. Today, beaches that were once
popular laying sites during the nesting
season in the austral summer, are no longer
visited by turtles. Although, turtles do live
in and around the waters of Andavadoaka
they are now thought to be merely visitors,
feeding in the rich lagoons and reef
environments. It remains to be seen
whether turtles continue to lay on the
remoter beaches or islands of the region.

Green Turtle (Chelonia mydas) enjoying the sand.

As the village population increased so did
the demand for turtle meat and eggs. In
years gone by nests were often used as a
source of eggs for food, which were sold to
villages in land or even as far away as
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Despite awareness-raising programmes run
by COUT and the IHSM, and the alarming
decline in the numbers of turtles caught in
local waters, hunting continues to this day.
Turtles’ red meat is highly prized in coastal
communities and commands a high price.
There are two main methods used to catch
turtles. The first uses large nets called
Jarifam-pano, arranged in a semi-circle in
the water. The exit is guarded and the net

is drawn together, forcing the escaping turtle
into the net. The second method requires
hand held harpoon guns with specialised
nylon chord called Teza. Two harpoons are
required to capture the turtle.
We continue our awareness work within the
local community and are working to locate
any remaining nesting sites in the region.
Village Interaction
•

Demographic and Map

Developing our understanding of life in the
village, our Malagasy scientists have just
completed a demographic survey of the
village. This involved recording the numbers
of individual houses in the village, of which
over 600 were recorded.
The study aimed to identify which houses
belonged to which ‘Cartier’ (extended family),
and how many people were living in each
house. The ages and occupations of the
inhabitants of those houses was also
investigated, and all these data are currently
analysed.
This research will form the backbone of more
detailed socio-economic surveys to come.
While carrying out this survey, the village was
also mapped using GPS units.
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Above, aerial photograph showing extent of
Andavadoaka village.

•

English Lessons

The austral winter is school holiday time for
the children of Andavadoaka, which hailed a
break in the English lessons provided by
Blue Ventures. The break was an excellent
opportunity to review the programme that
has been in place for the last year. After
speaking to BV research volunteers, local
teachers and children in the village have
come up with a new five month programme
that has been specially developed to suit the
varying levels of abilities of the children and
to increase the level of continuity in the
teaching.
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Top and middle - English lessons in the Andavadoaka
school. Bottom – BV village information board in
village.

