
SpecIAl SeSSIOnS

This aspect of the WIOMSA Symposium 
remains popular and this year it attracted a 
record 23 sessions, all held on 5 July 2019. The 
sessions allowed regional stakeholders the 
opportunity to focus on particular subjects 
of interest with many colleagues present in 
one place at one time. The increased overall 
attendance of the symposium provided a sufficient 
number of participants to spread themselves 
evenly among the different special sessions.  
Diverse subjects were covered in the special 
sessions ranging from Seagrass ecology, to mPas, 
Sharks and Rays in the WIo, Sa-IoRaG, octopus 
closures, Seabed mapping, digitisation of cultural 
heritage, ocean modelling, among others. 

Several of these sessions provided the opportunity 
for committees and ongoing regional initiatives 
to report back to their constituencies and 
stakeholders. These included the sessions on the 
WIo mangrove Network and the WIo Sea Turtle 
Network, the Western Indian ocean early Career 
Scientist Network (WIO-ECSN), the Indo-Pacific  
and WIo Seagrass Networks, and the Coral Reef 
Task force.

further, the Nairobi Convention, WIomSa and the 
Institute of advanced Sustainability Studies (IaSS-
Potsdam) organized a Special Session on ocean 
Governance for the Western Indian ocean (WIo) 
region, whose aim was to discuss and identify the 
governance needs and priorities for a safe, secure, 
clean and sustainably managed Western Indian 
ocean, and provided a basis and context for policy 
discussion on ocean governance. additionally, 
the session identified relevant stakeholders and 
discuss science-based policy approaches which 
will inform the development of the WIo ocean 
Governance Strategy. In the follow-up to this 
session, its outputs will be presented and discussed 
at a Regional ocean Governance workshop to be 
held in September 2019.

The special session programme has again proved 
to enhance the overall Symposium experience  
with most being well attended. Session facilitators 
have prepared more detailed reports on each 
session capturing the main outcomes for the 
purpose of circulation to participants. We feature 
an inspiring story from one unique special sessions 
in the symposium.
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1. A popular and relevant symposium activity



What scientists do and for what reason, can remain 
unclear for the civil society, sometimes leading to 
misunderstandings and loss of trust in the scientific 
work. To strengthen the link between science and 
society, the French Research Institute for Sustainable 
Development (IRD) in collaboration with the NGO Reef 
Conservation took advantage of the 11th WIOMSA 
conference to organize a meeting between students 
of Mauritius and scientists attending the conference, 
to discuss about the conservation of coral reefs. 

To prepare for the meeting, students aged between 
12 and 14 years old from Ecole du Nord went on a 
fieldtrip to a shallow coral reef on the Voluntary 
Marine Conservation Area at Cap Malheureux in 
Mauritius where they had to study its health status by 
counting fishes of representative families and coral 
cover. They also assessed the reef uses and observe 
the surrounding ecosystems (beach and mangroves) 
to get a broad overview of the system. They then 
analysed their results, classified the human uses of 
the reefs according to their impacts, and developed 
hypothesis to explain their observations. This raised 
many questions, which were listed for the day of the 
meeting to ask to the scientists. 

On the day of the special session, the students were 
joined by students from another secondary school 
who had not done the fieldtrip but had nonetheless 
prepared questions for the scientists. They were taken 
on a tour of the campus to visit the conference facilities, 
guided by Nawsheen Taleb, a University lecturer and 
co-convener of the 11th WIOMSA conference. Through 
“Bis lamer”, a marine mobile education unit designed 
by Reef conservation, they had a further look into coral 
reef food chain, plankton and the issue of plastic at 
sea before moving to the meeting room where the 
scientists were waiting for them. 

There, a student explained what she did on the fieldtrip. 
The students then interacted with the scientists to ask 

their prepared questions, such as: why is there so few 
fishes on the coral reef? What is the role of the sea 
cucumbers? How do corals reproduce? Is it too late 
to save the coral reefs? The scientists answered the 
questions according to their own research specialties 
and the discussion went on to many aspects of coral 
reef conservation. 

The meeting with the scientists and students all 
by playing a participatory game from the MARECO 
educational toolkit where the students took on the role 
of the fisherman, the diver, the marine park guard and 
the inhabitant of the coast, to solve the environmental 
issues threatening a coral island. They were helped by 
the scientists to understand the problems and find day 
to day actions that can be put in place to sustainably 
protect the coral reef.

This event was a preliminary action to the PAREO 
project, proposed by IRD and funded by Europe, France 
and Reunion, which will start in September 2019 in the 
schools of Reunion, Mauritius and Seychelles. It aims at 
transmitting scientific knowledge on the coral reefs in 
a fun and original way, to go from knowledge to active 
conservation. Please click here for more information 
on the project. 
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2. When kids met scientists at the 11th WIOMSA conference – By Lola Massé

https://la-reunion.ird.fr/recherche-et-missions/programmes-de-recherche-en-cours/pareo-le-patrimoine-recifal-de-l-ocean-indien-entre-nos-mains



