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Editorial

Chagos is, as you might imagine, a great
target for conspiracy theorists - with its
isolation, military installation and
Chagossian history. The internet is, of
course, such an easy way for people to
promulgate the most ridiculous and bizarre
ideas, and a trawl through some of these
is very amusing - but also worrying that
people with no information about
something can expound so freely on it and
may be taken in by many others. It seems
that some prefer to believe a good fairy
tale than more mundane facts!

Some of these fantastical stories
regarding Chagos are so outrageous that
they are actually quite funny. For example
after the 2004 tsunami there were reports
that Diego Garcia a) had some sort of anti
tsunami protection around it, ranging from
a force field to a steel wall, b) knew about
it in advance but didn't deign to tell the
rest of the Indian Ocean countries and, c)
was entirely washed away by the tsunami.

And these weren't even the most stupid
ones - some involve aliens for example.
Then there is the claim that the tragic
missing Malaysian Airlines plane MH370
was forced to go to Diego Garcia by the
CIA or, more recently, that it could have
safely landed on Danger Is, Eagle Is or
Nelsons Is. So many people tragically lost
is no laughing matter, but the ideas of
some idiots...!
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Others, who have never been to Chagos,
announce in confidant tones, about the
place being radioactive as a result of the
military being there, or covered in Agent
Orange. They declare that the military
have polluted the place and destroyed the
natural resources of Diego Garcia. | guess
that they know this by some sort of
divination!

But the facts are unfortunately less
interesting.

The 2004 tsunami did sweep over parts of
some islands in the atolls, but because of
the deep water and steep slopes
surrounding the islands, it was not the
disaster that it was elsewhere, although a
whole batch of bird eggs were lost on one
island inspected. An article describing the
effects of the tsunami is in Chagos News 25



http://chagos-trust.org/sites/default/files/images/ChagosNews25.pdf

The truth about MH370 may never be
known, but it certainly never landed in
Diego Garcia - | was there at the time. No
one has produced any evidence to show
that the plane went to Diego Garcia but
hey, who wants evidence to spoil a good
story. And of course anyone who knows
the islands would laugh at the idea that a
large passenger plane (or even a small
one) could ever land on one of the islands.

It is difficult to see how people who have
never been to Diego Garcia and who are
not in possession of any data can have
any 'facts' about 'pollution’ and ‘damage to
the ecosystem'. Detailed analyses of
seawater for contaminants has revealed
that it is the cleanest seawater on the
planet. It has a healthy coral community
(as far as warming from climate change
allows) and, despite a recreational fishery
and being outside the MPA, Diego Garcia
has as high a fish biomass as the best
managed marine protected area
elsewhere in the Indian Ocean. The
planet has been impacted everywhere by
humans to some degree or another.
Places which are inhabited are impacted
more than those which are not - no one
can question that. So, although the
military presence there has had an impact,
the ecological footprint of the military in
Diego Garcia is mostly felt in and
absorbed by the US and its allies in the
East Indies. This is because virtually
everything required to build and maintain
the base originates there, and all inorganic
waste is recycled back to industrialised
points of origin. The impact on the atoll
has long been minimal which is why Diego
Garcia is the least polluted and least spoilt
inhabited atoll in the world - shown by
analyses of huge amounts of samples
over many years. Sometimes the writers
do have the data, but don't seem to
understand it.

It is no secret that in the 1970s the military
did remove coral rock from sections of the
reef flat. They called them 'borrow pits’,
and you do wonder when they might be
going to pay them back! Many places at
that time were guilty of such
environmentally stupid actions, this was

not too long after Silent Spring after all,
but all actions which may affect the
environment are now scrutinised for
decades by the BIOT conservation
advisor, along with a team permanently in
place working for the US Navy. Charles
Sheppard worked on this, succeeding the
late John Topp who started so much of the
present environmental work, and now his
place is filled by Mark Spalding, who is
carrying on giving that advice for BIOT.

It would be very unwise to think that any
community, living entirely from the islands,
would not have a significant impact on the
atolls. The islands of Diego Garcia and the
previously inhabited islands in the
northern
atolls
were
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heavily
impacted

in plantation
days. But the saving grace for Diego
Garcia is that the majority of the impact
from the personnel is in the US.

There are definitely important discussions
to be had about Chagos. It is important to
stick to verified information and not
spurious, unverified and, frankly, made up,
'facts'. Unfortunately | am quite sure that
we will hear more wild claims being made
in the future. Today though, the threats
come from any lack of vigilance in
conserving the archipelago, and from
climate change. This year, for example,
has seen a heavy bleaching event
throughout the area and beyond, which is
likely attributed to climate change.

We wait and see.

Anne Sheppard



There is a new exhibition on coral reefs at the Natural
History Museum in London, and Chagos gets to play a small
part in it, with many of the specimens being shown coming
from there, as part of a collection made in the late 1970s
and donated to the museum by Charles and Anne
Sheppard. There is also an information board about the
BIOT MPA.

The exhibition website is at
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/visit/exhibitions/coral-reefs-secret-
cities-of-the-sea-exhibition.html with an amusing video
showing the theme of the exhibition is available at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=75zv2-ksPSqg

Introduction to the exhibition

Also, there is a very
useful schools
teaching guide
available to download
in PDF format, with a
lot of interesting ways
to get more out of the

Coral reefs are home to almost a quarter of all marine species.

In this exhibition you will meet the inhabitants of these richly
diverse habitats, and find out why reefs are so important and
how their future is being secured.

Encounter 200 strange and beautiful specimens from the Museum
collections including the gigantic Turbinaria coral, the venomous
blue-ringed octopus and coral collected by Charles Darwin.

Take a virtual reef dive, see live coral and fish in an aquarium
and enjoy spectacular underwater photography.
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The book to accompany the exhibition
was written by CCT trustee Anne
Sheppard, which also has a bit about
Chagos init. The book is £12.99 and is
available in the museum shop or from
Amazon at
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Coral-Reefs-
Secret-Cities-
Sea/dp/0565093568/ref=sr_1 1?s=book
s&ie=UTF8&qid=1433681631&sr=1-
1&keywords=coral+reefs+secret+cities+
3 of+the+sea

Our oceans are changing and coral reefs tell us how.

Coral reefs are home to almost a quarter of all marine species. In this new exhibition you
will meet the inhabitants of these richly diverse habitats, and find out why reefs are so
important and how their future is being secured

Encounter 250 strange and beautiful specimens from our collections including the
gigantic Turbinaria coral. the venomous blue-ringed octopus and coral collected by
Charles Darwin

Take a virtual reef dive, see live sea coral and fish in our aquarium and enjoy
spectacular underwater photography.

Dr Ken Johnson, Museum coral reefs expert, explains the importance of corals:

'Coral reefs are not simply beautiful environments. They provide food, income and storm
protection for many millions of people around the world.!
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The exhibition has one of the most beautiful
coral reef aquaria and there is an online video
of the making of the aquarium at
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/coral-reefs-
exhibition-aquarium.html
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Award of a grant to CCT

Charles Sheppard

We are delighted to record that we have
been given a substantial grant from the
John Ellerman Foundation towards
developing our Chagos Information Portal
T ChIP for short. ChIP was started a year
ago with a grant of £20,000 from CCT,
and that phase is now almost completed
with the development of the core database
structure, which will be made available
very soon. The purpose of ChiIP is to
record in one place all scientific data or
information on where it can be found (or
as much as is possible) in one online site.
It is not so much a website (despite being
online) as a scientific database for
scientists, managers and the general
public. In the first year, much progress
has been made in compiling a solid core
of the information
work it. The next stage is for volunteers to
test that, and then release it.

This online relational database is
eventually intended to store and provide a
near-complete record of previous and
current research in Chagos. It has dealt
with the ongoing and past research
projects there, while results of all future
projects will be deposited by the
researchers themselves. It will have a
user friendly and interactive online
Geographic Information System (GIS)
which will have maps of Chagos with
photos, video clips, and data tables and
figures for all projects.

The reason this is needed is that in

science, very often the sum of 2+2 can
equal much more than 4, if researchers
know about ot her
access to their data. When they do, they
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can benefit from it and incorporate it into
their own scientific planning and work.
Thus ChIP was conceived. The wealth of
data collected in the Chagos Archipelago
over the past four decades is increasing
fast, and currently is scattered in
academic papers, government reports,
unpublished data, and photo and video
libraries of individual researchers. ChIP
will inform scientific research and
conservation, facildi
making about matters of environmental
management in Chagos, and foster public
stewardship. Every new expedition will
add to the shared knowledge base to
strengthen it. This is becoming especially
important now, given the very welcome
and necessary surge in scientific
information that is becoming available for
this area.

The John Ellerman Foundation has
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spent over three years to huge
augment this start. It will allow
improvement of many aspects and
expansion from the present core and
someti mes
which forms the initial, working database
in the system. It will permit the addition of
very much more scientific information,
including identification guides, coral trait
dat a, reef
and much more physical, environmental
and biological data. Importantly too, it will
have an element for promulgating results
in various fora. Furthermore, the
integrated videos and photos will enable a
much larger public to see what is
developing in Chagos science, and this is
important also for outreach purposes.

We are most grateful to the John Ellerman
have
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Contribute to the ChiP database

Expeditions to Chagos.
Expeditions
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The ChIP Project Contribute to the Fund future ChIP

Learn about the vision, mission, and aims of the ChiP Database expanSIOnS
project Help us grow this initiative by contributing Help us expand the ChiP project! We are currently
Chagos Images and Video Gallery » documents,images, videos, gps points, maps, looking for funders to support several key project that will
expeditions blogs, or anything else you feel could help ChiP reach its full potential.
contribute to expanding scientific understanding and
protection of the unique Chagos environment. Chagos Expeditions »

Chagos Publications »
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Expedition Blog

Have you seen the online blog from this year's Darwin expedition? It gives a good
account of some of the interesting things that happened and lots of great photos. You
can see it at http://chagos-trust.org/2015-darwin-science-expedition-0

a{ 2015 Darwin Science Expedition Blog

Jump to project background

2015 Darwin Science Expedition

Follow the activities of the participants in the 2015 Darwin Science Expedition to Chagos in the daily blog below!

Chagos Science Expedition
March-April 2015


http://chagos-trust.org/2015-darwin-science-expedition-0

Chagos Archipelago - an
invaluable scientific reference
site
Dr Benjamin Neal
University of Queensland

In February this year, researchers from
The University of Queensland extensively
surveyed along more than 40 kilometres of
the Chagos Archipelago, as part of the XL
Catlin Seaview Survey, a global study to
monitor the worl dés

A team using a motorised camera to map
29 extended photographic transects of
shallow reefs captured around 20,000
high-definition panoramic images over the
13-day expedition. The imagery will allow
researchers to develop an estimate of the
range of coral cover and habitat types for
the marine protected area as a whole.

An isolated outpost of coral health

The Chagos Archipelago is an invaluable
scientific reference site for understanding
the impacts of global factors such as
climate change, primarily because it is one
of the few sites in the world nearly
completely free from the local human-
caused effects of overfishing,
sedimentation, eutrophication and other
pollution.

UQ researchers observed a healthy reef
system surrounded by virtually non-
polluted waters, with abundant coral cover
and diverse fish life, including a greater
number of sharks than we have seen
elsewhere, which are unfortunately nearly
gone in so many reef ecosystems.

The imagery collected on this trip will
contribute to the XL Catlin Global Reef
Record, a free online standardised
research tool and global database

c o fwaviv.glabareefresard.org) which allows

scientists and laypeople alike to remotely
study reefs. It is expected that imagery for
the sites surveyed in the Chagos will
become available by September 2016.

Loading the equipment from the deck of the
BIOT Patrol Vessel Pacific Marlin

Using the winch from the Pacific
Marlin, the equipment is lowered
gently into the RIB.



