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—Responsible travel is becoming increasingly 
about active participation in environmental 
conservation by holidaymakers. Lindy Alexander 
gets hands-on with a coral regeneration 
initiative at Fiji’s Castaway Island—

he pockmarked coral 
Kolinio Vulaono is holding 
against his bright yellow 
T-shirt gleams white in 

the sunlight. “This coral is bleached,” 
the Fijian islander and environment 
officer at Castaway Island tells me. 
“The small holes you see are where 
the algae live. When coral get 
stressed, they expel the algae,  
which turns the coral totally white.”

Looking out towards the turquoise 
ocean metres from where we sit, he 
says wistfully, “The world’s reefs are 
under threat and coral is dying. And 
that’s what we’re trying to stop.”

The “we” he’s referring to is the 
team at Castaway (castawayfiji.com), 
a reef-ringed island resort in the heart 
of the Mamanuca Islands, a volcanic 
archipelago west of Nadi. With just 
66 bures (traditional Fijian bungalows) 
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dotted throughout tropical gardens 
and along the white beaches, it’s the 
sort of place most of us dream about 
being stranded on. 

The thatched roofs, handpainted 
tapa cloth ceilings and warm timber 
furnishings of the bures recreate 
the feeling of an authentic Fijian 
village, while the five-star service and 
multiple restaurants remind us that 
this is a 21st-century resort. 

Nearby, couples paddle kayaks on 
water as clear as glass, small children 
build crumbling sand castles while 
their parents keep one eye on them 
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> Join scientists from 
Earthwatch Institute to explore 
the Daintree River in Far North 
Queensland and help monitor the 
condition of mangrove habitats. 
au.earthwatch.org

> In Thailand’s Phang Nga 
province, you can contribute to 
conserving marine ecosystems by 
helping sea turtles or collecting 
data with GVI Australia. 
gviaustralia.com.au

> Help protect Auckland’s 
surrounding environment with 
Love Volunteers by regenerating 
native trees, removing invasive 
plants and propagating shrubs.
lovevolunteers.org

and one on incoming cocktails, and 
the restaurant staff sing as they set 
the tables for lunch. 

“It’s like paradise,” I say. Koli’s smile 
suggests he’s heard that before. “It is 
beautiful,” he acknowledges, “but a lot 
of the beauty is below the surface.” 

Coral reefs support about 25 
per cent of global marine life, but 
60 per cent of the world’s reefs are 
under threat from climate change, 
pollution and overfishing. Koli leads 
a range of environmental programs 
on the island, which includes beach 
clean-ups, marine education, reef 
monitoring, waste management 
competitions and the most unique 
project – reef regeneration with live 
coral planting. Since 2015, guests 
have helped Koli plant live staghorn 
coral onto cement bases and 
transplant them into offshore  
coral nurseries each month. 

Guided by Koli, guests help create 
bagel-shaped cement “cookies”, which 
are attached to a steel frame and then 
carried to the water’s edge where live 
branches of coral (collected from the 
ocean floor and kept in a bucket) are 
planted quickly into the cement. The 
steel table is submerged into the ocean 
for up to six months until the coral is 
transplanted into the natural reef.

So far, Castaway guests and staff 
have planted coral covering an area 
of more than 900 square metres in 
three reef systems around the island. 
“Our target is to plant and grow over  
7000 square metres, equivalent to 
the size of a football field,” Koli says. 
“We’ve covered about 12 per cent  
of our target area so far.”

Exploring the coral gardens 
aboard a glass-bottomed boat, 
he points out luminous Bleeker’s 

parrotfish, long-bodied trumpetfish, 
oriental sweetlips and bright-yellow 
eclipse butterflyfish weaving in and 
out of the nursery amidst pockets  
of transplanted coral. Compared to 
the brittle coral I saw earlier, this is  
an alive, vibrant underwater 
kingdom. “Our reports show a big 
increase in marine life surrounding 
Castaway since we started this 
project,” he says. “It makes me so 
happy to see the fish coming back.  
It gives me hope for the future.”

All too soon I’m back on another 
boat, ready to leave. As we pull away 
from Castaway, a small boy stands 
up and points. He has spotted  
a humpback whale. The driver cuts 
the engine and we sit rocking back 
and forth in silence, watching as the 
whale curves in and out of the water. 
Despite the warm sun on my back,  
I have goosebumps. It’s a reminder 
of just how important it is to keep the 
underwater ecosystem healthy. And 
also what an incredibly life-affirming 
experience it is to get to play a small 
part in aiding that.42%
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