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Tu Vili in snorkelling gear, getting ready to tie the bouy onto the reef. Photo: ATU RASEA

The tree branches stand defiantly above the high water mark as the waves patiently pounds against it, slowly trying to claim these leafless stumps of wood for the sea. 

Our guide Tu Vili from Daria Village was directing our boat skipper Sirilo Dulunaqio from the Wildlife Conservation Society through the shallow channels which has been made more precarious by the many trees and logs that have been embedded there by the Wainunu River from the forests above Wainunu Bay. 

Tu Vili adds that most of these trees are uprooted with roots and branches intact and I counted more than five trees which are now hazards in these waterways. 

This can only mean soil erosion in the forests sending these trees down. 

According to the WCS, the extent of environmental damages to the coastal seas and forests in Wainunu has been steadily increasing over the years but they're adamant it has not reached a critical stage yet. And last month, the WCS and the people of Wainunu formally signed a document at Daria Village that will protect some reefs and tracts of forest areas from any fishing, logging or farming. 

WCS director Doctor Stacy Jupiter says it is good that the people of Wainunu have realised how vulnerable their environment is and are taking action now.

"It is good that the people are acting now to put in place plans which can help reduce the negative impacts of activities like fishing, logging and farming practises," she says.

Wainunu is one of the places in Fiji where extensive commercial farming has been taking place for more than 100 years with tea, cotton and most recently yaqona and copra being the main crops.

The protection of marine areas in Wainunu Bay means that some 100 kilometres of the south western coast of Vanua Levu, stretching from Wailevu in Cakaudrove through to Kubulau and now Wainunu are marine protected areas. The Tui Wainunu Ratu Orisi Baleitavea says after the signing that his people need to abide by the agreement because this will ensure their prosperity in years to come.

The plan set out by the Wainunu Resource Management committee will see four reefs and three forest areas that will be protected for the next ten years.

Committee chairman Mosese Ratagau says these forests and reefs will not include other planned conservation efforts that some mataqalis (clans) within Wainunu are planning to undertake on their own.

Doctor Jupiter says by protecting forests, the people of Wainunu will have less risk against natural disasters.

"They will be able to recover quickly but also this will ensure they have clean drinking water and good food security," she says.

Dr. Jupiter is happy that after 18 months of hard work by her organisation, they have managed to convince the people of Wainunu, a feat that is usually hard to achieve considering that signs of damage to the environment are not always visible.

But after it was traditionally accepted and blessed by the church, all those who were present at Nukuse reef that afternoon really understood the immensity of the commitment that has just been made by the people of Wainunu.

A promise to themselves and to their children!

