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Hope for the  
Blue Planet
Dr robert sluka, lead scientist with a rocha international, introduces our 
Marine and Coastal Conservation Programme.

The book of Genesis describes the 
oceans as teeming with life: beautiful, 
weird and wonderful creatures, big and 
small. sadly, this abundance and diversity 
is difficult to experience today. Threats 
to marine health include overfishing, 
pollution and climate change. Hundreds 
of millions of people depend on the seas 
for their livelihood, but in many fishing 
communities, poverty is rampant.

A Rocha is a Christian organization and 
so our faith in Jesus, the Lord of Creation, 
inspires us to play a part in restoring 
depleted habitats. We do it with hope, 
ultimately because we worship the God of 
Hope, who promises to renew all creation, 
and also because we can make a difference. 
A Rocha has jumped into the deep end of 
marine conservation!

what’s a rocha doing?
A Rocha’s Marine and Coastal Conservation 
Programme is part of the global effort 
to transform the oceans and the peoples 
who use them, so that bounty is enjoyed 
without over-exploitation. You can read 
how our projects contribute to the United 
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals at 
www.arocha.org/lifebelow.

Our activities focus on supporting Marine 
Protected Areas (MPAs), identified in a 
recent study as a conservation intervention 
benefiting both biodiversity and people1. 
MPAs resonate with the biblical motif 
of sabbath rest and provide sanctuaries 
which bless our neighbours2. Fish grow 
larger and so produce more eggs, which are 
transported on ocean currents, populating 
distant locations far outside protected areas.

engaging communities: heart, 
mind and strength
Science and theology drive our 
conservation, education and advocacy 
efforts. Utilising our own and the latest 
published science, we determine the 
range of locally important species, 
habitats and ecological threats to the 
marine environment. When questioned 
about priorities, Jesus asserted the 
importance of loving God ‘with all your 
heart, soul, mind and strength’ and 
loving our neighbours. When working 
with Christian communities, A Rocha’s 
place-specific solutions engage their 
hearts, souls, minds and the strength  
of their bodies in a way that fits into their 
faith commitments. 

A Rocha works with groups holding 
many different worldviews, including 
Sikh, Muslim and Hindu communities. 
We always endeavour to design holistic 
projects which take into account the 
local culture, combining attention to 
biodiversity, livelihoods and spirituality.

training young marine scientists
A Rocha is helping young marine biologists 
to develop their scientific and theological 
skills. Some who have volunteered with us 
have gone on to PhDs, including Dorothea 
Kohlmeier at Bremen University, Tim 
Gordon at University of Exeter and Victoria 
Sindorf at University of Hawaii.

In this issue, we want to introduce you to 
our marine team and their contributions  
to conservation.
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Coral Hind, Cephalopholis miniata. Crisp Pillow Coral, anomastraea irregularis.

(Gary ong) (Benjamin Cowburn)

our field study centre, Mwamba, is in sight of watamu Marine national 
Park and so we are well-placed to collaborate with Kenya wildlife 
service on gathering information to help park management. our work 
has focused on documenting marine biodiversity, coral reef resilience 
to climate change and the impacts of tourism on coral reefs. 

For his doctoral thesis, Benjamin Cowburn from Oxford University 
developed the first habitat map for the park, identifying nine 
habitat types, with coral reefs the most biodiverse but smallest 
area, covering only 1%. He found that rockpools and seagrass beds 
were understudied areas needing more research and conservation. 
Eighteen park species are Red Listed by IUCN as Vulnerable, Near 
Threatened or Endangered, including six sharks and rays, six 
bony fish, four sea cucumbers and one species each of seagrass 
and coral. Benjo also researched coral reef bleaching and reef 
resilience mechanisms which may help park managers to take 
local actions which can strengthen the reefs’ ability to withstand 
ocean warming. 

Peter Musembi has been the resident coordinator of A Rocha 
Kenya’s marine research and conservation programme for three 
years. He  writes, ‘There has been steady growth for the programme 
and a steep learning curve for me! Two community conservation 
projects flow out of our research and theological reflection. 

studying 
‘The hidden 
things of God’ 
in Kenya

The first is focused on the rockpools, 
important for their diverse habitats and 
rare, endemic species such as the Crisp 
Pillow Coral, Red Listed as Vulnerable. 
Local young men, known as beach boys, 
show tourists around, selling them 
snorkelling trips and safaris. However, 
the boys are also vulnerable and can easily 
get caught up in drugs and prostitution. 
They have very limited understanding of 
intertidal zones and the need to protect the 
pools from trampling, which can damage 
corals and sponges. I’m training them to 
become official rockpool guides, better 
equipped to share their knowledge and to 
protect themselves, as well as the pools. 

The other focus is on sharks, rays and 
guitarfish (elasmobranchs), studying their 
biodiversity as well as local faith-based and 
cultural convictions about them which can 
help, or hinder, conservation efforts.

Our long-running education programme 
with local schools has now incorporated 
marine conservation and we are addressing 
faith issues through ‘The hidden things 
of God in the ocean’. This project engages 
people with the beauty of rockpool plants 
and animals, hidden from sight at high 
tide. By combining biblical metaphors 
concerning hidden things revealed, and 
healing, we are exploring the role of faith 
in marine research and conservation. 

This twinning of science and faith is 
proving fruitful in experiential education, 
advocacy for habitats and species, and 
conservation activities which focus on 
people and place.’ 
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educating teachers who run wildlife clubs in local schools.

Dr robert sluka

Peter Musembi
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Have you got 
7 minutes? 

robert sluka was born a 
thousand miles from the 

ocean, but there’s nothing 
he loves more than being 

in the sea. Discover why he 
is so excited about a rocha’s 

marine conservation 
in our new video.  

www.arocha.org/bobvideo

  BenJaMin CowBUrn anD Peter MUseMBi:

1 https://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-55-en.pdf
2 Sluka, R. D. 2012. Hope for the Ocean: Marine Biodiversity, Poverty Alleviation and Blessing  
  the Nations. Grove Books Limited, Cambridge. 28pp.

The oceans cover 71% of planet earth.
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eBa: endemic Bird area
iBa: important Bird area
sPa – special Protection area

Great rafts of plastic litter in the ocean are a well-publicised form of 
pollution. less recognised is the problem of microplastics. Defined 
as being less than five mm in size and observable down to the 
nanometer scale (multiple particles can occur within a single cell) 
these are ubiquitous in the oceans, at scarily high concentrations. 
estimates put the global weight of floating microplastics at 5,500 
– 35,000 tonnes. This excludes all the particles which have sunk to 
the seabed, washed up on beaches or accumulated inside marine 
organisms! Microplastics are not just affecting wildlife: humans are 
eating them in contaminated seafood. 

A Rocha’s Mediterranean Marine Conservation Programme 
started in 2015 and has focused on microplastics. Aline Porteous 
is pioneering the work from Les Courmettes, A Rocha France’s 
field study centre in the hills above Nice. She writes, ‘The Bible 
describes the ocean as being full of living things (Psalm 104:25). 
What we’re seeing here is a sea full of plastic. My task is to find 
ways to monitor microplastic levels in the marine environment, 
and to educate the general public and local churches on the topic. 
Practically, this means sandy knees whilst sieving sand! 

The project has stretched my abilities and made me aware of 
various aspects of holistic conservation. As the team grows,  
my hope is that we’ll be able to make a lasting impact on this sea, 
its diverse inhabitants and the fringing human populations which 
are ever increasing.’

Microplastic research in France

Dr Jo Calcutt joined the team in August 
after working for two years on a 
sustainable fisheries project in SE Asia. 
She says, ‘By training I’m a laboratory-
based plant biologist with a passion for 

aline discussing microplastic pollution in the Mediterranean 
with Prince albert of Monaco.
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all things microscopic! My role is to 
collect and analyze the sand samples, 
write up our results and develop our 
collaboration with other research groups 
working on microplastic pollution in the 
Mediterranean.

As a child, growing up in the 1970s, I 
marvelled at the underwater adventures 
of Jacques Cousteau and wanted to be a 
marine biologist. But over the years, the 
dream got buried. I am amazed that now, 
in my early fifties, God has unearthed the 
dream, dusted it off, and given me the 
opportunity and privilege of working on 
the shores of the ocean, being involved in 
projects that seek to restore and conserve 
its beauty and diversity.

Living as part of the Courmettes 
community and meeting A Rocha friends 
who pass through, I have been inspired, 
challenged, humbled, encouraged and 
stretched: spiritually, mentally and 
physically! What I value most is being part 
of a community who share my excitement 
about the world around us, who 
recognize God’s ongoing concern for, and 
involvement in, sustaining and restoring 
his creation, and who are committed to 
living lives that take seriously our role to 
be responsible stewards of God’s earth.’

Jo studying microplastics at les tourades. 

The marine team is developing five-day citizen science experiences 
at A Rocha France’s other field study centre, Les Tourades, in 
Provence. The residential course combines microplastic research, 
community living and guided discussion of the ecological and 
theological issues around marine conservation. 

We are also teaching about microplastic pollution at Christian 
conferences and have completed educational projects in 
collaboration with the Anglican Church of Monaco. A microplastics 
factsheet has been developed and translated into French, Spanish 
and Portuguese for use across our 20 A Rocha Organizations. 
To download the factsheet or apply for the course, see 
www.arocha.org/medmicroplastics.
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  aline PorteoUs anD Jo CalCUtt:

aline and Jo measuring the density of microplastics on a French beach.  

PUBliCations
The marine team has produced 
both scientific and theological 
publications. some of the research 
has been presented at international 
conferences. see the full list at 
www.arocha.org/marinepubs. 
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Until recently, a rocha has not intentionally focused on the ocean, 
but many national organizations have participated in marine 
conservation projects.

a rocha Portugal has been studying one tiny seabird, the 
European Storm-petrel Hydrobates pelagicus for 30 years. In 
partnership with Cardiff University we are studying the birds’ 
behaviour and ecology, and building an increasingly detailed 
picture of how climate change is affecting marine ecosystems. 

Seabirds are also a focus for a rocha aotearoa / new Zealand 
near Raglan, North Island. This community-led conservation 
initiative aims to restore native wildlife from the top of Mt Karioi 
down to the sea.  Seabird breeding sites along the coastal cliffs are 
monitored and breeding burrows protected through a network of 
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traps, which catch non-native predators. 
As a result of this, the Grey-faced Petrel, or 
Oi, Pterodroma macroptera gouldi, which 
was once abundant on the mountain, is 
beginning to return. 

Through the Karioi education programme 
local kids explore their own ‘backyard’ 
within the themes of land, water and 
sea.  They undertake rocky shore surveys, 
make species collections, learn about 
coastal processes such as waves, tides and 
currents, and identify local marine flora 
and fauna.

At the annual Maui Dolphin Day, Karioi 
volunteers help to raise awareness of the 
world’s smallest and most endangered 
dolphin, which can still be seen locally.

a rocha Canada hosts regular beach 
clean-up events, restoration efforts, 
species counts and educational topics 
particularly at White Rock, BC, where the 
Little Campbell River empties into the sea. 
In partnership with Associate Professor 
Karen Steensma at Trinity Western 
University, marine conservation and 
education activities are designed to link 
with land-based action, such as stream 
restoration for salmon: fish which spend 
much of their life in the ocean, but return 
to their natal streams to spawn.

seabirds & salmon: 
other marine projects 
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a rocha UK works with Plymouth University 
and the Marine Biological association to study 
seaweed. we are particularly interested in the 
impacts of limpet grazing on kelp, especially 
with climate change induced increases in 
air temperature while the kelp is out of the 
water. The study sites are located near one of 
our ‘Partners in action’, lee abbey Christian 
Conference Centre, Devon. 
 
Hannah Hereward, A Rocha UK’s marine 
research intern, has also conducted 
biodiversity surveys on Lee Bay. From this 
work she selected the ten most common 
species to produce a Top Ten brochure, 
engaging Lee Abbey guests with wildlife 
on the beach and she uses devotional 
writing to help guests interact with the 
ocean. Hannah says, ‘One of the joys of 
being a marine intern is that I can revel in 
God’s stunningly complex creation as the 
nerdy scientist that I am and integrate my 
findings with Lee Abbey’s interpretation 
materials. It also gives me opportunities 
to involve others, including Jo Greenwood 
on Lee Abbey’s Estate Team, who was 
formerly a Conservation Science intern 
with A Rocha Canada.’

On World Oceans Day the Lee Abbey 
community and guests cleared the beach of 
litter, finishing up around the campfire for 
a biblical explanation about the importance 
of the activity, encouraging such acts as a 
natural part of lived-out faith.

The Muni-Pomadze Lagoon is a coastal Ramsar site where 
a rocha Ghana is working with the local villages. Local 
practices such as charcoal production, firewood collection, 
bush burning, inappropriate farming techniques and 
illegal hunting have degraded the lagoon and its fringing 
mangrove woodlands. In collaboration with the Wildlife 
Division of the Forestry Commission, A Rocha is helping 
the community restore the ecological integrity of the site. 
This includes training them in sustainable livelihoods:  
rearing grasscutters (cane rats) and edible snails.

a rocha UK is teaching churches about marine 
conservation throughout England and Wales using Eco 
Church (ecochurch.arocha.org.uk), lectures at conferences 
and training in seminaries. The St Madoc Centre is a 
Christian camp on the Gower Peninsula in Wales. At this  
A Rocha UK ‘Partner in Action’, beach education activities 
and a biodiversity study of the property’s sandy beach 
have been an integral part of the work.

Several of our long-term community conservation 
projects protect important marine habitats, such as 
Mida Creek on the Kenyan coast and the Alvor estuary  
in Portugal.

In fact, all our work around the world which helps to 
mitigate climate change is marine conservation, as climate 
action impacts sea temperatures, ocean acidification and 
sea-level rise.

‘Karioi kids’ exploring lorenzen Bay, raglan, 
in kayaks at high tide.   (Kristel van Houte)

Hannah Hereward (left), and Jo Greenwood, monitoring 
kelp on the rugged north Devon coast. 
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  HannaH HerewarD:

since 1990 a rocha Portugal has ringed well over 6,000 
storm-petrels as they migrate northwards along the algarve 
coast in June.   (www.benporterwildlife.co.uk)

 
studying seaweed in 

sw england

http://ecochurch.arocha.org.uk
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a rocha international, 89 worship street, london, eC2a 2BF, england.   
tel:  +44 (0)1387 710286  e-mail:  international@arocha.org 
registered Charity no. 1136041  Company registration no. 6852417            

www.arocha.org  

facebook.com/arocha.international

twitter.com/arochaint

a rocha international is a member of iUCn, 
the international Union for the Conservation of nature. Designed and produced by:     indigo 01892 610711

we are a Christian organization engaging communities in nature conservation.

Gifts with a Difference
www.shop.arocha.org
we’ve just launched our online gift catalogue! 

Browse through our list of products: you can choose 
by category or country and pay in many currencies.  

read how each one makes a real difference to  
people in Uganda, Kenya or Peru. 

Discover the positive impact of your gift for  
vulnerable children, over-worked women  
or some of africa’s rarest birds. 

a gift of £20 will enable a 
Kenyan student to attend 
the assets camp: a unique 
adventure, discovering 
the wildlife of the local 
coral reefs and rockpools, 
dry coastal forests and 
mangrove-fringed creeks.

http://facebook.com/arocha.international
http://twitter.com/arochaint

