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Nauru - Opportunity in loss 

SASCHA FEARYl 

lCentre for Biodiversity and Restoration Ecology, School of Biological Sciences, Victoria University, PO. Box 600, Wellington, 
New Zealand 

THE nation of Nauru lies 72 km 
south of the equator in the Pacific 
Ocean. Until the discovery of 
phosphate deposits on the island at 
the beginning of the 19th century 
Nauru was covered in dense tropical 
rainforest which was tended in a 

traditional form of agroforestry by the 
indigenous Naumans, From the forest 
came fruits such as pandanus. fibre, 
and timber such as the Tomano or 
Pacific Mahogany. Aquaculture was 
performed in the Buada Lagoon, fish, 
such as tuna were caught from the 

Pacific Conservation BIOlogy \bL 14: 2:~8-2:19. Surrey Beatty & SOIlS, Sydney, 2008. 

steep ring reef, and Noddy birds were 
caught as they came in from the 
ocean to roost in the evenings, 

Over millennia rich deposits of 
phosphate formed between the coral 
pinnacles that form the substrate of 



the island. The development of super
phosphate fertilizer in the late 
19th century made phosphate rock a 
valuable commodity. Nauru, an island 
which was erstwhile largely ignored by 
the colonial powers, was thrown into 
the world marketplace (Weeramantry 
1992). 

Today the 13,500 inhabitants rely 
almost entirely on imported foods as 
most of the trees and birds are gone, 
as is almost all of the cheaply extract
able phosphate (Quanchi 2007). 
Additionally, around 40% of the 
fringing reef has died due to sedi
ments from mining and sewerage 
outflow, affecting local fisheries 
(NCCC 1999). 

The people of Nauru have not 
given up hope for the future of life on 
the island. In 1997, the Nauru 
Rehabilitation Corporation (NRC) was 
established by the Nauruan govern
ment to begin work on rehabilitating 
the mined areas of the island according 
to the Nauru Australia Cooperation 
(NAC) Rehabilitation and Develop
ment Feasibility Study (RDFS) of 
1994. The process of restoration was 
not adequately described in the RDFS 
and as the NRC lacks the ecological 
expertise necessary to develop the 
plan further it is unable to fulfill its 
brief (Clodumar, pers. comm.). There 
are opportunities for the knowledge 
and skills of ecologists and conserva
tion biologists to provide real benefits 
for the people of Nauru, while 
employed in research which benefits 
their own disciplines. 

The denuded karrenfield of 
coralline rock which makes up the 
interior of the island post mining 
provides many examples for ecologi
cal research. For instance, the coral 
pinnacles create a landscape of islands 
of different sizes at greater or lesser 
distances from remnant areas of 
vegetation. Different areas of pin
nacles have been exposed during 
different periods of mining allowing 
different time periods for colonization 
(Weeramantry 1992). Colonization 
is occurring; the oldest areas are 
covered with well developed vegeta
tion, while the newest are stripped to 
bare rock. Despite regenerating for 
decades, the two topsoil deposits 
accumulated during mining are 

species poor and sparsely covered with 
acacia and little else. 

Of particular interest are the issues 
of cadmium contamination and climate 
alteration consequent to mining. 
Cadmium once associated with the 
phosphate has been distributed through
out the enviroIllllent accumulating in 
soils and vegetation (Blake 1992; Kirk 
2000; Manner, Thaman and Hassal 
1984; NCCC 1999). The long term 
effects of this ecologically and 
sociologically have not been explored. 
Neither have the effects of the removal 
of vegetation on the local climate. The 
island was once covered in dense 
rainforest, and rain was a regular and 
common phenomenon. Today, the 
interior of the island bakes under the 
equatorial sun and receives less rainfall 
than is necessary to support rainforest 
communities (Department of 
Economic Development and 
Environment 2003; Kirk 2000; Gowdy 
and McDaniel 1999). While I was on 
the island earlier this year, I was told 
that until a week before my arrival the 
island had not received substantial 
rain for a period of three years 
(Barker, pers. comm.). The 
consequences of these kinds of 
changes for the ecology of the island 
are considerable. 

Also of interest are the sociological 
aspects of conservation. Nauru was 
rapidly transformed environmentally 
and socially. Today, barely anyone 
enters the interior of the island 
except the Noddy bird hunters 
and those employed to extract the 
remaining phosphate. From a society 
with highly evolved traditional systems 
of ecological knowledge which guided 
their agroforestry and aquaculture 
practices (to give two examples), 
Nauruan society is now highly 
urbanized. Nauruans have become 
reliant on external resources which 
are becoming less affordable as 
product and transportation costs 
increase. Nauru presents a opportunity 
to successfully employ the principles of 
Integrated Conservation and 
Development Projects (ICDP's) as 
conflicts between biodiversity conserva
tion goals and development potential 
are minimal. This is due to indigenous 
recognition of the need for re
establishment of rainforest to provide 
ecosystem services, and because levels 

of endemism on the island are low 
(NCCC 1999). 

Akin to Easter Island/Rapanui, 
Nauru provides a warning about 
the societal effects of unmitigated 
environmental degradation. However, 
Nauru also provides an opportunity to 
rectify environmental abuse, to 
develop skills and knowledge of how 
to reconfigure the relationship bet
ween humanity and the environment 
in a manner that is sustainable and 
conserves the biological and cultural 
values of our world. 
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