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Overview 
 

Marine wildlife tourism is a fast-growing industry that, 

at its best, creates sustainable development in local 

communities while promoting the conservation of 

focal species and their habitats. 

 

The island of Nosy Be, 8 km off north-west 

Madagascar, is the most important tourism destination 

in this poverty-stricken country. Increasing numbers 

of international visitors travel to the island to swim 

with whale sharks, giant manta rays and sea turtles, 

view humpback whales and the rare Omura’s whale, 

and to dive in this global hotspot of marine 
biodiversity.  

A growing number of both recognised and informal 

operators are offering whale shark tours and marine 

safaris, but no formal regulations or sustainability 

guidelines are in place. Key tourism species remain 

unprotected, including the globally-endangered whale 

shark, and the majority of the region has no effective 
management in place. 

Using whale sharks as a focal species, this study will 

evaluate the current status and potential of marine 

tourism in Nosy Be and surrounding marine area, and 

provide spatial data on human activities and marine 

wildlife habitat use to facilitate the development of 

seascape-level conservation initiatives in NW 
Madagascar. The four primary objectives are to: 

 

1) Quantify habitat use, population structure and 

baseline abundance of whale sharks in the 

Nosy Be region, along with connectivity to 
regional populations of the species. 

2) Identify the primary drivers for marine 

tourism development around Nosy Be, and 

quantify the economic impact (direct and 

indirect) and perceptions of marine wildlife 

tourism, and how this sector could contribute 
to poverty alleviation. 

3) Collect and collate spatial data on marine 

wildlife habitat use, along with tourism 

operations, fisheries, transportation routes, 
and other human activities and impacts.  

4) Evaluate local perceptions of marine tourism 

and wildlife, by both businesses, local and 

national authorities and communities, and the 

local awareness of and cultural importance of 
key marine species. 

The results of this study will form the basis of a 

marine tourism and conservation management plan 

for this iconic seascape in Nosy Be. 

http://www.ncl.ac.uk/sage/staff/profile/selinastead.html
https://www.dur.ac.uk/research/directory/staff/?mode=staff&id=30
https://www.simonjpierce.com/marine-biology/scientific-publications/


  

Impact 

Madagascar is one of the world’s poorest countries. 

Nosy Be is the biggest tourism drawcard in the 

country, a seasonal home to iconic and threatened 

marine wildlife species, and the world’s second-most 

biodiverse coral reef ecosystem. Sustainable 

development of this region is both a critical need to 

reduce poverty, and to secure its status as a global 
ecotourism destination. 

The CASE partner, Marine Megafauna Foundation, is a 

global non-profit research and conservation 

organisation with a particular focus on the Western 

Indian Ocean. The 2016 IUCN Red List reassessment 

of whale shark conservation status was led by SP (in 

the proposed supervisory team), and in 2017 their 

work was used as the basis for listing the whale shark 

on Appendix I on the Convention of Migratory 

Species. Significant declines in sightings of this globally-

endangered species have been documented in the 

adjacent Mozambique Channel, along with southern 

Mozambique and the Seychelles. Nosy Be appears to 

be a critical stronghold of the species. This project 

will provide the necessary background information for 

improved protection of both the species and its core 

habitat in the waters of Madagascar. 

Information on tourist motivations and perceptions in 

Madagascar, including Nosy Be, is limited. Awareness 

of marine tourism (and conservation) is low within 

relevant government ministries, and the country has 

an unfortunate history of environmental degradation 

and overfishing. This project will provide important 

data on the drivers of tourism to the country’s main 

attraction, the direct and indirect economic impact of 

marine wildlife tourism, and a clear political rationale 

for increased government involvement with regards 

to planning and management. 

Conservation efforts need to be supported at a 

community level to be successful, particularly in a 

poor and decentralised country like Madagascar. 

Interview data from this project will provide insight 

into the awareness and perceptions of marine wildlife 

within local businesses, other stakeholders (such as 

subsistence fishers), and the belief systems and 

cultural influences that can be integrated into 
management and conservation initiatives. 

 
Methodology 
 

Ecological studies of key marine wildlife tourism 

species (including whale sharks and other 

elasmobranchs, and sea turtles) are currently 

underway in Nosy Be, supervised by SP and JK from 

the IAPETUS team, partnered with Mada Megafauna, a 

local Nosy Be organisation that is supporting this 

CASE application. Whale shark sighting data are 

available from 2015, including satellite tracks. Further 

fieldwork, collecting spatial data on marine wildlife and 

human use of this area, will be carried out by the 

student over the main tourism season (Sep-Dec 2018 

and 2019) during candidature. These data will be 

integrated using Geographical Information Systems 

(GIS) spatial analysis methods. 

 

An interview-based approach, conducted in person 

with tourists and local businesses to collect economic 

and demographic data on tourism. Where necessary, 

a Malagasy translator will be used in smaller 

communities to obtain information on cultural beliefs 

and awareness and perception of marine tourism and 

management. 

 

This project also involves a collaboration with Dr 

Jeremy Kiszka, Florida International University. 

 
Timeline 
 

A 3.5 year PhD project commencing in October 2018. 

 

Year 1 will include a fieldwork season in Nosy Be, 

focused on collection of spatial data and socio-

economic surveys. The candidate will complete 

training on GIS techniques and species population 

modelling. 

 

Year 2 will include a second fieldwork season in Nosy 

Be, focused on surveys of local communities, local 

authorities and businesses. Workshops will be held 

with these stakeholders and government authorities 

to create a feedback loop on spatial management. 

 

Year 3 will be primarily focused on data analysis, with 

an abbreviated field season planned to conduct 

additional surveys and workshops as required. 

 

Year 4 (six months only) will focus on finalising the 

thesis and submitting chapters as papers. 

 

 
Training & Skills 
 

This is a multidisciplinary project, bringing together 

core aptitudes of the four project partners. The 

candidate will obtain expertise in field techniques in 

marine megafauna research, including photo-

identification and spatial data collection, along with 

associated skills such as collection of tissue samples 

and deployment of electronic tags. The candidate will 

receive support to reach an advanced level in the 

analysis of species-level population ecology data in R, 

Program MARK, and SOCPROG. 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jeremy_Kiszka2/publications
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jeremy_Kiszka2/publications


  

The candidate will obtain expertise in the collection, 

analysis and interpretation of both spatial data, 

analysed using GIS, and survey data. The CASE 

partner will host the student at their field station in 

Mozambique, and potentially other locations, where 

community survey work, government engagement and 

livelihood development activities are underway, as a 

part of the student’s advanced training. 

 

Opportunities will be provided for the student to 

attend relevant workshops, conferences and meetings 

over the course of candidature. The supervisory team 

will provide support and training in the preparation of 

thesis chapters as stand-alone publications over the 

course of the project. 
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Further Information 
 

This project is in competition with others for funding. 

Success will therefore depend on the quality of 

applications received, relative to those for competing 

projects. For further information, or if you are 

interested in applying, in the first instance contact 

Professor Selina Stead at 

sagepgdean@newcastle.ac.uk. In your email include: 1) 

a two-page covering letter detailing  

your reasons for applying and why you have selected 

this project, 2) your current CV with contact 

information for at least two references, 3) Full 

transcripts of previous qualifications obtained to date. 

Only the best applicants will be asked to submit an 

application to the University. The application deadline 

is 23 June 2017. Students are encouraged to contact 

Professor Stead in advance for consideration.   

 

http://www.madagascarwhalesharks.org/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320712004752
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320712004752
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320712004752
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320712004752
mailto:sagepgdean@newcastle.ac.uk

