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Unexplained Marine and Ecological Catastrophe in one of the world’s most pristine lagoons – 

the Marovo Lagoon, Western Province, Solomon Islands 

 

Introduction 

A major catastrophe of unprecedented proportion is unfolding in the central Marovo lagoon in the western 

Province of Solomon Islands. A major marine pollution is unfolding destroying all marine life in the area and 

causing irreversible ecological damage. For those who do not know, Marovo lagoon is the largest or one of 

the largest lagoons in the world. In the early eighties, it was included in the submission for a World Heritage 

site listing.  

 

Description of the Phenomena 

A strange discolouring of sea within central Marovo Lagoon was noticed since last Friday 3rd June 2011. 

The sea turned greenish in colour and brownish in some areas. Initially only the sea area around the villages 

of Rukutu, Araroso, Sege, Misipa, Buleani, Hirehire, Patukae Community High School, Gepae, Cheara, Igoho, 

Mahoro, Varata, Chubikopi and Chea and the surrounding islands were affected. 

As of Friday 10
th

 the discolouration has spread eastwards to Telina, northwards to the Toba islands, 

westwards to Mase and Michi and southwards along the cost from Telina through to Michi area. 

 

Area currently affected 

The area currently affected is bounded by the yellow lines in the map below. 
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Effect of the marine pollution on marine life 

 Since Friday 3
rd

 June, dead fish and other marine life, many not seen before have died and are now causing 

unbearable smell in the whole area. Multitude of dead fish and marine animals are continuously washed up 

onto the coastal villages causing serious health and food security concerns. Most of the fish have lost their 

skins by the time they float to the surface. A number of turtles have also died. The following pictures of 

dead marine life are examples of the impact of the marine pollution on marine life which is widespread in 

the area. 

  

 

 

 

Effect on local communities 

The most immediate effect on local coastal communities is coping with the stink and smell. There is 

however increasing health concerns as the rotten and rotting marine life along the coasts and villages lead 

to more pollution and potential source of disease transmission. 



 

A major concern is also food insecurity. Coastal villages have a 

protein and this event now makes it difficult for people to fish and 

nature of the marine pollution also makes it difficult to predict the extent of the poisoning of marine life in 

the area.  

 There is a community high school in the affected area and this raises potential concerns about safety of 

students at the school of this event expands further.

Initial observations 

The water quality team from Patukae Community High School (3 science teachers and five students) have 

undertaken some very early assessment of the sea

and have come up with the above early observations

Data collected is shown on the table below,

Parameter Site 1 

Date 10/6/2011 

Location Patukae jetty 

(river mouth) 

Air temp 

(degrees 

centigrade) 

28 

Turbidity 

(JTU) 

40 

Water temp 22 

DO 

(ppm) 

0 

PH 8 

 

The initial assessment showing water pH range of 7 to 8 is demonstrating an alkaline rather than acidic 

environment. However there appears to be low oxygen density, high water turbidity. Sea

temperature range is interesting. Site 1 and Site 3 are at 

similar temperatures – however site 3 is 6 degrees warmer than site 1. The two sites are approximately 

kilometre linear distance from each other.

Concerns / Questions 

The following questions outline the big

1. What is happening? – can anyone explain what is happening and why?

2. How long is it going to be there for? Is it going to end? Is it going to get worse?

3 

security. Coastal villages have a ‘near total’ reliance on fish for animal 

protein and this event now makes it difficult for people to fish and / or eat fish. The slow

nature of the marine pollution also makes it difficult to predict the extent of the poisoning of marine life in 

There is a community high school in the affected area and this raises potential concerns about safety of 

event expands further. 

The water quality team from Patukae Community High School (3 science teachers and five students) have 

undertaken some very early assessment of the sea-water quality in five locations within the affected area 

and have come up with the above early observations 

Data collected is shown on the table below, 

Site 2 Site 3 Site 4 

10/6/2011 10/6/2011 10/6/2011 

Buleani (along 

the coast) 

Ohu  

(river mouth) 

Mavara  

(2 kms from 

river mouth) 

30 28 24 

40 40 0 

28 28 26 

0 0 4 

7 7 7 

The initial assessment showing water pH range of 7 to 8 is demonstrating an alkaline rather than acidic 

environment. However there appears to be low oxygen density, high water turbidity. Sea

temperature range is interesting. Site 1 and Site 3 are at the mouth of two rivers and one would expect 

however site 3 is 6 degrees warmer than site 1. The two sites are approximately 

from each other.  

The following questions outline the biggest concerns in the surrounding communities.

can anyone explain what is happening and why? 

How long is it going to be there for? Is it going to end? Is it going to get worse?

reliance on fish for animal 

sh. The slowly expanding 

nature of the marine pollution also makes it difficult to predict the extent of the poisoning of marine life in 

There is a community high school in the affected area and this raises potential concerns about safety of 

The water quality team from Patukae Community High School (3 science teachers and five students) have 

within the affected area 

 

Site 5 

10/6/2011 

 

Torovioko 

(furthest from 

river mouths) 

24 

0 

28 

4 

8 

The initial assessment showing water pH range of 7 to 8 is demonstrating an alkaline rather than acidic 

environment. However there appears to be low oxygen density, high water turbidity. Sea-water 

the mouth of two rivers and one would expect 

however site 3 is 6 degrees warmer than site 1. The two sites are approximately one 

gest concerns in the surrounding communities. 

How long is it going to be there for? Is it going to end? Is it going to get worse? 
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3. What will happen to the marine life? Is anything left alive? Will it recover? Will marine life in this 

area be every safe to eat again? 

4. Will this affect people directly? Their health?  

5. What is the cause of this event? Are there underlying geological or seismological issues and if so 

the future implications for all surrounding communities? 

Discussion 

The questions are difficult to answer but the people in the affected communities need some explanations. 

To date requests for assistance from the affected communities had not received the kind of urgency and 

importance the situation demanded. The communities have mobilised to support each other and are trying 

with their limited knowledge and means to understand what is going on. 

There is a possibility that this could be a result from hot springs or vents from underneath the seabed. This 

would help explain the initial localised nature of the pollution before they are joined by tidal flows. It may 

also explain the observation by some people in the area that they felt ‘the sea water is warmer than usual’ 

in the affected area. Hot springs are however usually ‘sulphur springs’ and one would expect higher levels 

of acidity in the water. The observations from the first assessment by Patukae college ‘water quality team’ 

does not yet support an acid environment, although it does point to a low oxygen situation. 

A marine biologist is expected to travel to the affected area early next week to conduct some assessment of 

the extent of the problem. A broader assessment of the environmental, ecological and fisheries impacts of 

the pollution also need to be undertaken. 

The major concern about ‘hot springs’ or sulphur springs / vents’ is however that they likely result from 

high pressure situation below the seabed and are potential signs of something more dangerous such as 

perhaps moving magna below the surface.  Assistance from geological scientists, seismologists and 

volcanologists is going to be very important to help diagnose the current events and prognosticate any 

potential future events so that people in the area can obtain some idea of whether the current event is an 

isolated one or is it a sign of more things to come in the future.  

There is a reported limited and transient discolouration near Chubikopi village some tem years ago where 

some fish were observed to have been affected. Other than that, there is no recorded memory of this type 

of event ever happening in the area. 

There is however some concern about potential seismological events because of the Kavachi marine 

Volcano. While Kavachi is on the southern side of Gatokae and Vagunu Island, it is nevertheless within the 

Marovo area. Similar discolouration of the water and smell had been witnessed around the Kavachi marine 

volcano during the times it erupted. This observation is quite concerning for the people in the affected 

area.    

Conclusion 

The unfolding marine and ecological catastrophe in one of the world’s pristine lagoons – Marovo lagoon in 

Solomon Islands need to be accorded more urgent attention that has been accorded to it at this point 

which is virtually nil, more than one week after the disaster struck. 

The people in the local community have been in contact with the relevant departments and ministries in 

Honiara including the national Disaster office and even the Sege Police post with not too much response. In 

desperation contact was made with the Munda RAMSI office that has relayed the messages to Honiara.  
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At this point in time only Patukae Community High School and the Uepi Resort  are coordinating the 

information sharing and response planning in the communities as best as they can with some support from 

WWF and University of Queensland.  

The marine and ecological life in the affected area had been completely destroyed. Some of it is 

irreplaceable. The potential human impact is not only on health in the short-term but food security in the 

long-term. 

There is a need for a proper scientific analysis of the aetiology of this event to assist future planning by the 

communities in the affected area. 

Such analysis will require the support from many sectors including geological scientists, seismologists and 

volcanologists; marine biologists, fishery scientists, health specialists and environmentalist to name a few. 

Marovo lagoon, one of the world’s pristine lagoons is threatened by this unprecedented pollution. It needs 

help and its people are calling for help. 

 

 

Saturday 11 June 2011 

 


