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In small island developing states such as my native country of Trinidad and Tobago,
healthy oceans are crucial for food security, livelihoods, and climate. Growing up on an
island shaped my deep appreciation for the ocean and its profound importance to our
society. Many Sundays were spent relaxing at the beach with my family. Fresh fish and
seafood were always accessible, even to communities relatively far from the coast. These
early experiences sparked my desire to learn more about our oceans and their connection
to community wellbeing. However, pursuing a career in ocean or fisheries sciences was not
a common path for women, and many questioned whether this was even possible, leading
me to seek higher education in the United States.

College in the US brought many opportunities, including the joy of learning how to
swim. But the transition from the Caribbean also came with challenges. Adapting to being a
minority in science meant facing limited mentorship opportunities and constantly proving
my capabilities in a predominantly male and white field. Ocean and fisheries sciences,
in particular, have historically fallen short in considering diversity, equity, and inclusion
(DET; Johri et al., 2021). Despite these challenges, my graduate studies in a woman-led
research group at Old Dominion University in Virginia provided a welcoming space. I
had the opportunity to study the otoliths of spotted seatrout (Cynoscion nebulosus) to
unravel migratory patterns, age, growth, and diet, providing valuable ecological insights
for fisheries management in the Chesapeake Bay. I also attended several public fisheries
management council meetings that reinforced the principle that robust science is the
cornerstone of decision-making. But at the time these meetings were not staffed, or
attended, by many people of color. Given the complex nature of fisheries management and
the socioeconomic implications of management decisions, these meetings emphasized the
need for more diverse perspectives in shaping effective fisheries policies (Arismendi and
Penaluna, 2016).

My passion for ocean conservation and sustainable fisheries has grown along with
my belief that good research and sound policy are strengthened through the inclusion of
women and diverse voices. In my current role as a scientist at an NGO, it took some time
to find my voice. I often felt self-doubt from imposter syndrome and routinely questioned
whether T was good enough. However, I have come to realize that my perspective
and experiences are invaluable assets. Conservation efforts are inherently stronger and
more effective when they reflect the diverse communities they aim to serve. As diverse
perspectives lead to more innovative solutions and inclusive policies, making space for
women, advancing cultural representation, and removing systemic barriers are essential
steps in creating a welcoming space in conservation and ocean sciences in general.

One of the key areas where diverse perspectives can make a significant impact is in
the conservation of coastal wetlands. Seagrass, mangroves, and saltmarshes are important
biodiversity hotspots and offer numerous climate adaptation and mitigation co-benefits.
The conservation of these ecosystems contributes to multiple United Nations sustainable
development goals (SDG). Safeguarding seagrasses alone and can help countries advance
10 SDGs including supporting life below water, bolstering economies, improving food
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security, reducing poverty, and improving gender

equity
(Unsworth et al.,, 2019; Fortes et al., 2020). Yet many countries
lack the essential baseline data required to support coastal wetland
conservation. My work focuses on building research partnerships
to address these data gaps, enabling countries to incorporate the
conservation of these ecosystems into their Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs) to the Paris Agreement.

A key tenant I try to employ across all research partnerships
is ensuring that local researchers are prioritized in projects. I
am particularly keen to avoid “parachute science,” when research
by organizations from wealthy nations takes place in under-
resourced nations with little to no collaboration or input from
local researchers, or fail to recognize local expertise, governance,
or other social structures (de Vos, 2020; Ahmadia et al., 2021).
Prioritizing genuine collaboration across countries is undoubtedly
challenging. It requires willingness to listen to diverse ideas,
openness to different cultures and perspectives, and strength of
character to accept that outcomes may not always align with initial
plans. Yet equitable research and conservation partnerships can
more readily advance both science and local priorities (de Vos,
2020).

Local researchers are the experts on the ground and hold
deep knowledge about fisheries and marine ecosystems in their
countries. They bring a wealth of firsthand experience and
understanding of the unique environmental, social and cultural
contexts of their regions. Leading to a more informed project in
both the development and execution phases. For example, my
organization supported the Belize Blue Carbon project that aimed
to estimate the carbon held in mangrove forests. The field campaign
for this project took place in 2021 when the impacts of COVID-
19 were still very relevant. However, our local collaborators led a
team that included international and local researchers, technical
government staff, and local NGO representatives across the country
of Belize with very little hiccup. The resulting publication from
this project recognizes the contribution of all collaborators, many
of whom helped guide and shape the project from the start
(Morrissette et al., 2023).

While a common approach is to consider collaborations
upon arrival in-country, instead practitioners should consider the
benefits of developing a shared research agenda (Rayadin and
Burivalova, 2022; de Vos et al., 2023). As local researchers engage
in and lead projects, it opens the doors for local government to
better recognize project outcomes and associated data. Research
outcomes from this type of approach are often accepted more
readily by respective country policymakers. For example, the Belize
Blue Carbon research project helped to inform the Government
of Belize’s commitment to protect 12,000 ha of mangroves and
restore 4,000 ha by 2030 in the country’s 2020/2021 updated NDC
(Government of Belize, 2021).

For systemic reasons, the global research community remains
dominated by Western researchers, primarily men (Hughes et al,,
2023). As such, scientists from under-resourced countries are
underrepresented on the global stage with compounded inequality
for women, disabled, Indigenous, cultural and other groups
(Lariviére et al., 2013; Mammides et al., 2016; Maas et al., 2021;
Graves Jr et al, 2022). Prioritizing local researchers can change
perspectives of the way our global society views expertise and
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narrow the geographical diversity gap (de Vos, 2022). However,
for these opportunities to be impactful they must equally value
the contributions of local researchers and students. Cultural
differences, conscious and unconscious biases, as well as imbalances
in power structures, can perpetuate inequities. For example, in
academic publications, local researchers, particularly students,
can be inadvertently excluded from co-authorship or leading
authorship roles simply because they did not explicitly state their
interest (Logan et al., 2017).

Voices from local communities are also key to informed
policy decisions, particularly those around fisheries and climate
issues. Fishing communities possess extensive knowledge about
fisheries and marine ecosystems and are often the first to notice
changes in species assemblages and habitat degradation. Fishing
is not always just about providing food. In some contexts, it
can be deeply intertwined with cultural heritage and community
wellbeing (Cubillo et al., 2023). Insights from these communities
are invaluable for sustainable fisheries management and ocean
governance (Bock et al,, 2022; Delgado-Ramirez et al, 2023).
By engaging with policymakers, these communities can be
strong advocates for policies that incorporate local objectives
and knowledge, even within national level frameworks such as
the NDC.

The inclusion of local knowledge can have surprising and
long-term conservation impact. I had the opportunity to engage
with local and international partners for work in Seychelles,
an island archipelago in the Indian Ocean with vast seagrass
meadows that lacked a field-verified seagrass map. Local partners
that were a part of our Seychelles Seagrass Mapping and Carbon
Assessment and blue carbon policy projects pointed out that
in Seychelles Creole the same word was used to describe both
seagrass and algae. A nation with lush extensive seagrass meadows
did not have a unique name to call this critical ecosystem. Our
colleagues at the Seychelles Conservation and Climate Adaptation
Trust (SeyCCAT) undertook a nationwide campaign to develop
culturally appropriate names of different functional groups of
seagrasses (Pew Charitable Trusts, 2022). This campaign led to
the development of unique names for five groups of seagrasses
that have now become part of the country’s official Creole
dictionary (Mortimer et al, In prep). Unique Creole words
allow for citizens to establish a sense of ownership of seagrass
and highlights the importance of including diverse voices in
conservation efforts.

While my perspectives are informed from lived experience as
a woman of color working primarily in an international context, it
is important to acknowledge the gender, race and other diversity
gaps that continue to persist here in the United States within
ocean science and conservation spaces (Johri et al., 2021). DEI
challenges exist at all levels, and the barriers that lead to them can
be complex and often require systemic changes, but actions for
fostering DEI across the ocean sciences, related policy arenas, and
the conservation space are paramount. There is a growing body
of work identifying solutions such as creating opportunities for
students and collaborators from diverse backgrounds, considering
mentorships for early-career professionals, being an ally for
women in science, ensuring representation across panels and
workshops, addressing toxic culture such as harassment and
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bullying, de-colonizing science, and engaging with equitable
international projects and networks, to name a few (Smith et al.,
2017; Behl et al., 2021; Crandall et al., 2021; Shiffman et al., 2022).

The challenges facing our oceans are complex, requiring
collaborative efforts that include a diverse range of voices in
the ocean conservation and policy space. By bringing together
different perspectives, experiences and expertise, we can create a
more effective conservation community for our oceans and the
communities that depend on them.
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