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Abstract
Islands are disproportionate drivers of both cultural and ecological diversity. Yet, both forms of
diversity face accelerating and compounding pressures and decline under the effects of
globalization, climate change, and inflexible governance regimes. This paper argues that cultural
diversity and marine biodiversity on islands are not merely co-located but fundamentally co-
constitutive and bidirectional — each sustaining, shaping, and reinforcing the other through
‘bioculturalʼ feedback loops. The emphasis lies on the intrinsic linkages between cultural diversity
and marine biodiversity, particularly in Pacific Island contexts. Drawing on the concept of
'biocultural diversity' and contributing to the framework of an island epistemology, the paper
synthesizes coastal case studies from the South Pacific, as well as the Pacific Northwest. These
cases demonstrate that Indigenous and local cultural practices — ceremonial systems, customary
tenure, seasonal restrictions, and spiritual relationships with marine species and places — need to
be in place, and can function as effective, adaptive marine management and stewardship systems
with measurable ecological outcomes. The paper calls for a systematic literature review to examine
the connections between cultural diversity and marine biodiversity from an island studies
perspective, underscoring the fundamental research gap this contribution seeks to address.
Together with the other papers in this special issue, this contribution centers interdependence,
community resilience, and archipelagic thinking, and discusses how events such as the 2026 World
Island Exhibition in Yeosu �South Korea) can amplify island voices and reshape global narratives
about islands from sites of marginalization and vulnerability to sources of innovation for sustainable
marine futures.
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1. Introduction

1.1 �e Biocultural Connection on Islands

Islands are disproportionate generators of cultural, biological and ecological diversity. Their
unique geographies — shaped by isolation, ocean proximity and varied topography —
nurture endemic species, distinct habitats such as coral reefs, mangroves, and lagoon
systems, as well as rich mosaics of languages, traditions, (partly very difficult) histories, and
local ecological knowledge �Furusawa, 2016; Hong, 2023; Maffi, 2001; Sterling et al., 2017�.
The concept of biocultural diversity captures this entanglement: "the diversity of life in all of
its manifestations: biological, cultural, and linguistic, which are interrelated (and possibly
coevolved) within a complex socio-ecological adaptive system" �Maffi, 2005, p. 602�. Since
the 1988 Declaration of Belém, through Maffi's foundational work and into contemporary
applications, the ‘biocultural diversity frameworkʼ has established that the erosion of cultural
systems and the decline of biological systems are not parallel crises but a single, intertwined
phenomenon �Maffi, 2001; Sterling et al., 2017�.

The world of differences that islands have generated is under increasing pressure and often
under threat, particularly in the Pacific where the islands are small, remote, and therefore,
very vulnerable, especially to large scale threats and impacts that affect whole island
systems. In addition, the biodiversity crisis is oftentimes more visible than its cultural
counterpart. Cultural, societal, and ecological diversity has, in recent centuries, declined
under pressures of ‘standardizationʼ and some of the homogenizing forces of globalization
�Cinner et al., 2005; Hong, 2023; Malm, 2001�. To date, no systematic literature review
addressing marine biodiversity globally exists that was explicitly designed to examine the
connections between cultural diversity and marine biodiversity from an island studies
perspective. This reveals a fundamental conceptual and empirical gap, which the author of
this paper seeks to address here (with an exhaustive review yet to be written). The evidence
base has further been limited by persisting disciplinary silos that often continue separating
biodiversity science from cultural analysis, and by geographical biases concentrating
research in the Global North (del Valle et al., 2025; Tessnow-von Wysocki and Vadrot, 2020�.

The argument of the paper proceeds from conceptual framing, through a short comparative
analysis of case studies demonstrating biocultural co-constitution, to a forward-looking
framework for an island epistemology and its implications for the 2026 World Island
Exhibition and global marine governance.

1.2 Changing perspectives: From ‘Small Islands in a Far Sea’ to ‘A Sea of
Islands’

This paper takes its orientation from Epeli Hau'ofa's paradigm-shifting and reframing of the
Pacific: that Pacific peoples were connected rather than separated by the sea — islands not
as isolated fragments but as interconnected nodes in vast oceanic networks �Hauʼofa, 1994;
Photo 1�. Hau'ofa rejected the portrayal of the Pacific as weak, disconnected, or dependent,
instead revealing Oceania as a dynamic relational space sustained by mobility, exchange,
and deep ocean knowledge �Hauʼofa, 1994�.
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Photo 1� An island in the ‘Sea of Islands‘, in Fiji, Oceania (©T. Vierus)

Positioned within this special issue's vision of sustainable futures rooted in island-specific
values, archipelagic thinking, and the integration of local knowledge with inter- and
transdisciplinary research, the paper takes up and discusses the concept of an island
epistemology — ways of knowing that emerge from, and are shaped by, island-human-
ocean relations — as its analytical lens. This epistemological orientation draws on traditions
of island studies scholarship that emphasize fluidity over static boundaries, and connections
over separations, while centering Indigenous and local knowledge systems as generative
rather than residual �Pugh, 2013; Roberts and Stephens, 2017; Stratford et al., 2011�.

Journal of Marine and Island Cultures, v15n1 — Breckwoldt & Vave

3
2212-6821 © 2026 Institution for Marine and Island Cultures, Mokpo National University.

 10.21463/jmic.2026.15.1.03 — https://jmic.online/issues/v15n1/3/

https://jmic.online/issues/v15n1/images/3-photo1.jpg


2. Biocultural Diversity, Two-Eyed Seeing, and Archipelagic
�inking

2.1 Biocultural Diversity as Analytical Lens

The biocultural diversity framework has evolved from the Declaration of Belém �1988� —
which first articulated the ‘inextricable linkʼ between cultural and biological diversity —
through Maffi's foundational synthesis to contemporary marine applications �Maffi, 2001;
Sterling et al., 2017; Thaman, 2004�. In island contexts, this framework holds particular
analytical power. Knowledge on islands has developed through ‘readingʼ physical geography
— constellations, winds, waves, ocean currents, topography, and vegetation — driven by
geographic isolation and ubiquitous ocean proximity �Hauʼofa, 1994; Hong, 2023�. Preceding
this knowledge are the origin or creation stories that deeply root people and place to the
ocean, the vanua (clan-based land-sea-unit), and all its inhabitants. And this continues to be
especially true for the Pacific, where it is intrinsic that life developed from the ocean. In
Hawaii, their creation story (kumulipo written by Queen Liliuokalani 1997� speaks of the first
male and female created from primordial slime from which coral and marine life were the
beginning. For Palau, life developed from the clam �Nero, 1992�.

The relationship between cultural and biological diversity on islands is not one of mere co-
location but of mutual reinforcement. Relationships between people and their totems dictate
or demand reverence and care — to the point where people (especially elders) avoid
consumption, and would ensure it is not disturbed. Subsequently, they would get upset if
others from within or outside their community were infringing on and threatening the species
and its population (cf. Firth 1931�. Healthy ecosystems sustain cultural continuity, while rich
cultural traditions and practices — which have always been dynamic — can provide adaptive
(management) strategies that make marine biodiversity more resilient to change. Evidence
from across the Pacific demonstrates this empirically, in studies examining the
interrelationship between cultural diversity and marine biodiversity on Pacific Islands �Aini et
al., 2023; Aswani and Lauer, 2006a; Harding et al., 2022; Kitolelei et al., 2021; McMillen et
al., 2014�.

The connection was found to strengthen in contexts characterized by:

intact customary marine tenure with active enforcement �Aswani and Lauer, 2006a;

Hylton et al., 2017�,

high resource dependence with 50�90% of dietary protein derived from marine

sources �Aini et al., 2023; Harding et al., 2022�,

functional transmission of Indigenous and local ecological knowledge through

gendered roles and elder-led institutions �Jones, 2009; Kitolelei et al., 2021; Kitolelei et

al., 2022�, and

integration of cultural values into species targeting and spatial management �Harding

et al., 2022; Leong et al., 2024�.
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Conversely, the relationship weakened where:

customary systems had been replaced by state ownership �Malm, 1999, 2001�,

commercialization and ‘westernizationʼ eroded traditional authority and sharing

networks �Harding et al., 2022; Hylton et al., 2017; Kitolelei et al., 2021�,

demographic shifts disrupted knowledge transmission �Aini et al., 2023; Álvarez-Varas

et al., 2020; Kitolelei et al., 2021�, or where

conservation interventions were imposed without cultural integration �Tilot et al., 2022;

Wencélius et al., 2022�.

2.2 Two-Eyed Seeing (Etuaptmumk) and Knowledge Coexistence

The Two-Eyed Seeing framework — Etuaptmumk in Mi'kmaw, as envisaged by Elder Dr.
Albert Marshall — offers a methodology for genuine knowledge coexistence: "learning to see
from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing, and from
the other eye with the strengths of Western knowledges and ways of knowing, and [to] using
both these eyes together, for the benefit of all" �Bartlett et al., 2012, p. 335�. Crucially, Two-
Eyed Seeing is distinguished by an explicit action imperative: knowledge transforms the
holder, and the holder bears a responsibility to act on that knowledge �Reid et al., 2021�.

Applied to marine stewardship, this framework moves beyond ‘integratingʼ or ‘incorporatingʼ
Indigenous knowledge into Western science (both social and natural) toward a more
authentic and more meaningful co-production. Natalie Ban's body of work with Central
Coast First Nations exemplifies this approach �Ban et al., 2013; Ban et al., 2019�, braiding
Indigenous governance systems and social considerations with conservation science to
develop social-ecological approaches for marine planning that respect both knowledge
systems on their own terms �Ban et al., 2013; Ban et al., 2019�. This orientation is essential
for the case studies that follow, where Indigenous knowledge is not supplementary data but
a co-equal epistemological foundation.

2.3 Archipelagic �inking and Island Epistemology

Archipelagic thinking, as elaborated by scholars including Benítez-Rojo �1996�, Glissant
�1997�, and Stratford et al. �2011�, conceptualizes space in ways that ‘denaturalizeʼ the
conceptual basis of space and place �Stratford et al., 2011�, emphasizing metamorphosis,
adaptation, and transformation of material, cultural, and political practices through ‘island
movementsʼ �Pugh, 2013�. This thinking challenges continental, bounded-territory paradigms
and foregrounds relationships, flows, and connections — between islands, between land and
sea, between human and non-human kin �Roberts and Stephens, 2017; Stratford et al., 2011�.

Building on these foundations, this paper seeks to contribute to the proposed island
epistemology as a knowledge framework rooted in: (a) interdependence between human
communities and marine ecosystems; (b) community resilience understood as
simultaneously ecological and cultural; (c) the ocean as connector rather than barrier; and
(d) knowledge as relational, place-based, and dynamic. The case studies that follow provide
empirical grounding for each of these principles.
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3. Case Studies: Cultural Practices as Marine Stewardship
This section presents a comparative analysis of case studies spanning the Pacific (in a first
attempt), organized around the thesis that specific cultural practices function as effective
marine stewardship systems with measurable ecological outcomes.

3.1 Reef Passages in New Caledonia: Biocultural Keystone Places

Reef passages — natural breaks in barrier and fringing reefs connecting lagoon and open
ocean — function as ‘communication zonesʼ between coastal and oceanic spaces and
species �Photo 2�. Ecologically, they host multispecies fish spawning aggregations, facilitate
tidal flushing and cooling, channel pelagic subsidies, and serve as biodiversity hotspots
�Breckwoldt et al., 2022a, 2022b). Socio-culturally, they are fishing grounds, transport
routes, and sites of deep spiritual meaning �Breckwoldt et al., 2022a).

Photo 2� Nalulu Passage, Ovalau Island, Fiji (© J. Dehm)

For the Kanak people of New Caledonia, reef passages mark the link between the visible and
invisible worlds, between the living and the dead �Breckwoldt et al., 2022a) — inhabited by
the spirits of the deceased, sacred, and "must not be disturbed but highly respected"
�Breckwoldt et al., 2022a, p. 2406�. Cultural narratives in which sharks embody and
accompany the dead through reef passages illustrate the intimate entanglement of
cosmology, ecology, and place. This dual significance makes reef passages what can be
termed ‘biocultural keystone placesʼ — sites where ecological and cultural functions are so
tightly coupled that the loss of one dimension necessarily degrades the other �Breckwoldt et
al., 2022a).

Journal of Marine and Island Cultures, v15n1 — Breckwoldt & Vave

6
2212-6821 © 2026 Institution for Marine and Island Cultures, Mokpo National University.

 10.21463/jmic.2026.15.1.03 — https://jmic.online/issues/v15n1/3/

https://jmic.online/issues/v15n1/images/3-photo2.jpg


While some reef passages have been culturally important for generations, others gained
cultural importance through history, and significant events in passages. For example, the
high chief of Totoya's wife gave birth to their son at the reef passage to Totoya where the
child (a "Prince" — High Chief's son) died — stillborn. People would thereafter take off their
hats, and adopt their comportment, out of respect when sailing through the passage �Jupiter
et al., 2014�. The ecological importance of reef passages supports an ‘umbrella-effectʼ
hypothesis �Breckwoldt et al., 2022b; Morán-López et al., 2020; Roberge and Angelstam,
2004�� their explicit protection could benefit the recovery and overall health of coral reefs
and local ecosystems, mitigate further loss of key species, and support complex food-webs
and predator-prey interactions (and hence support food security for coastal residents). Yet a
striking policy gap persists — so far, still no acknowledgement of reef passages exists in
regional or interregional policies. Their cultural significance can therefore provide the
political and social momentum needed for their ecological protection, illustrating precisely
how biocultural approaches can generate care/stewardship outcomes that neither ecological
science nor cultural advocacy could achieve alone �Breckwoldt et al., 2022a; Sterling et al.,
2017�.

3.2 Funerary Protected Areas in Fiji: When the Dead Protect the Sea

Ron Vave's �2022� research among indigenous Fijians identified five types of culturally
protected water body �CPWB� practices �Vave, 2022�� Conception, Meconium, Circumcision,
Chiefly Investiture, and Funerary — each involving the designation of freshwater or marine
areas as tabu forbidden �Vave, 2022�. Funerary Protected Areas �FPAs� are particularly
significant and frequently implemented upon the death of a chief or other clan members
where a portion of the clanʼs fishing ground is demarcated as closed to fishing and
harvesting for approximately 100 nights or more until a ceremonial feast �Vave, 2022; Vave et
al., 2024�.

These temporary yet repeated closures allow aquatic species to recover; for chiefs, FPAs
can stretch from shoreline to outermost reef patches and slopes �Vave, 2022�. Communities
also use tabu designations proactively when fish populations decline, demonstrating the
adaptive capacity embedded within this cultural institution. Critically, it is highlighted that
more than three decades of conservation organizations' efforts to help communities protect
the environment were, in fact, contributing to cultural erosion by ignoring or displacing
existing CPWBs when implementing externally designed conservation programs �Jupiter,
2017; Vave, 2022�. This finding carries profound implications: biocultural approaches to
marine conservation must recognize and build upon existing cultural stewardship rather than
overwriting it with external frameworks �Vave, 2022�.

The Fijian evidence finds broader support across the Pacific. In Fiji's Locally Managed
Marine Area Network — encompassing at times over 400 sites — Indigenous and local
knowledge combined with modern scientific understanding guided the establishment of no-
take zones, management rules, and monitoring through both ecosystem health and
community well-being indicators �Govan, 2009; Kitolelei et al., 2021; Techera, 2010;
Veitayaki et al., 2014�. The qoliqoli system controlled by clans or villages has more often than
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not created (and continues to do so) incentives for moderate harvesting to maintain reef
yields, while temporary closures lasting 100 nights after a chief's death historically increased
local fish populations sufficiently to ‘fill two boatsʼ �Golden et al., 2014; Photo 3�.

Photo 3� Evening netfishing in Ba Estuary, Fiji (© T. Vierus)

3.3 Coast Salish Clam Gardens: Ancient Mariculture Resurgent

Clam gardens represent highly sophisticated Indigenous mariculture �Augustine and
Dearden, 2014; Augustine, 2025�� rock-walled intertidal terraces constructed by Coast Salish
and other Pacific Northwest Nations along islands and coasts of the area (e.g., around
Vancouver Island) to enhance clam productivity, dated to at least 3,500 years ago and
described by knowledge holders as ‘living beachesʼ maintained since the ‘beginning of timeʼ
�Augustine, 2025�. Archaeological evidence spanning 11,500 years of human-clam
relationships demonstrates the long-term context for this form of intertidal management
�Toniello et al., 2019�.

Skye Augustine's restoration work �2025� — conducted with hul'q'umi'num' and W̱SÁNEĆ
leaders in partnership with Parks Canada — revealed that untended ‘legacyʼ gardens held 12
times more native clams than non-walled beaches �Augustine, 2025�. After 3�4 years of
active restoration through wall rebuilding and ancestral beach-tending practices, walls
trapped the seed, doubling juvenile clams �Augustine, 2025�. Clam gardens functioned as
multi-species food systems producing 35 unique foods, with seasonal availability mirroring
hul'q'umi'num' harvesting rounds — revealing the resilience of ancestral sea garden
management �Augustine, 2025�.

Augustine's framing of this work as social-ecological resurgence carries significance
beyond the local: "knowledge interpreted with mind, heart, and spirit can generate wisdom
— and [how this] can foster transformations from individuals to networks, influencing
change at regional, national, and international scales" �Augustine, 2025, p. iii). Clam gardens
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can thus exemplify a values-based paradigm shift in marine conservation — moving from
ecological-integrity-only mandates to approaches recognizing active Indigenous and local
management as compatible with, and beneficial to, conservation outcomes �Augustine and
Dearden, 2014�.

3.4 First Salmon Ceremonies: Reciprocity as Marine Management

The First Salmon Ceremony, practiced by Indigenous peoples across the Pacific Northwest
— Chinook, Clatsop-Nehalem, Yakama, Wishram, and many others — embodies a multi-
tribal, multi-form ceremony with common core elements �Bradford et al., 2025; Cullon, 2017�.
A designated fisher undergoes purification; the first salmon is caught, carefully prepared,
cooked, and distributed/shared; the head is pointed upriver to show ‘the salmon's spiritʼ the
way home; bones are cleaned and returned to the river by a diver, where the salmon is
believed to reconstitute itself .

The underlying belief system holds that salmon are immortal beings who take human form in
the ocean and are sent upriver by the ‘salmon kingʼ as a gift; proper ceremony ensures they
will continue to return �Bradford et al., 2025�. Rules such as never taking the first or last
salmon of the run embody a practical understanding that sources of food are not infinite
�Bradford et al., 2025�, displaying the ceremony as a mechanism for encoding and
transmitting sustainable harvest norms across generations �Bradford et al., 2025; Cullon,
2017�. This is not ‘mere ritualʼ yet rather a sophisticated management system: the reciprocal
obligation to care for salmon operates as a social institution enforcing responsible harvest
and habitat stewardship �Cullon, 2017�. First Salmon ceremonies continue in modern
Indigenous communities, demonstrating cultural persistence alongside ecological relevance
and local responsibility and authority �Bradford et al., 2025�.

3.5 Additional Comparative Examples (Table 1)

The following table situates these detailed case studies within a broader landscape of
culturally embedded marine management/stewardship practices in the region:

Practice Region Cultural Mechanism Ecological Function

Kapu system Hawai'i Sacred prohibitions on fishing in specific
zones/seasons

Seasonal closures allow marine
populations to recover �Delevaux et al.,
2018; Leong et al., 2024�

Ra'ui Cook Islands Temporary closures by chiefly authority Community-driven recovery periods for
reef resources, with significantly higher
coral species diversity �Chambers, 2008;
Hoffmann, 2002�

Tabu/bul Fiji/Micronesia Community-designated no-take areas;
socio-cultural anchor

Habitat and species regeneration
�Cunningham et al., 2023; Foale et al.,
2011; Kitolelei et al., 2021�

Locally Managed
Marine Areas
�LMMAs�

Pacific-wide Community-based adaptive management
blending traditional and modern science
and management approaches

Over 600 sites across Indo-Pacific
demonstrating sustained conservation
outcomes �Govan, 2009�

Table 1. Across these diverse contexts, a common pattern emerges: culturally embedded governance systems
produce measurable biodiversity benefits when institutional conditions support their operation �Johnson et al.,

2020; Metai, 2018�.

�1�
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4. How Cultural Diversity Sustains Marine Biodiversity (and
vice versa)

4.1 Mechanisms of Biocultural Co-Constitution

Drawing across the case studies and adding a tentative systematic evidence base of other
studies from the South Pacific, five key mechanisms emerge through which cultural diversity
sustains marine biodiversity (Fig. 1):

Fig 1. Mechanisms of biocultural co-constitution in Pacific Island seascapes that link cultural diversity, customary
stewardship practices, and locally grounded decision-making to the maintenance and resilience of marine

biodiversity (visualisation generated by R. Vave with Perplexity AI�.

1. Relational ontologies. Indigenous worldviews understand humans and marine species

as kin or co-constitutive: Kanak reef passage cosmology, First Salmon reciprocity,

Fijian totem species, can (without romanticizing) create customary obligations toward

stewardship that are deeper and more enduring than utilitarian management rationales.

In Kadavu, Fiji, species identified as totem fish of the village (ika ni masi) and chiefly

fish (ika va turaga) symbolize custodianship, with 36% of totem identifications

concentrated on trevally alone, creating strong coupling between the species'

abundance and cultural continuity (cf. 4.2; Harding et al., 2022�.

2. Knowledge transmission. Oral traditions/transmission, ceremonies, and

intergenerational learning ensure the persistence and adaptation of ecological

knowledge about species, habitats, and ecosystem dynamics. In the Lau Group �Fiji�,

women of the ‘sea peopleʼ serve as custodians of traditional marine ecological

knowledge, coordinating inshore expeditions and transmitting knowledge to younger

generations through direct practice �Jones, 2009; Kitolelei et al., 2022�.

3. Temporal regulation. Cultural calendars, ceremonial cycles, and tabu periods function

as adaptive seasonal closures that align with ecological rhythms of spawning,

migration, and recovery. Pacific communities developed lunar, solar, and tidal
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calendars tied to plant phenology, seabird behavior, and weather cues to time fishing

activities, embedding stewardship principles that limit impacts �Hoffmann, 2002;

Kitolelei et al., 2021�.

4. Spatial governance. Customary marine tenure, sacred sites, and culturally designated

protection zones create de facto marine protected areas — often predating formal (and

intended) conservation by millennia. In the Roviana Lagoon, Solomon Islands, the

seascape is culturally partitioned into named biophysical areas (sagauru), fishing

grounds (habuhabuana), and floating sites (alealeana), creating nested layers of

ecological and cultural significance �Aswani and Lauer, 2006a, 2006b; Hviding, 2006�.

Indigenous spatial knowledge showed 75�85% equivalence with scientific dive

surveys for benthos identification, and 77�92% accuracy for fish presence/absence

predictions �Aswani and Lauer, 2006a, 2006b).

5. Adaptive management. Cultural practices are dynamic, not static, always have been

and always will be; communities adjust tabu areas, modify harvest rules, and respond

to environmental change through socio-culturally embedded decision-making. In Anaa

Atoll, French Polynesia, the combination of fisheries research, youth education, and

cultural revival of ra'ui increased the Spawning Potential Ratio of the bonefish stock

following reinitiation of customary closures �Filous et al. 2021�.

4.2 �e Reverse Direction: Marine Biodiversity Sustaining Cultural
Diversity

The relationship is fundamentally bidirectional. Healthy marine ecosystems provide the
material basis for cultural practices: species for ceremonies, resources for livelihoods,
places for spiritual engagement. In Papah�naumoku�kea, management operates on the
principle that "nature and culture are one" �Kikiloi et al., 2017, p. 444� with all natural
resources treated as cultural resources, and cultural connections such as wayfinding,
subsistence gathering, and ceremonies depending on ecosystem integrity �Kikiloi et al.,
2017�.

Across these Pacific examples, loss of marine biodiversity directly threatens cultural
continuity. When key species decline or habitats degrade, ceremonies cannot be performed,
knowledge becomes disconnected from practice, and cultural identity erodes. In New
Ireland, Papua New Guinea, where most residents obtain 50�90% of dietary protein from
marine species, the dependence embeds reefs and species so deeply in daily subsistence
and social life that ecological degradation and cultural erosion become inseparable
processes �Aini et al., 2023�. Cultural keystone species — functioning as totems, chiefly
foods, or ceremonial resources — create particularly strong coupling between biodiversity
status and cultural continuity, meaning that changes in these species' abundance have
cascading effects on cultural practices, social cohesion, and management legitimacy
�Álvarez-Varas et al., 2020; Harding et al., 2022�.

This bidirectional relationship means that threats to either cultural diversity or marine
biodiversity constitute threats to both — a ‘bioculturalʼ crisis that demands integrated
responses. A persisting blindness to this co-constitution, e.g., via the documented lack of an
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integrated framework for jointly assessing cultural and marine diversity in island contexts,
represents both a research gap as well as a to date missed governance improvement
�Barianaki et al., 2024�.

5. Contributing to an Island Epistemology for Marine
Stewardship

5.1 De�ning Island Epistemology

Building on the conceptual framework and the evidence from case studies, the following
principles may constitute a ‘marine frameworkʼ for the suggested island epistemology — as
ways of knowing and governing rooted in island-ocean realities that can inform more
effective, equitable marine stewardship globally:

1. Interdependence over independence. Human communities, marine ecosystems, and

cultural systems are inseparable — management and safeguarding of one necessarily

involves the others �McMillen et al., 2014; Sterling et al., 2017�.

2. Relational knowledge. Knowledge is place-based, embodied, and relational —

generated through sustained engagement with specific marine places and species,

transmitted through stories, ceremonies, and practices �Leong et al., 2024; Kitolelei et

al., 2021�.

3. Archipelagic connectivity. Following Hau'ofa's ‘sea of islandsʼ reframing, marine

spaces are understood as connectors rather than barriers increasing distance, and

governance as networked rather than bounded �Hauʼofa, 1994�.

4. Dynamic tradition. Cultural practices and knowledge systems are inherently adaptive

and evolving — not frozen artifacts but living systems that respond to environmental

and social change �Foale et al., 2011; McMillen et al., 2014�.

5. Knowledge coexistence �Two-Eyed Seeing). Western scientific and Indigenous

knowledge systems are brought together not through assimilation but through

respectful co-production ‘for the benefit of allʼ �Reid et al., 2021�.

6. Community resilience as biocultural resilience. Resilience is simultaneously

ecological and cultural — a human community's capacity to adapt depends on both its

environmental health and its cultural vitality �McMillen et al., 2014; Sterling et al., 2017�.

5.2 Operationalizing an Island Epistemology: Methodological
Implications

Translating the suggested island epistemology into ‘marine practiceʼ requires methodological
commitments. Co-design and co-production approaches — research with, not on, island
communities — are exemplified by the SOCPacific2R project's relations and exchanges with
fishers (both women and men, young and old), divers, surfers, teachers, and other local
knowledge holders in New Caledonia and Fiji. This means combating ‘parachute scienceʼ
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and resisting its logistical temptations, through equitable research practices: seeing it
quickly, pointing it out where it happens, and preventing it through co-design, co-production
and reframed capacity development (de Vos, 2022�.

Methodologically, such an island epistemology can integrate cutting-edge scientific tools —
eDNA, participatory biodiversity monitoring, GIS-based reef passage typologies — with
qualitative and ethnographic methods grounded in local knowledge. The Roviana Lagoon
project also demonstrated this integration by converting Indigenous knowledge and social-
ecological behavior into geospatial data, producing scientifically reliable resource maps
while enhancing local participation and culturally appropriate marine protected area design
�Aswani and Lauer, 2006a, 2006b). Citizen science and locally driven technology platforms
(via GlobalFishingWatch, SeaSketch, or other mobile monitoring tools) can further empower
island communities as knowledge producers and holders rather than knowledge ‘subjects .̓

The Isabel Province, Solomon Islands, experience offers a model: a cultural landscape
approach required conservation planning to capture 100% of kastom (ancestral) site targets
alongside natural resource conservation goals, generating much stronger community
support for biodiversity objectives by co-opting community values and giving communities
ownership over cultural heritage management �Walter and Hamilton, 2014�. Stakeholders
unanimously prioritized cultural heritage sites at 100% conservation importance — far above
any other ecosystem resource category �Walter and Hamilton, 2014�.

6. Looking Forward: �e 2026 World Island Exhibition and
Beyond

6.1 �e Transformative Potential of Mega-Events

The 2026 World Island Exhibition in Yeosu, South Korea presents an opportunity to reshape
global narratives about islands: from marginalized sites of vulnerability and dependency to
sources of innovation for regional and planetary sustainability. The Island Exhibition can
function as a platform for showcasing biocultural innovation — interactive exhibits, digital
storytelling, virtual-reality tours of locally managed and safeguarded marine areas, and case
studies of community-led restoration. And as such, it can create policy dialogue
opportunities around the legal recognition of customary ‘sea spaces ,̓ with an integration of
cultural values into international biodiversity frameworks such as the Kunming-Montreal
Global Biodiversity Framework and SDG 14, and commitments to biocultural diversity
protection �Sterling et al., 2017; Tessnow-von Wysocki and Vadrot, 2020�.

6.2 A Research and Action Agenda

Six priorities emerge from this synthesis:

1. Document, make visible, and support the articulation of biocultural relationships, and

protect biocultural keystone places (e.g., reef passages) through integrated policies
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recognizing both their cultural and ecological significance �Breckwoldt et al., 2022a,

2022b).

2. Recognize existing cultural conservation systems — FPAs, kapu, ra'ui, LMMAs — in

(existing or new) formal governance frameworks, ensuring they complement rather

than displace Indigenous stewardship �Hoffmann, 2002; Vave, 2022�.

3. Invest in youth-led biocultural stewardship, creating strong enabling environments

where youth-led forums and projects covering both academic and beyond-academic

knowledge can lead to a healthy and meaningful blending of heritage and resilience

thinking �Filous et al., 2021�.

4. Scale knowledge co-production by expanding Two-Eyed Seeing and equivalent

frameworks across island contexts, supporting equitable partnerships between

communities, scientists, and policymakers �Bartlett et al., 2012; Reid et al., 2021�.

5. Develop biocultural indicators — both context-specific and generalizable measures

for monitoring the co-health of cultural diversity and marine biodiversity, particularly

for traditional and local livelihoods, marine stewardship, and food sovereignty �Sterling

et al., 2017�.

6. Address the research gap identified by the authorʼs first review: the absence of

integrated frameworks for jointly assessing cultural and marine diversity from an island

studies perspective demands dedicated interdisciplinary research bridging biodiversity

science, cultural analysis, and island studies.

6.3 Closing Re�lection

The story of island sustainability is inseparable from both cultural and marine diversity. The
evidence assembled here demonstrates that the relationship between cultural diversity and
marine biodiversity is not coincidental but co-constitutive. Honoring and scaling these
interconnections offers a path toward the ambitions of global summits such as the World
Island Expo. An island epistemology — grounded in millennia of biocultural practice and
energized by contemporary collaborative science — offers not merely a framework for island
sustainability but a model for rethinking humanity's relationship with the oceans worldwide.
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