HEPCA announces Abu Dabab Conservation Initiative

Diving centres, environmental agencies, tourism businesses and government agencies and offices throughout the Red Sea are joining together to support the Abu Dabab Conservation Initiative, launched by Red Sea NGO, Hurghada Environmental Protection and Conservation Association (HEPCA). The Initiative focuses on the conservation of Marsa Abu Dabab, one of the most popular diving spots in the southern Red Sea, and the favoured habitat of native dugong and turtle species.

The sheltered, sandy bay (Marsa) of Abu Dabab offers many ideal conditions as a dugong habitat, including one of the largest patches of seagrass in the region. Dugongs are herbivores whose survival depends on their eating just two types of seagrass found here. Since the early 1990s, the dugong has been considered vulnerable to extinction on a global scale, and the species appears on the IUCN or World Conservation Union Red List of Threatened Species. Just seven dugongs are thought to exist along the Red Sea coast from El Quseir to Sudan, with the majority of sightings occurring in the Abu Dabab area. The Bay is also well known as a nesting site for sea turtles. 

The delicate habitat of Marsa Abu Dabab is at risk daily from dredging and filling for building developments, and herbicidal run-off from landscaping projects. Dugongs and turtles are also vulnerable to passing boats and fishing nets, as well as having their natural behaviour disturbed by the many hundreds of individuals who visit Abu Dabab to dive, snorkel and swim each day.

In January 2007, HEPCA and its partners met to discuss the urgent measures required to protect the unique environment of Abu Dabab and its inhabitants. A detailed action plan and proposed management strategy was produced that was delivered to all parties this May for consideration.

Amr Ali, Managing Director of HEPCA, says the plan represents a collaboration of an unprecedented kind: “This case is revolutionary for the Red Sea and the diving industry here. For once, everyone seems to have got their priorities right. This is not about money, about competition, or about being forced to act by law. Protecting the environment is everyone’s concern and for the first time, at Abu Dabab, we are all working together on this. This shows great promise for the future, and shows that the diving and tourism industry has the potential to be self-regulatory here.”

The primary actions from the first draft of the plan have already been taken. These include securing a new zoning line that prevents boat traffic inside the Bay, and the removal of moorings to stop overnight stays by safari boats. Safari and daily boats are no longer permitted to send divers and snorkellers inside the Bay. Access from the shore is allowed for the Bay as a whole, but is subject to strict control on numbers in order that the capacity of the site is not exceeded. From September 2007, no access is permitted within the total seagrass area. Marsa Abu Dabab will also be subject to active patrol by rangers who will enforce these necessary conservation measures.

HEPCA and its partners (including the resident dive centre at Marsa Abu Dabab, Orca Dive Club) have launched an awareness campaign that will help to educate not only visitors to the Red Sea, but also their guides. The Initiative has also been the spur to a sighting and mapping project that will collect data about the resident dugong population for scientific and environmental research. 

Find out more about the Abu Dabab Conservation Initiative at www.hepca.com
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