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ISSUE BRIEF – Save Maldives Campaign – January 2019 

CONSERVING KULHUDHUFFUSI KULHI :  

THE CURRENT STATUS OF THE REMAINING PART  

AND WHY THIS WETLAND AND MANGROVE ECOSYSTEM MUST BE CONSERVED 

1. Background  

The decision to build a domestic airport 

in Kulhudhuffushi wetland and 

mangroves and the subsequent 

reclamation of a significant part of the 

mangroves is one of the biggest 

environmental ecocides the Maldives 

has seen in recent times. The destruction 

of the mangrove ecosystem commenced 

in October 2017, during President 

Yameen Abdul Gayoom’s administration 

despite a public outcry against this. The 

project has attracted criticism and attention not only from locals, civil society organizations and 

politicians based in the Maldives, but also from international organizations, foreign diplomats, 

international media and scientific and research-based organizations from abroad as well. 

Following the heightened criticism, the 

government and the project developer, 

Regional Airports on various occasions 

highlighted and emphasized that only 

30% of the mangrove ecosystem will be 

reclaimed and utilized for the airport 

construction and that the remaining part 

will be conserved. The project Decision 

Statement issued by the Ministry of 

Environment and Energy on 26th October 

2017 entailed conditions to this effect 

such as cordoning off the remaining part 

of the mangroves and separating the reclaimed area from the rest of the mangroves with bund 

walls or sheet piles.  

 

 

 

Sedimentation spread over house reef when project commenced  

Kulhudhuffushi mangrove before the project began  

 

https://raajje.mv/news/20266
https://maldivesindependent.com/environment/environmentalists-cry-foul-as-kulhudhuffushi-airport-project-begins-133763
https://mihaaru.com/news/26338
http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-23-10-2017/
http://vnews.mv/90763
http://www.sun.mv/96212
http://www.sun.mv/96212
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Unfortunately, the project began and continued in a rush without any heed to the conditions of 

the Decision Statement or mitigation measures in the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 

report. Work was fast-tracked to show results in time for the Presidential elections. As a result, 

the mangrove and reef suffered tremendously with sediments spreading to the remaining part 

of the mangroves and the reef. To make matters worse, the mud removed from the reclaimed 

area was dumped in the remaining part. Furthermore, there was poor handling of waste such as 

the burial of empty asphalt and tar barrels with leftover residue in the remaining part of the 

mangroves (see image, pg.3). 

These issues were brought to the attention of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and 

the Ministry of Environment and Energy on several occasions by residents of Kulhudhuffushi and 

civil society actors using various mediums such as press releases1, emails and in-person meetings. 

On 4th October 2018, a meeting was held with the EPA and the Save Maldives Campaign team on 

our request, to raise concerns about the non-compliance of the Decision Dtatement by the 

project developer and contractor.  At this meeting, the EPA promised to conduct a 

comprehensive monitoring visit to the site, which would entail a detailed social survey regarding 

conserving the remaining part of the mangroves. The EPA conducted a monitoring trip to 

Kulhudhuffushi in December 2018. However, the agency has not made the monitoring report or 

its findings public and has declined to provide details of the site visit or a copy of the report upon 

rerepeated requests.  

                                                           
1 18 September 2017, http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-kfk-18-09-18/ 
23 October 2017, http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-23-10-2017/ 
05 November 2017, http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-05-11-2017/ 
07 November 2017, http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-07nov2017/  

Remaining part of the mangrove on either side of the runway after 

reclamation 
Excavated mud dumped in remaining part of the mangroves   

 

https://mihaaru.com/news/42711
http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-kfk-18-09-18/
http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-23-10-2017/
http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-05-11-2017/
http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-07nov2017/
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It is notable that on a visit to Kulhudhuffushi during the Presidential Elections Campaign of 2018, 

President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih pledged to continue the work on Kulhudhuffushi airport while 

speaking at a function held on 14th of August 2018.  However, it is not yet clear what plans, if any, 

the new administration has, to conserve the remaining part of the mangroves. 

 

2. Current Status  

As mentioned earlier, given the developer’s 

disregard for the conditions of the Decision 

Statement and the mitigation measures of the 

EIA, the remaining part of the mangroves has 

been severely affected. Furthermore, the 

reclamation of the adjoining lagoon has cut off 

the mangroves from the sea altogether. It is 

noteworthy that even with the ring road that 

went around the island, during high tide and 

Uthuru Halha, waves splashed over the road 

and water circulated between the mangrove 

and the sea even if this was insufficient to the 

health of the ecosystem. The lack of water 

circulation combined with the dumping of 

extracted mud has led to drying up of the 

remaining area. This has exacerbated the 

phenomenon of what is locally termed “Kulhi 

Hikun” which, due to the absence of a water 

body above the mud layer leads to the 

Empty bitumen barrels discarded in the mangrove  Side by side comparison of before and after impacts  

Reclamation of the adjoining lagoon has cut off the mangroves 

from the lagoon and stopped any prospects of water circulation 

even during Uthuru Halha 
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exacerbated seepage of hydrogen sulfide and the spread of its foul smell around the 

neighbourhood. This depletion of the wetland is leading to heightened anti-mangrove sentiments 

from locals living in the area.  This is most likely due to their lack of awareness about the value of 

this ecosystem to the island’s biodiversity and climate resilience and inability to link the 

exacerbated conditions to the airport development project.  The latter situation arises from the 

blatant disregard to the conditions of the project Decision Statement. 

There have also been disturbing reports of the felling of mangrove vegetation and catching of 

migratory birds that continue to visit the remaining mangrove area. This is despite existing 

regulations which clearly prohibit such activities. In January 2019, there were reports that work 

on the airport has recommenced under the current administration after the project was 

discontinued during the transition period. Much of the conditions of the Decision Statement 

remain unfulfilled and no mitigation measures have been taken to conserve the remaining part 

of the mangrove. 

Photos showing the remaining part of Kulhudhuffushi mangrove which require urgent conservation efforts  

http://vnews.mv/106729
http://vnews.mv/106729
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The following key conditions of the project Decision Statement remain unfulfilled.  

1) Waste and waste oil waiting to be transported to Thilafushi or Vandhoo   
2) Cordoning of the project area to reduce the impact on remaining part of the mangrove  
3) Alternative drainage system to control flood water  
4) Use of sheet piles or rock boulders to crate bund walls to separate mangrove area as 

stated in the EIA 
5) Consultations with stakeholders regarding building height restrictions that will be 

imposed as per aviation regulation  
6) All mitigation measures stated in the EIA report should be fully implemented at all phases 

of the project  
Note: This is not an exhaustive list of the conditions that have not been met. For example, it is 
unclear if the developer has been preparing monitoring reports and sharing with EPA among 
several other conditions of the EIA. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If a bund wall or sheet piles was used to separate the remaining area as per the Decision Statement and EIA, mangrove die 

back like this could have been prevented. Urgent measures are needed to control die back. 
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3. The environmental, socio-economic and cultural significance of the mangroves to 

Kulhudhuffushi and the necessity to protect the remaining part of the mangroves  

Kulhdhuffushi Kulhi wetland and mangroves along with a belt of coastal vegetation running 
around the eastern edge of the island were the last remaining green area in this rapidly 
urbanizing island. Much of the mangroves and the coastal vegetation belt has been decimated 
during the airport development project. The importance of these natural systems has been well 
documented in various reports and studies, including the Detailed Island Risk and Vulnerability 
Assessment commissioned and produced by the Ministry of Environment and Energy in 2013.2   
 
The mangroves along with the coastal vegetation belt and high ridges on the eastern side of the 
island (which have now been destroyed to a large extent), was documented as the mitigating 
factor and Kulhudhufushi’s resilience during the 2004 Tsunami natural disaster. The protective 
services offered by the high ridges and coastal vegetation during Uthuru Halha and Udha 
incidents have also been documented. The single most important service provided by the 
mangrove was controlling flooding and acting as a stormwater catchment during heavy rainfall 
and sea surges that originate from where the mangroves was linked to the sea.  The wetland and 
mangroves ecosystem of Kulhudhuffushi is the natural defense system of the island and acts as 
a natural drainage system. According to estimates provided by the 2013 risk assessment, "The 
estimated loss from a severe tsunami event in Kulhudhuffushi ranges between Rf 100 Million and 
Rf 126 million. The estimated tangible loss from a severe swell wave or storm surge even in 
Kulhudhuffushi is Rf 29 million."3 In light of these estimates, the loss, damage and degradation 
of the mangroves may have unprecedented impacts on lives and infrastructure, especially as the 
Maldives experience climate events of increased severity due to global climate change impacts. 
 

                                                           
2 Detailed Island Risk and Vulnerability Assessment, H. Dh. Kulhudhuffushi, Riyan Pte Ltd for Ministry of 
Environment and Energy, November 2013 
3 Detailed Island Risk and Vulnerability Assessment, H. Dh. Kulhudhuffushi, Riyan Pte Ltd for Ministry of 
Environment and Energy, November 2013:11 

Aerial photos showing the remaining part of Kulhudhuffushi Mangroves after the airport project. It is imperative that this last remaining green 

area in the rapidly urbanizing  island is conserved  
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Kulhudhuffushi mangroves is also where the highest number of true mangrove species in the 
Maldives was documented in a single ecosystem.  The mangroves is documented to have “7 
mangrove trees and 42 mangrove associate plants”, which include 7 IUCN Red List species which 
are reported to be decreasing globally.4 In addition to the vegetation diversity of the mangrove 
ecosystem, the migratory birds that visit the island makes this area one of the most biologically 
diverse wetland and mangrove ecosystem in the country. 
 
The mangrove was widely used by the women of Kulhudhuffushi for coir rope making which is an 
industry that has been valued at approximately MVR 8.7 million per annum, involving the 
livelihoods of over 400 families. Before the project commenced, the women and families using 
this resource for their livelihoods were ordered out of the mangroves at short notice. Many of 
them must now resort to soaking coconut husks in discarded refrigerators and other less 
desirable and unsustainable means of husk preparation.  The socio-economic impact of the loss 
of income source on local families was neither considered nor studied, when the decision to 
destroy the mangroves was taken by the government.  Notably, the women whose livelihoods 
were negatively impacted and lost their income source as a direct result of the development were 
not consulted, provided alternative solutions or compensated. 
 

 
The Kulhudhuffushi kulhi mangroves is also culturally significant to the community, being an 
essential part of the annual Mashi Maali Parade and cultural activities associated with the island.  
There is no question that the white-clay wetland and mangroves is an integral part of the 
community’s livelihoods, cultural identity and an environmental heritage site and asset, not only 
to Kulhudhuffushi but to the whole of Maldives.  Therefore, the government of Maldives has a 
legal responsibility to act, as mandated by Article 22 of the Constitution, to safeguard the 
country’s environmental heritage such as Kulhudhuffushi Kulhi, for present and future 
generations. 

                                                           
4 A baseline study of Kulhuduffushi Mangrove and Livelihood Linkages by Fathimath Shadiya, Shareefa Ali and 
Maleeha Haleem, 2014 (unpublished) 

Women are being forced to use discarded refrigerators to soak coconut husks as they have been forced out of the mangroves. 

The women of Kulhudhuffushi have used the wetland and mangroves as a source of livelihood for generations.  

https://twitter.com/edzyadam/status/923995944869289984
http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-07nov2017/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NYRONff0nRo
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The rationale for protecting the remaining part of the mangrove include the following.  
 

1) To conserve a green area in rapidly urbanizing Kulhudhuffushi, which is also one of the 
largest population centres in the country. Green space is well recognised for boosting 
human health and well-being. 

2) Incorporating what is remaining of the mangroves in the stormwater infrastructure of the 
island to help control flood events due to rainfall and other environmental effects, 
protecting the community including infrastructure such as the airport.  

3) Facilitate the local women to continue using this resource for their livelihoods. Not only 
important regarding economic empowerment of women but rope making is also an art 
and cultural heritage and the mangroves in an integral part of the process.  

4) Prospects of developing a nature park with soft infrastructure to cater to the local 
community as well as for tourism.  

5) Combat air pollution and control particulate matter in the island. 
6) Preserving this natural asset for present and future generations by protecting and using 

it as a resource to educate students on mangrove habitat, increase knowledge and public 
awareness of the value of such ecosystems to the islands of Maldives. 

7) The remaining part of the mangrove can still contribute to the resilience of the island in 
numerous ways such as by increasing disaster preparedness and risk reduction. 

8) Aligning the projects and activities of the current government with Jazeeraa Raaje 
manifesto and campaign. 
 
 

Photos of remaining part of Kulhudhuffushi mangroves   
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4. What can be done? 

Following are a list of recommendations for the authorities to 

consider when pursuing a policy towards conserving the 

remaining part of Kulhudhuffushi wetland and mangroves.  

a) Conduct awareness and education in Kulhudhuffushi for 

people of all ages explaining the importance of this 

natural resource, and the damage that has been already 

caused to the island. The mangrove and its services were 

portrayed as having no use during the past administration 

and this misleading misinformation to the community 

must be corrected. Include visits to the mangrove site as a 

part of these awareness activities.  

b) Ensure that all conditions of the Decision Statement and 

all mitigation measures proposed in the EIA are fully 

enforced before further project work is commenced.  

c) Conduct a technical study to understand how best the 

remaining part of the mangrove can be conserved and 

dieback can be controlled. 

d) Dredge a channel that would allow sea-water circulation 

in a controlled manner to facilitate the natural equilibrium 

of the wetland’s water layer, and the revival of the 

mangroves and associated flora and fauna. 

Coconut husk pits on the Left and Dense Mangrove forest of KF on the Right before project started  

Mangrove dieack as a result of suffocation 

(Above ground roots covered by sediments 

and sand)  
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e) Re-excavation of the mud that was dumped in the mangrove  

f) Partner with youth groups and NGOs in planting activities to restore the vegetation 

g) Consult all stakeholders especially women and youth in devising a plan for conservation  

h) Design a concept and come up with a technical drawing of how the green area and 

nature park will fit into urban Kulhudhuffushi and ensure the plan is well executed 

i) Facilitate the women and families who were evicted from the wetlands to return and re-

establish their sustainable livelihood activities in the mangroves as before 

j) Exposure trip for Kulhudhuffushi Island Council and Atoll Council to Addu City and 

Fuvahmulah wetland parks to learn from the conservation efforts in these areas. 

5. Conclusion 
 
The decision to destroy Kulhudhuffushi Kulhi is one of the most reckless environmental acts of 
ecocide undertaken by the government of Maldives.  It is a case involving the highest level of 
disregard to uphold national laws to protect the environment, principles of sustainable 
development and the socio-economic and cultural considerations of the community.  It is an 
example of disregard to natural heritage and biodiversity of high value that must be passed on 
to future generations of Maldivians.  It is for this multitude of reasons that civil society actors and 
concerned individuals advocated to preserve Kulhudhuffushi Kulhi, which was met with complete 
disregard by the authorities and relevant public officials.  This level of lack of accountability is 
unacceptable from any government.  The Save Maldives Campaign therefore reiterates its call to 
the authorities to urgently address the issue of conserving the remaining part of Kulhudhuffushi 
Kulhi, in order to preserve what is left of this ecosystem for present and future generations.5 
 

                                                           
5   ,  18 September 2018 

http://uthema.org/noosbayaan-kfk-18-09-18/ 

Aerial photos of remaining part of Kulhudhuffushi Mangroves   


