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KEY HIGHLIGHTS*
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A country made up of 
less than one percent land

Highest point at 

above sea level

30 %
Tourism contributes
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Welcome to this second edition of Island Life —

It focuses on the importance of partnerships and the participation of citizens 

beyond borders and oceans to help achieve sustainable development

Young Maldivians are 

already leading the way in 

improving the lot of their own 

communities

SHOKO NODA 
UN RESIDENT COORDINATOR AND 
UNDP RESIDENT REPRESENTATIVE IN 
THE MALDIVES

F O R E W O R D

Architects of the Future
When I mention to people that I work 

in the Maldives, many of them tell me I 

am lucky because they think being here 

is like a vacation that never ends. But 

the reality is quite different. While the 

Maldives is an ultimate high-end holiday 

destination, and has made tremendous 

socio-economic progress since 

achieving its independence in 1965, 

new challenges continue to emerge in 

the country, especially with regards to 

democratization and climate. 

On one hand, the Maldives’ fragile 

democracy still needs nurturing. On the 

other, climate change brings growing 

complications. Geographically, the 

country is one of the most vulnerable in 

the world to the effects of a changing 

climate, particularly the rise in sea level 

and unpredictable weather patterns. 

Protecting the environment and natural 

resources is thus critical to the country’s 

economy. 

The United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) has been here 

since 1978. We work with Maldivians to 

help them adapt to the risks posed by 

natural disasters and climate change, 

and to protect the environment. 

UNDP also pays special attention to “
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the issue of equality, promotion of 

democratic systems and culture, and the 

empowerment of women. 

In this second edition of UNDP’s annual 

publication, Island Life, we highlight the 

critical issues that the country is currently 

facing, and how the people are dealing 

with and adapting to these challenges. 

In particular, we stress on the importance 

of partnerships and the participation of 

citizens beyond borders and oceans to 

help the Maldivian people lead the kind 

of lives they would choose. 

We are excited to present to you a 

number of inspirational figures from 

the Maldives, who have contributed 

immensely to the country’s betterment. 

I interviewed Mr. Hussein Afeef, who 

raised the tourism sector in the country 

from the ground up. Mr. Afeef had been 

part of a small group of determined 

young people whose pioneering efforts 

had opened up this paradise to the 

outside world. This in effect created 

many job opportunities, and not only 

contributed to the growth of a single 

industry, but also the socio-economic 

progress of the Maldives as a whole. 

It is truly incredible to see how far he 

has come, especially his new ventures, 

such as the upcoming Tree Top Hospital, 

which is slated to significantly upgrade 

the quality of healthcare available in the 

country.

 

One of the highlights of my conversation 

with the Minister of Tourism, Mr. Moosa 

Zameer was his emphasis on the 

role of the private sector, particularly 

the tourism industry, in pushing for 

environmental conservation. 

I also spoke to Mr. Vikram Sinha, Chief 

Executive Officer at Ooredoo Maldives, 

an exemplary figure, who is showing 

how the private sector can work hand-in-

hand with an organization like the UN to 

advance the Sustainable Development 

Goals in the country. 

What has become very evident from 

these interviews is the power of youth: 

young Maldivians can be the architects 

of a bright new future for the country. 

This edition of Island Life therefore 

captures how young people are 

tomorrow’s hope and how they can be 

motivated and mobilized in improving 

the lot of their own communities.  

As such, we are proud to showcase 

the very first “social innovation camp” 

in the Maldives. This was a platform 

where young people from across the 

country were able to come together and 

find new and creative solutions to the 

challenges they face.

We also feature the amazing work being 

done by Save the Beach Maldives, a 

youth movement to clean and protect 

local beaches and reefs. They have 

proved that committed people and 

communities can make a positive 

difference to their environment.  

The Maldives needs your support 

too. Let’s work together to transform 

challenges into opportunities, and help 

the people of this beautiful country 

realize their true potential. (To join 

us, see page 2 which has our contact 

information.) //

u Shoko during a visit to the island of Huraa.
Photo: Munshid Mohamed/UNDP Maldives.
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One of the men who 

kick-started the tourism 

industry in the Maldives 

reflects on his remarkable 

trajectory in the business 

and his hopes for the days 

to come

“
In Pursuit of Progress

I N T E R V I E W
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THE KEY THING IS THAT I’VE BEEN A GOOD TEAM 

PLAYER. THERE WAS NO WAY I COULD HAVE DONE 

EVERYTHING ON MY OWN. I WAS LUCKY IN THAT I HAD 

SOME VERY GOOD FRIENDS WHO WERE SUPPORTIVE 

AND WHOM I COULD TRUST

It was in 1968 that Hussain Afeef had 

returned to his native Maldives after 

having been away to Sri Lanka for his 

studies. A few years later, the then-21-

year-old Afeef had been keen to begin 

working and it seemed his calling lay in 

tourism. Two of his friends, Mohamed 

Umar Manik and Ahmed Naseem, had 

introduced him to an Italian traveller by 

the name of George Corbin, and they had 

all talked about developing tourism in 

the Maldives. It was with them that Afeef 

had worked to bring in a group of tourists 

to the country in 1972, the first time 

anything like that had been attempted in 

the country. 

Those first tourists that arrived in the 

Maldives were put in three homes since 

there were no hotels back then, and 

Afeef and his crew went so far as to 

cook the guests’ meals for them. Though 

it might not have been immediately 

apparent, what they had done with their 

small venture was essentially kick-start 

an absent tourism industry that would, 

in time, come to cater to a million plus 

visitors every year. 

That initial effort was followed by a stint 

as the manager of Kurumba Village, the 

Maldives’ very first tourist resort. Afeef 

would eventually go on to set up Crown 

Company Maldives in 1985, and establish 

a family company named KASA Holdings 

and other companies with friends such as 

Voyages Maldives. In the following years, 

he carefully groomed and developed the 

Crown & Champa Resorts with his partner, 

which has today become one of the 

country’s largest and best-known local 

resort-management brands. 

For all his pioneering efforts in fostering 

and furthering tourism in the Maldives, 

Afeef has been made recipient of 

numerous national and international 

awards—not least being granted 

the status of a State Dignitary by the 

Government of Maldives in 2010. Taking 

these recognitions in his stride, he has 

continued to work for the advancement 

of the sector: as the Vice Chairman of the 

Maldives Association of Tourism Industry, 

it has been his undertaking to bring about 

greater cooperation and understanding 

between the various institutions and 

other stakeholders within the field. 

In addition to this, Afeef also has shares 

in a number of companies and projects, 

The beautiful beaches of Meeru Island Resort and Spa
Photo: Meeru Island Resort & Spa.
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including KASA holdings and the Addu 

International Airport, and he is now 

looking to diversify beyond tourism into 

social sectors such as health and banking. 

It hasn’t been solely about business, 

though. In 2010, Afeef’s daughter Karin 

took the initiative to set up a family 

foundation (www.aftfoundation.org) 

through which young people from the 

Maldives are awarded scholarships for 

higher education in overseas institutions. 

Apart from this, the foundation has also 

taken on various development projects 

on the islands around the country in the 

years that it has been active. 

And if one thought being a farsighted 

entrepreneur and philanthropist would 

leave little time for much else, Afeef also 

confesses to being a keen sportsman, 

indulging in the odd game of golf and 

cricket whenever he is able to make time. 

In fact, he had captained the Maldives’ 

national cricket team back in the ‘80s. 

And though his business commitments 

do keep him away from the Maldives for 

extended periods of time, he says home 

has always been where his heart is. 

In this freewheeling interview with UN 

Resident Coordinator and UNDP Resident 

Representative Shoko Noda, Afeef recalls 

the circumstances of his entry into 

tourism, the lessons learned over the 

many decades in the business and how 

optimistic he is about the young people 

in whose hands the future of the Maldives 

now resides.

Where did this incredible journey in 

tourism first begin?

A few years after I was brought back to 

Malé, my friends Ahmed Naseem and M 

U Maniku requested me to help them in 

developing the first resort in the Maldives. 

They had some ideas about building a 

resort and those ideas really resonated 

with me and we decided to take the leap. 

That was almost 44 years ago and look 

where we are today.

What would you say is the secret behind 

your success in the business?

The key thing, in my mind, is that I’ve 

been a good team player. There was 

absolutely no way I could have done 

everything we did if I had worked by 

myself. I was lucky in that I had some 

very good friends that I’d known from my 

school days who were supportive and 

whom I could trust. Each of them also 

brought their own expertise 

to the table—whether 

it was to do with 

architecture, engineering or 

economics—so we had a 

good mix of skills. 

To me, that has always 

been the basis of our 

success—the strength and 

creativity that stems from 

our working together. It is 

difficult to build anything, 

much less a business, all 

on your own. My friend, for 

example, wanted to build 

the world’s first underwater 

restaurant, so all of us 

collaborated, contributed support, and 

the project materialized. Another example 

would be when I wanted to build a 

100-percent solar-powered resort, and my 

friends gave me the encouragement and 

assistance to achieve that.

What is your relationship like with other 

tourism entrepreneurs and smaller 

businesses in the country? 

I make sure to stay accessible to them, 

to encourage their feedback and their 

cooperation. We’re all involved in the 

same industry, after all, and instead of 

looking at each other as competitors, we 

should be thinking about what we can 

do for one another, how we can work 

together. If there are problems in one 

place, they could very well trickle down to 

others, and so it’s important that we are 

a cohesive group. And that’s what we try 

to focus on, building strong, mutually-

beneficial relationships with everyone 

engaged in tourism, in whatever form or 

capacity that might be.

 Hussain Afeef talks about his role in kick-starting 
the Maldivian tourism industry and his foray into the 
social sector.
Photo: Ahmed Yaamin Mohamed/UNDP Maldives

 Afeef awarding trophy to winners of a football 
tournament among his Maldivian colleagues at 
Meeru.  Photo: Meeru Island Resort & Spa
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Could you elaborate a bit on the other 

projects you are currently working on 

besides tourism?

What we basically want to do now is to 

raise the standard of our health system, 

bring it up to par with offerings on the 

international level, so that people have 

viable options for treatment as well as 

medical education in the country, without 

having to spend exorbitant amounts of 

money to go overseas for these purposes. 

It’s also a question of context and getting 

people to familiarize themselves with 

local realities, and hopefully be inspired to 

improve them. 

As for banking, there are a lot of issues 

with the sector in the Maldives—people 

generally borrow at exceedingly high 

interest rates. And we feel that there’s 

potential there for a more streamlined 

system that is better suited to the needs 

of the public. Furthermore, we want to 

increase access of funding for SMEs and 

individuals.

We purchased the Maldives Finance 

Leasing Company (MFLC) in 2014 and 

developed and expanded the leasing 

business and provided funding for home 

loans.

What about your foundation?

I’m very happy to say that through the 

foundation, we’ve so far completed  350 

projects across 180 islands, including 

sewage and water in the most northern 

local island in the country. Our next 

endeavors will be linked to such projects. 

And, of course, there are the many young 

people to whom we’ve managed to 

give a helping hand for their education 

and development, who come back from 

their studies with so much more creative 

energy and willingness to work—it’s 

amazing to see how much they learn 

and grow in such a short period of 

time. 

What role do you see for the UNDP in 

this regard?

I think the UNDP has already done 

a lot for countries like the Maldives, 

opened our eyes to a great deal of 

possibilities. It would be great if the 

organization were willing now to 

collaborate on big projects with the 

private sector. For instance, when 

the foundation had just started out, 

we were unsure of how to proceed 

in a way that would make the most 

difference to the youth. So we 

contacted a number of NGOs and 

sought their counsel, and ended up 

spending $5000 to $10,000 per island. 

The UNDP’s support and guidance 

would be invaluable in matters like 

this. It would also be beneficial if 

UNDP could share their development 

experiences in the Maldives with our 

foundation. 

Would you say you are positive about the 

prospects for the youth of the Maldives?

Yes. I’m very hopeful of the future as led 

by our young people. We come across 

so many talented youths in the course of 

our work. Business folk should recognize 

this talent, help these young people 

channel their skills in the right direction. 

More importantly, however, young people 

themselves should believe in the power 

of their dreams and be willing to take 

risks, the way I did, because that is the 

only way you can move forward. Being 

afraid of making mistakes will lead to 

stagnation—you have to be willing to 

dive into the deep. But that doesn’t mean 

going forth blindly; you also need to be 

aware of what’s going on around you, the 

capacity of the people you work with and 

the limitations of the environment you’re 

working in. That’s one of the main lessons 

I’ve learned in my time in the business: 

the importance of taking risks, learning 

from any mistakes you make and being 

mindful of context.  //

u Afeef gives Shoko a tour of his under-construction 
hospital in Hulhumalé.
Photo: Ahmed Yaamin Mohamed/UNDP Maldives

 Afeef and his brother Mohamed Moosa awards recognition to their team members who have worked at Meeru 
Island Resort & Spa for 25 years.  Photo: Meeru Island Resort & Spa
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A marine facility 

set up by an NGO 

in the Northern 

part of the 

Maldives is helping 

to rehabilitate 

captured and 

injured turtles, and 

restore coral reefs 

Reviving Nature

The small hawksbill turtle bobs its head 

out of water and gulps in a lungful of air 

before diving back into its tank. It is one 

of the dozen or so kept at the marine 

centre maintained by local NGO Naifaru 

Juvenile (NJ) in the island of Naifaru 

in Lhaviyani Atoll, located in Northern 

Maldives. 

Besides the scant cover of trees 

that exacerbates the effects of the 

prolonged dry seasons here, there are 

other factors—beach erosion and coral 

bleaching included—that exert pressure 

on the already-fragile marine ecosystem 

surrounding the island and threaten the 

survival of, among other creatures, the 

turtles. It was to address this that NJ had 

approached the Global Environment 

Facility Small Grants Programme (GEF 

SGP), which is implemented by UNDP, 

to establish a facility dedicated to 

rehabilitating captured and injured 

turtles, as well as restoring the reefs. 

Most turtles at the facility were rescued 

from owners who took them as 

hatchlings and kept them as pets. They 

arrive malnourished and infirm, before 

being nursed back to health by trained 

marine biologists and transferred to 

isolation pens. Once they have been 

sufficiently de-acclimatized to humans, 

they are released into the wild. 

Turtles have several important ecological 

functions: As one of the few large 

herbivores that graze on seagrass, 

Photo: Ahmed Yaamin Mohamed/UNDP Maldives

Ahmed Fizan

F E A T U R E
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without them, the grass would become 

overgrown, obstructing oceanic currents 

and limiting nutrient distribution, to 

the detriment of all life forms that rely 

on these ecosystems. Species such as 

the hawksbill also use their beak-like 

mouths to forage for sea-sponges—

which determines the population of 

coral reef species with whom these 

sponges compete for space. The eggs 

laid by sea turtles additionally comprise 

a concentrated source of high-quality 

nutrients, facilitating the continued 

growth of vegetation and creation 

of dunes that add to the stability of 

shorelines. 

Although it has only been three years 

since the project started, NJ has been 

active on the island for over a decade 

and a half. Understanding the imperative 

of local engagement, the NGO has 

provided trainings on conservation and 

waste management to over 5,000 people 

from neighbouring islands. In partnering 

with youth volunteer networks, it has 

also roped in young professionals 

from fields such as marine biology and 

oceanography in its efforts, and further 

seeks the involvement of local high 

school students. 

To ensure the sustainability of the 

programme, even after grant funding 

runs out, the NGO has planned ventures 

such as the gift shop attached to the 

facility that sells turtle and marine life-

related memorabilia created by local 

artists and craftsmen.

Going forward, NJ hopes to open 

an aquarium showcasing species 

of clownfish that are exploited to 

devastating levels in the global aquarium 

trade. They would be bred in captivity 

and a percentage would be used 

to replenish wild stocks—not only 

demonstrating a sustainable alternative 

to harvesting wild populations, but also 

providing a source of livelihood for the 

locals. 

Ahmed Fizan worked for the GEF Small 

Grants Programme of UNDP Maldives.//

Turtles have several 
important ecological 
functions: As one of the 
few large herbivores 
that graze on seagrass, 
without them, the grass 
would become overgrown, 
obstructing oceanic 
currents and limiting 
nutrient distribution - to 
the detriment of all life 
forms that rely on these 
ecosystems

 A facility dedicated to rehabilitating captured and injured turtles, as well as restoring the reefs was established with the help of UNDP-supported Small Grants Programme.
Photo: Fathimath Saeeda/ UNDP Maldives
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‘Tourism’s Tremendous Potential’

There is little question that tourism is the 

prime engine of the Maldivian economy. 

Not only is it the sector that attracts 

the most foreign direct investment 

and contributes over 30 percent of the 

country’s GDP, but, and perhaps more 

importantly, it has also succeeded in 

creating a significant number of jobs 

for the locals in catering to the million 

or more tourists that visit the Maldives 

every year. Island Life spoke to Moosa 
Zameer, the Minister for Tourism, about 

the future of the industry as he sees it, 

and the role of tourism enterprises in 

uplifting communities and preserving 

the environment. Excerpts:

What kind of direction do you expect the 

Maldives’ tourism industry to take in the 

future? What initiatives are in the offing 

in this regard?

Airport, construction of other regional 

airports and an improved transport 

network—we’re expecting an increase in 

the number and variety of arrivals. We’re 

therefore poised to see the burgeoning 

of comparatively cheaper holiday 

options. However, given the pressure 

that is already exerted on our current 

infrastructure by the 1.5 million visitors 

who come here annually, we need to 

bump up our facilities parallel to the rise 

in tourists—it’s the only way the industry 

can be viable. 

By way of promotion, we’re going to be 

increasingly dependent on data-driven 

marketing, where decisions will be 

informed by data collected via social 

media and other digital tools, a far leap 

from distributing brochures at events. 

The Ministry is also holding consultations 

We’re currently undergoing some 

transformative changes in the industry. 

While before, our focus was on 

more high-end clientele, now, with 

the expansion of infrastructure like 

renovation of the Malé International 

The Maldives’ Minister for 

Tourism discusses the growing 

prospects of the tourism 

sector in the country and 

progress made on the bid for 

sustainability within it

 Tourism Minister Moosa Zameer in his office.   Photo: Ahmed Yaamin Mohamed/UNDP Maldives

I N T E R V I E W
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with international experts and local 

members of the tourism industry and 

communities regarding the best way to 

proceed.

The government is also said to have 

put in place updated legislation in 

anticipation of the changes the tourism 

sector is likely to undergo. Could you 

elaborate?

At present, over 200 projects are in 

various stages of completion around 

the Maldives. Although there are 

assumptions that we have been trying to 

discourage ventures on new islands, the 

fact is that the government would like 

to first see results on those projects that 

are already underway—there are some 

resort hotels that started construction 

10 to 15 years ago but have yet to finish. 

We want to avoid that kind of wasteful 

stagnation.

As for guesthouses and city hotels, we 

have regulation that allows city councils 

and local island councils to engage with 

us in these, by leasing land from the 

government or private entrepreneurs. 

And there are a few “destination-

development” mega-projects with 

investments in the range of $400-500 

million that are looking to develop big 

lagoons in a variety of touristic styles—

not just resort getaways but also cultural 

and eco-tourism. 

Tourism has played a key role in the 

Maldives’ economy. But would you say 

benefits from the sector have trickled 

down to communities across the 

country?

Back in the ‘80s, the tourism industry was 

in the hands of a very few individuals. 

Today, though, there are a lot more 

stakeholders and the sector is far more 

accessible, with the result that the 

benefits are more widely distributed. It is 

thanks to taxes from tourism enterprises, 

for instance, that we are able to provide a 

lot of the basic facilities to the people—

not to mention the number of jobs that 

have been created in construction as 

well as services. Currently, regulations 

Maldives is famous for its pristine white beaches 
and the unique marine ecosystem. That is coming 
under threat from the effects of climate change and 
improper waste disposal.
Photo: Masrah Naseem/UNDP Maldives
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stipulate that resorts must hire 50 

percent locals with 50 percent foreigners. 

I do think that overall the rise of tourism 

has had a positive impact on the life of 

the average Maldivian.

What efforts are being made to train 

human resources specifically for tourism?

The Government of Maldives has always 

placed special priority on developing 

human resources for tourism. Even 

as far back as the early ‘80s, we had a 

hospitality school and today, the Ministry 

of Tourism and the Ministry of Education 

are collaborating on training middle- and 

lower-management workers, among 

others. We’re presently aiming at training 

20,000 youth—once they complete their 

O- and A-levels, we bring them in, build 

their skills and assign them to resorts and 

guest houses as per their aptitudes. 

Do you believe that the tourism 

enterprises in the Maldives are doing 

enough to engage local communities?

A lot of hotel brands in the country have 

not only incorporated the idea of CSR 

into their activities but are also offering 

trainings and internships to young 

people—these comprise rigorous stints 

of around six months or so at a given 

resort or hotel, where participants are 

taught various necessary skills, which I 

think is a great idea. Of course, there is 

always room for improvement, but it’s 

also important to give credit where it’s 

due. 

Tourism in the Maldives is directly 

dependent on the country’s unique 

marine ecosystem, but the effects 

of climate change are becoming 

increasingly apparent. Are the tourism 

businesses taking responsibility and 

action in this regard? 

We’re seeing a great deal of eagerness 

in both the investor community and 

resort owners in adopting greener, more 

sustainable practices in their businesses. 

We also recently opened four biosphere 

reserves, besides the one that already 

existed, and if things go as planned, we 

might have many more such spaces all 

around the Maldives—with the whole of 

the country eventually converted into a 

biosphere reserve. And we also invited 

some of the resorts to engage in house-

reef conservation, and they have proved 

ready and willing.

An issue that crops up with regularity 

in discussions about the impact of the 

tourism industry on the environment is 

the disposal of waste. Could you tell us 

what the status of waste management is 

like in the country? 

Back in the ‘80s, the tourism industry was in the hands of a very few individuals. Today, 

though, there are a lot more stakeholders and the sector is far more accessible, with the 

result that the benefits are more widely distributed …. I do think that overall the rise of 

tourism has had a positive impact on the life of the average Maldivian

I believe we have the right plans in place 

when it comes to waste management—

the commitment is reflected in policy 

papers as well as the budget. Of course, 

we have been trying to get the tourism 

enterprises involved in the matter, and 

they’ve responded well, by developing 

certain green solutions. I think we’re 

making progress and that by the middle 

of next year, we’re going to see some 

results.

What would you say to up-and-coming 

young Maldivian entrepreneurs looking 

to make inroads into tourism?

I’d tell them that the world is their 

oyster, and that we are eager to see the 

innovation and energy they are sure to 

bring into the industry, something I think 

both the government and private sector 

must work harder to nurture. There are 

already so many opportunities offered by 

the large number of resorts, hotels and 

guesthouses available in the country in 

terms of gaining experience, and young 

people need to take advantage of this. //

 Photo: Masrah Naseem/UNDP Maldives
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I N T E R V I E W

 The People’s Majlis (Parliament) in session. Only 5 
out of 85 members are women.        UNDP Maldives

ADDRESSING THE PROBLEMS BROUGHT 

ON BY MALÉ’S SWELLING POPULATION 

WILL NECESSITATE SMART SOLUTIONS

Smart Cities

AN AERIAL VIEW OF HULHUMALÉ
Photo: Shoko Noda
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The answer would be to set up a smart city in the nearby Hulhumalé, one that embodies 

technological innovation and sustainable planning in the pursuit of social and economic 

prosperity—and UNDP has already got the ball rolling

Like many cities and urban areas around 

the world, Malé, the capital of the 

Maldives, is struggling with the burden 

of a rapidly-expanding population. 

Now home to nearly 40 percent of the 

country’s total residents, spread across 

a 5.8 square-kilometer area, the city 

appears doomed to witness even more 

overcrowding in the days to come, with 

the promise of jobs, education and 

better facilities, among other factors, 

inexorably pulling more and more 

people in every year.

As a remedy, the government has sought 

to develop Hulhumalé as an alternative 

urban centre close to the capital since 

the ‘80s, aiming to accommodate 

100,000 people in the new city. That 

alternative, however, has not been taken 

up by too many; once settled in, most 

prove reluctant to leave Malé. 

What can be done, then, to make 

Hulhumalé more viable and appealing 

as an option so that it not only becomes 

possible to divert migration to the new 

city, but also to induce Malé residents 

to consider moving out? What strategic 

interventions would work to relieve the 

population stress—and related problems 

such as shortage of housing, pressure on 

basic service delivery and environmental 

degradation—on the capital?  //

PROBLEMS 
FACING MALÉ TODAY:

OVERPOPULATION

Social services compromised

Health risks

Housing shortages

Damage to marine ecosystems 
and the reefs surrounding Malé.

Extreme air pollution: The amount 
of CO2 emitted from vehicles has 

tripled creating an Urban Heat Island in Malé

Shrinking natural forest cover, 
to trap carbon emission

Waste problem creating 
environmental risks of its own

Rapidly growing urban soil contamination, 
which in turn contaminates ground 
water, impacting water supply
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The answer: setting up a truly smart city, one that embodies technological innovation and 

sustainable planning in the pursuit of social and economic prosperity. UNDP has already 

got the ball rolling, collaborating with telecom giant Ooredoo to establish just such a smart, 

innovative and livable—but ultimately also sustainable—city in Hulhumalé.

“A very important aspect of smart cities is smart people. We can provide a transport app for 

the residents of Hulhumalé, but if they do not know how to use it, it will not be effective,” says 

Makhdhooma Nazim, UNDP Maldives’ focal person on urbanization.

 “For smart-city projects to be truly successful, they need to combine human aspects with technology. 

This is where UNDP’s unique expertise in community building, community engagement and 

governance becomes particularly relevant.”

 Residents of Hulhumalé taking advantage of makeshift swimming pool in the ocean.  Photo: Munshid Mohamed/ UNDP Maldives
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Smart Mobility 
through the use of 
ICTs in the transport 
sector, by developing 
apps that can provide 
real-time information 
on transport options, 
timings, costs and 
congestions

Smart Economy 
through installment of 
innovation hubs where 
individuals are given 
the tools, including 
access to mentors, to 
come up with creative, 
out-of-the-box 
solutions and services

Smart People 
through the bridging of 
the digital divide that 
would involve efforts 
geared at ensuring 
wider and more 
affordable access to 
ICTs among residents

Smart Environment 
through endorsement 
of greener options in 
terms of energy use, 
transport systems and 
waste management, 
among others

Smart Governance 
through the use of 
digital and physical 
forums designed 
to improve citizen 
participation and 
engagement in the 
development process

 Hulhumalé is serviced by modern buses to allow its residents to easily commute.  Photo: Munshid Mohamed/ UNDP Maldives
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I N T E R V I E W

To Walk the Talk 

The CEO of one of the Maldives’ 

largest telecom operators 

opens up about the power of 

technological innovation in 

transforming society 

u Vikram Sinha, CEO of Ooredoo Maldives.
Photo: Ooredoo Maldives
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Throughout a long and illustrious 

career, Vikram Sinha has always been 

driven by the desire to unlock the 

possibilities inherent in communications 

technology to improve people’s lives. 

The Chief Executive Officer of Ooredoo 

Maldives—who has over 16 years’ 

worth of experience in the area of 

telecommunications, strategy planning 

and execution, brand building and sales 

development—boasts an excellent 

track record of driving top-line growth, 

increasing profitability and building solid 

teams. 

Prior to joining Ooredoo, Sinha had 

been the Managing Director at Airtel 

Seychelles, and had also previously held 

positions in Coca Cola and STAR TV in 

India. Despite having worked across a 

range of industries and geographies over 

the years, and in such varying capacities, 

what has remained constant in that 

time is Sinha’s quest to locate new and 

innovative ways to use communication 

tools to connect people and stimulate 

sustainable human growth. 

In this interview with Island Life, Sinha 

talks about that quest and how it fits into 

Ooredoo’s model and the overarching 

aspirations of the Sustainable 

Development Goals. 

What is the Ooredoo Group presently 

doing in the Maldives?

The Ooredoo Group started out as a 

multinational telecommunications 

company that began operating in the 

Maldives on August 1, 2005, but we’ve 

been drifting increasingly towards newer, 

more advanced ICT technologies, so 

we have several areas of focus as of late. 

While we are still certainly devoted to 

the cause of expanding people’s access 

to basic communication services, we 

are also, at the same time, eager to keep 

our finger on the pulse where all these 

new technological tools are concerned. 

We want to make sure to incorporate 

them into our strategies and solutions, 

because given the rate at which the 

evolution of technology is taking place 

today, if we don’t stay on top of these 

changes, there’s a high likelihood we 

might fall behind, with adverse effects for 

both the company and the communities 

we serve. 

What would you say are some of the key 

accomplishments of the company in the 

11 years that it has been operational in 

the Maldives?

When we first launched in 2005, we 

were able to break the then-existing 

monopoly of the national telecom 

company in the country, and have 

played a key role in transforming the 

telecommunications industry for 

the people of the Maldives. A lot has 

changed since: services today are much 

more affordable, and the quality has 

been raised substantially. What this 

essentially proves is that competition 

is healthy in that it pushes everyone to 

perform at their best. 

The private sector is increasingly being 

looked at for its role in ending poverty 

and providing solutions. Outgoing 

UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon 

and UNDP Administrator Helen Clark 

have called on the private sector for 

assistance in achieving the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs).  How do you 

think the private sector can help?

Over the course of my career, it’s 

become increasingly clear that the 

private sector needs to do far more 

in the realm of human development 

and corporate social governance than 

it is currently doing. There are some 

great examples of companies that have 

already moved in that direction, but 

the potential for the private sector to 

really contribute to the betterment of 

the communities around them is very 

significant. And what’s more, it would 

make perfect commercial sense as well. 

There needs to be a debate within all 

companies and organizations regarding 

their priorities: whether they would 

prefer to invest directly in advertising 

or to go by the Corporate Social 

Responsibility route. I firmly believe it is 

the latter that is the more sustainable 

option because it leads to a win-win 

situation. If you genuinely touch people’s 

lives, it will come back to you. Therefore, 

it has a commercial angle to it; it is not 

just charity per se.

How are you pushing the SDGs in the 

Maldives?

It all started with our global CEO being 

there when the SDG commitment was 

announced in New York in 2015. 

We were very eager to adopt the goals, 

because we were convinced that this 

commitment was the way forward to 

bring about the kind of change that 

people here really needed. And that 

  Vikram Sinha chose the SDG Goal on Gender 
Equality, as the driver for a more peaceful, 
prosperous, and sustainable society. 
Photo: Ahmed Yaamin Mohamed/UNDP Maldives

5 GENDER
EQUALITY
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is when I got in touch with UNDP and 

we had a discussion regarding the five 

specific areas that we would be focusing 

on, and we had then proceeded to 

announce it in the press. 

We selected those specifically here in the 

Maldives. The first year, I will say, we have 

done a decent work. 

Although the commitment to different 

targets itself was a good start, we now 

needed to build on it and make sure 

we align our actions accordingly—we 

have to walk the talk, really incorporate 

the ideals of equality and sustainability, 

among others, into our innovations and 

infrastructure, gender equality. Like I 

was saying with CSR before, there is also 

a commercial incentive to doing this, 

because of the value that it can add to 

the organization. 

I’m fortunate to have a team who are 

very passionate about the matter, and 

understand that doing good business is 

not just confined to increasing monetary 

gains, but also about making a real 

difference. We put our heart and mind to 

it. And the presence of the UN team has 

been crucial in facilitating this, since we 

are able to confide in and consult them 

whenever there is an idea that we would 

like to put into action. 

You have talked about the need for 

creative and innovative technological 

solutions for fostering sustainable 

growth in society. How are such ideas 

stimulated and developed in your 

organization? 

The very first step in nurturing 

innovation has to do with the kind of 

culture you have built in the workplace, 

how free people are to express 

themselves, and how valued they feel 

their opinions are. And that’s what 

we’ve tried to do at Ooredoo, where we 

encourage our staff to put their ideas on 

the table, whatever these ideas may be. 

We believe there is nothing wrong with 

making mistakes, because it’s a natural 

part of the process and can actually offer 

up important opportunities for learning. 

And it would surprise you the sheer level 

of innovation that can result from just 

allowing people to open up like that. 

It’s particularly true of young folks—and 

our team is very young overall, with an 

average age of 27 years—they really do 

shine under that kind of encouragement.

The second point would be to ensure 

support to the staff via trainings and 

competency-building strategies. 

Suppose someone comes up with a 

great idea—we follow up by investing 

on them, whether that involves 

providing them the training they need or 

any other form of support, we do it. 

Given all this, are you optimistic about 

the future of the Maldives and its 

people?

I would say so, yes. Of course, every 

country has its own complexities and 

challenges, but from what I’ve seen of 

the young people of the Maldives, they 

are a surprisingly talented, dynamic, 

hard-working bunch. When bolstered 

further by the possibilities of new 

technology, I believe they will be able to 

come up with a great many innovative 

solutions to the problems in this 

country. In the next two years, we plan 

to invest $50 million in state-of-the-art 

technologies and innovations that can 

facilitate this development. //

It’s become increasingly clear to me that the private sector needs to do far, far more in 

the realm of human development and social responsibility than it is currently doing…

their potential to really contribute to the betterment of the communities around them is 

significant, and one that is going largely to waste

 Vikram supporting school children as a part of Ooredoo’s Corporate Social Responsibility. 
Photo: Ooredoo Maldives
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Seeds of Change

18-year old Inasa Umar saw a problem. 

Her group of friends, in the island of 

Kulhudhuffushi in the Northern part of 

the Maldives, were bored. At the same 

time, they were restless. They saw piles 

of waste accumulating on the island, 

mosquitoes breeding uncontrollably, and 

rich mangroves being destroyed to pave 

way for infrastructure projects.  They 

wanted to do something, and they knew 

that there were others who wanted to 

do something as well. They just didn’t 

know how to go about it. 

As they did not want to lay idle, Inasa 

and her friends banded together, and 

they started clean-up activities around 

the island. They collected waste from 

the beaches, and cleared up mosquito-

breeding sites. They gave tours to young 

people, to make them aware of the 

diverse range of benefits the mangrove 

Young innovators at Miyaheli - 

the first-ever “social innovation 

camp” in the Maldives, looks to 

effect change by bringing ‘out 

of the box’ ideas to solve every 

day challenges  

 Youth exchange ideas at the first social innovation camp in the Maldives. Photo: Shan Ahmed/Dark Room Studios
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ecosystem on their island offers, 

including preventing erosion. 

“The process made me aware that 

young people want to volunteer 

to make a change, but they don’t 

know where or how to start,” says 

Inasa. This was the inspiration behind 

Inasa’s submission to Miyaheli - the 

first “social innovation camp” in the 

Maldives. This was a platform where 

young people from across the 

country were able to come together 

and find new and creative solutions 

to the challenges they face.

UNDP and partners, including Australia’s 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

and Ooredoo, brought in the camp to 

push for a shift from the business-as-

usual to an approach that incorporates 

more innovative and flexible solutions. 

The idea is to address the rapidly 

evolving problems, and development 

landscape affecting Maldivian 

communities. The camp offered a space 

for the incubation and testing of ideas 

that have the potential to revolutionize 

such areas as information access, service 

delivery and citizen engagement in an 

era of growing digital saturation. 

Inasa’s proposal was a VolunteerApp, 

titled ‘Heyvalla’ that will bridge 

volunteers with NGOs based on their 

availability and skill set. Her app will 

address the disconnect between 

volunteers and the organizations 

that need their services. Both 

organizations and the volunteers will 

be able to register on the app, and 

whenever any volunteer-based work 

is available, the information would 

be posted on the interface, allowing 

volunteers to sign up right away. This 

will effectively reduce the number of 

young people who have the desire to 

contribute, but might not have found 

the right opportunities to do so. 

Four other ideas made it to the 

camp, out of 100 creative ideas that 

were submitted from all across the 

Maldives. 

The Community Gardens project would not only encourage 

community interaction, engagement and ownership, but 

also ensure availability of fresh produce locally, at lower 

prices

 Photo: Shan Ahmed/Dark Room Studios
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Among this was ‘Women2Code’ - a 

program to teach women how to 

code. Aishath Adnan from the island 

of Fuvah Mulah in the South of the 

Maldives, was part of the team who 

submitted the idea. She is a woman 

coder, who by her own admission, 

is looking to push the boundaries. 

“I want to change the perception 

that coding is just for men,” Aishath 

says. Her team of passionate young 

coders want to push against the 

‘thick glass ceiling’ by advocating 

for the entry of more women into a 

field that has so far been dominated 

by men. 

25 year-old Mohamed Shuraih’s 

vision was titled ‘Mathivaru’, or an 

easy-to-access, online learning 

management system that offers 

both free and paid courses in basic-

to intermediate-level skills across 

multiple fields in the local Dhivehi 

language. 

“I taught myself, so why can’t others!” 

says Shuraih, from Seenu Maradhoo 

Island in the South. 

AtollRide is a speed boat ride sharing 

app which would lower the cost of 

travelling between the islands as well 

as fuel wastage. It was proposed by 

Shazna Ali, from the capital Male’, in 

an attempt to change the way people 

travelled in the Maldives. Shazna wants 

to develop an app that would list 

vacant seats on speedboats running 

within the country, which could be 

used to find cheaper travel options. 

Users can search for available boats 

to their destination of choice and 

check prices beforehand. This would 

significantly increase the efficiency of 

sea travel by providing cheap and easy 

alternative journeys, reducing waste 

and boosting social and economic 

activity. 

“I got frustrated with how expensive 

travel had become, while at the same 

time there would be so many seats that 

were just lying empty on so many trips,” 

explains Shazna.

Community Gardens, an initiative 

to build community gardens to 

encourage community engagement, 

was another idea that came from the 

South of the country. Maryam Naufa, 21, 

from Seenu Hithadhoo Island wants to 

develop community or ‘island’ gardens 

where participants would be given their 

own plots of land on which to grow 

fruits and vegetables. To facilitate the 

process, basic necessities such as water, 

fertilizers and gardening tools, among 

others, would be made available to the 

volunteers. In addition to encouraging 

community interaction, engagement 

and ownership, the project would ensure 

availability of fresh produce locally, at 

lower prices. Naufa has a beautiful vision 

- “As the trees they plant grow, I want 

people to also grow and expand their 

minds and hearts.”

Out of these five ideas, the teams behind 

AtollRide, VolunteerApp and Mathivaru 

were the winners chosen to receive 

seed-funding to develop a prototype 

by a panel of judges. Meanwhile, 

“Community Gardens” was recently 

announced as one of the three winners 

at the Regional Youth Innovation Forum 

in Bangkok, which featured brilliant ideas 

from countries all over the region. 

Innovation for development is really 

about doing things differently, and 

thinking outside the box. Miyaheli — 

the social innovation camp, showed us 

the untapped potential of youth in the 

Maldives and the key role they could 

play as agents of change. //

VolunteerApp addresses the disconnect between volunteers and the organizations 

that need their services, allowing both organizations and volunteers to register so that 

whenever any work is available, volunteers can sign up right away
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“I feel the entertainingment 
sector, sports and music are 
being given a lot of attention 
in the country. But there has 
not been much development 
in education, and it’s difficult 
to get opportunties for higher 
studies. I don’t think the current 
development process is 
proceeding all that well.”

“I see that mostly it is the capital 
city that is developing, so to 
speak. There are islands that do 
not have safe drinking water, 
or proper sewage systems 
even – which are basic needs. 
When I think of how there are 
not enough schools, or enough 
teachers, I get very worried. On 
the other hand, Malé is getting 
congested and facing so many 
urban challenges. This is not a 
sustainable model.”  

“Tourism is our biggest income 
source. This is a huge resource 
that can be tapped into 
when we are talking about 
development. Especially when 
we think about all that needs to 
be and can be done to protect 
and conserve our natural 
environment.”

“I would like to be more 
involved in looking after our 
environment. All the trash on 
our beaches, and in our oceans 
really bothers me. We are 
selling the natural beauty of our 
islands after all, and if we don’t 
take care of it, what would we 
be left with in the future? I feel 
volunteering for clean-ups is 
an ideal way to go about it. But 
it’s an endless cycle, because 
people still keep littering. A 
more permanent solution is 
needed.”

FOCUS ON EDUCATION TOURISM POTENTIALDEVELOP SMALL ISLANDS PROTECT ENVIRONMENT

Shan Ahmed
21, planning to pursue further 
studies in engineering

Aminath Ibaa 
Mahureen
18, student

Mohamed Muan 
Shaheen
16, just completed secondary 
studies and looking to find an 
internship within the travel 
industry 

Saath Shiyam
18, student

Y O U T H  S P E A K 
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From Wasteful to Mindful
Growing up in Malé, the capital of 

the Maldives, meant having to get 

accustomed to a great many sights and 

sounds. The persistent screeching of 

motorcycles, the seemingly omnipresent 

odor of smoke and the piles of trash 

rising up from the ground. Most of us 

had learned to work around these things, 

to become uninterested and indifferent 

to what we saw as the inevitable 

consequences of “development”. It took 

a visit to a cluster of islands some 200 

kilometers from the city, in the stunning 

Laamu Atoll, for me to question my 

line of thinking about the relationship 

between human activities and the 

natural environment. 

One aspect of this relationoship is the 

things we consume and the waste we 

generate. The production and disposal 

of waste comprise major concerns in 

countries such as the Maldives. The 

last 20 years have seen our population 

almost double, resulting in an increase 

in the quantity and variety of goods that 

we consume. Unfortunately, we have 

not been able to match this increase 

in consumption with a more efficient 

waste-management system—most 

islands are still using age-old, basic 

waste-disposal methods. Indeed, 

dumping garbage wherever convenient, 

burying waste in public areas and 

incinerating trash in open fires have 

been, and still are, common practices 

in many Islands in the country to this 

day. However, in Laamu Atoll, I came 

across a welcome anomaly  : the island 

of Maamendhoo, a place that is resisting 

the norm and where important steps 

are being taken by the community to 

improve their waste situation. 

Mohamed Izman Suhail

Maamendhoo is among 

the few islands leading 

the charge in sustainable 

waste management in 

the Maldives

 Izman visited several islands of Laamu Atoll to 
monitor some small grants programmes.
Photo: Ahmed Gaveem Ali/UNDP Maldives

F E A T U R E
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In July 2016, I visited Laamu Atoll with a team from UNDP. We had 

travelled there to monitor the progress of some of the projects 

that were underway in the islands as part of the UN’s Low 

Emission Climate Resilient Development (LECReD) Programme. 

Although I had been previously aware of some of the broader 

environmental challenges that were looming over our island 

country, during this visit I came to truly understand just how 

tangible the effects of climate change had become. Climate 

change had a way of aggravating existing challenges, including 

the waste problem. 

Conversations with residents of Maamendhoo Island helped me 

grasp some of the hardships the community faced as a result of 

improper waste disposal. Haphazardly-strewn garbage around 

the island had led to rodent infestations and spread of diseases, 

and given rise to a pervasive rancid smell that had made life there 

very unpleasant. For a long time, the Island Council had been 

in search of an appropriate solution, and eventually designed a 

sustainable waste-management strategy, going on from there to 

become one of the first recipients of the LECReD-sponsored small 

grants targeted at improving the well-being of communities of 

the atoll.

With the new grant in hand, and spearheaded by Council 

President Ali Shifaz, the council began constructing a waste-

management centre on the island. This site, however, was not 

what I had imagined to find at all. In place of the mountains of 

garbage teeming with flies and rats that you might come across 

in such facilities elsewhere, it was a pleasant surprise to see 

small neat piles of trash organized according to composition. 

Plastic, metal and biodegradable waste had all been categorized 

separately—- an uncommon sight in the Maldives. The centre was 

also collaborating with Six Senses Laamu, a nearby resort, for the 

disposal of their accumulated waste. 

The success of such initiatives can only be retained with profound 

changes in the people’s attitudes and practices related to waste 

management. In Maamendhoo, there was a palpable sense of this 

shift: people are far more aware of the negative effects, including 

health and safety risks of improper waste disposal, and keen on 

moving towards safer, long-term alternatives that are respectful of 

the environment. 

Although the island has made great strides towards better waste 

management, there is still a lot more to be done. The people of 

Maamendhoo are presently at a critical point in their quest to 

strike a balance between human activities and nature; and in the 

process raise their quality of life. More investment in sustainable 

solutions is needed, so that the movement can gain momentum, 

with the strengthening of waste-management plans and creation 

of a culture of cleaner waste-disposal practices. The last thing 

I would want to see in Maamendhoo is what we’ve witnessed 

happen in Malé: desensitization to all the harm we have inflicted 

upon our islands. Maamendhoo is on the right track, and with a 

little extra push, it could very well prove a model island others 

would be inspired to follow. 

Mohamed Izman Suhail interned with UNDP’s LECReD Programme 
in 2016. //

In place of the mountains of garbage teeming with flies and rats that you might come across 

in waste-management centres elsewhere, it was a pleasant surprise to see small neat piles of 

trash organized according to composition—a none-too-common sight in the Maldives

  Maamendhoo Island Council President Ali Shifaz surveying the waste centre.
Photo: Sanu Ibrahim/UNDP Maldives

  Woman from Maamendhoo carrying waste to the centre. 
Photo: Sanu Ibrahim/UNDP Maldives
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SEAWEED COMPOSTING
 

Fares-Maathoda Island council tried out 

seaweed composting in a bid to improve the 

quality and nutrient content of the compost. 

However, this experiment also revealed that 

adding seaweed hastens the composting 

process itself. The normal pile composting 

made with kitchen waste and leaf litter takes 7 

to 8 weeks but when one part of the leaf litter 

is replaced with seaweed, the composting 

time is almost halved. A lot of labor and time 

is saved since the piles require turning only 

once a week and watering twice a day. This also 

undoubtedly optimizes the space.

CAN MELTING 
 

Fares-Maathoda Island Council is continuously 

committed to finding innovative solutions 

to challenges faced at the island waste-

management centre. Since the island is too 

far south from Malé, the transport costs to the 

waste export facility in the capital is too high. 

For this reason, they built a melter for aluminum 

cans on the island itself with a discarded gas 

cylinder and a hair dryer that can melt over 100 

cans in 15 minutes. It is still, however, in the 

testing stage, and will be improved and made 

more efficient in the near future. For example, 

finding a way to counter the harmful emissions 

from the melting process. 

The project is run through a small grant from 

the Mangroves for the Future (MFF) Programme 

implemented by UNDP in the Maldives.

Some Good Practices on Waste from other Islands

Photo: Adam Abdulla/UNDP Maldives

Photo: Adam Abdulla/UNDP Maldives
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Key Facts on Waste
An estimated 

860 metric tons per day (mtpd),

or 312,075 metric tons (mt) per year,

of solid waste is discarded in the Maldives.

About 21% of this attributed to tourism with the 

balance divided among urban areas (65%)
and island communities (35%). 

An estimated 134 mtpd of solid waste is

generated by the 101 resorts in the Maldives;

whereas, the safari vessels (157 boats)
are found to be discarding an average of 8.0 mtpd.

70 percent of the waste is organic   

Urban Areas 

Island 
Communities 

Source Of The Key Facts: 
Assessment Of Solid Waste Management Practices And Its Vulnerability To Climate Risks In Maldives Tourism Sector: Increasing Climate Change Resilience Of Maldives Through 
Adaptation In The Tourism Sector, A Study Conducted By Undp’s Tourism Adaptation Project And Ministry Of Tourism With Support From Global Environment Facility (GEF) 2015.
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Saving the Beaches
Coordinator of the Save the 

Beach organization talks about 

the need for more mindful 

development if the Maldives’ 

is to ever recover from the 

destruction already wreaked 

on its ecosystems

“I just didn’t want to be swimming in 

trash everyday.”

For Fathimath Thanzeela Naeem or 

Thanzy as her friends call her, motivation 

was as simple as that. The environmental 

activist says that there are few things as 

disheartening as witnessing ever-prolific 

evidence of the Maldives’ pristine and 

fragile ecosystems being ravaged by 

human activity—and that it is the desire 

to put a stop to this destruction that has 

fuelled her organization, Save the Beach, 

since its inception. 

It all began in 2007 when plans were 

being made to convert the Villingli 

(now Villimale) Island’s east beach into a 

harbor. Local boys who had long been 

using the area for surfing had been 

the first to raise the alarm—including 

Thanzy’s husband Hassan Ahmed, also 

one of the founders of Save the Beach. 

Over time, the couple had already 

witnessed drastic changes in Villingli’s 

(now Villimale) natural environment, and 

knew the harbor would only exacerbate 

the problem. They then decided to start 

 Beautiful beaches littered with trash is a common 
sight in the Maldives.  Photo: UNDP Maldives

S P O T L I G H T
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a few years ago, there would be trash 

scattered everywhere, particularly on 

Fridays. And look at where we are today!” 

she says.

The reef monitoring and rehabilitation 

programme, however, has hit a few 

hurdles, says Thanzy. Started in 2014 

under the support of UNDP, the 

programme did make some progress—

such as establishing a nursery on the 

reef in Villimale and running various 

awareness campaigns around the island. 

But changes in ocean temperature 

caused the corals to bleach this year, 

putting on hold their coral revival 

strategy for this year. “We are planning to 

plant more corals next year, but there’s 

little we can do now.”

Thanzy acknowledges that their work 

involves striking a very delicate balance. 

“One of the major causes of changes to 

the environment are the big projects 

that swoop in, catering to an idealized 

vision of progress,” she says. “And when 

you go against them, you risk being seen 

as standing in the way of development.” 

According to Thanzy, for many in the 

country, the capital Malé embodies this 

idea of development. And so, despite 

the fact that almost two-thirds of the 

Maldives’ population live on small islands 

outside the city—and even though 

Malé has its fair share of environmental 

problems—it is still the capital that 

people look to for inspiration. “It’s 

always about wanting more…. more 

land reclaimed from the sea, more 

harbors, just more of everything,” Thanzy 

laments. “But what about the damage 

we are inflicting? Up to 80 percent of 

the country’s income depends on the 

ocean—fishing and tourism—but the 

reefs are not able to recover anywhere 

as fast we’re destroying them. If this 

continues, we won’t be able to bounce 

back.” 

a campaign to protest the construction, 

but the movement soon took on a life of 

its own, gradually growing to encompass 

other issues. Save the Beach, officially 

registered as an NGO in 2014, was a 

natural culmination of these efforts. 

The organization has made use of a 

two-pronged approach: with a beach 

component on one hand and a reef 

component on the other. Littering on 

beaches was a major issue on Villingli, 

according to Thanzy. “We wanted to get 

people to learn to first fix up their own 

backyards,” she says. “So we got locals 

involved, and even petitioned the city 

council and got them to participate.” 

Today, the organization conducts a daily 

clean-up of beaches and has installed 

dustbins in many places, along with 

an annual programme that sees the 

entire community coming together for 

the cause. Thanzy says she couldn’t be 

happier with what they’ve achieved. “If 

you look at photos of the beaches from 

  Waste collected from the beach being audited by Save the Beach team.  Photo: Shoko Noda
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One of the major causes 

of changes to the 

environment are the big 

projects, catering to an 

idealized vision of progress. 

And when you go against 

them, you risk being seen 

as standing in the way of 

development

She says that while she understands 

the need to expand basic services, 

particularly in relation to remote Islands, 

citizens and planners should seek to 

be more farsighted in their approach, 

and pay more mind to the longer-

term consequences of development. 

“That’s what Save the Beach’s mandate 

is, to help people understand these 

consequences better so they are 

more willing to look for sustainable 

alternatives,” she says.

Their persistence appears to be 

paying off. Save the Beach, which 

relied soley on volunteers in previous 

years, is expanding it terms of office 

and administrative capacity. Since last 

year, they have been able to pay their 

staff salaries. Save the Beach has also 

gotten lots of calls from groups and 

policymakers in other islands requesting 

them to share their model. “We’re 

developing a toolkit that covers waste 

management, reef monitoring and 

climate change, and will also borrow 

from the waste management models 

in Ukulhas and Maalhos Islands to help 

others replicate our strategies,” Thanzy 

says, “and we have other ideas in the 

offing, too, that we’re presently raising 

funds for.”

Thanzy also talks about The Turquoise 

Project that she is involved in, which 

focuses on promoting eco-friendly 

lifestyles. The Turquoise Show is a 

similarly-themed TV show that aims to 

reach a wide audience. 

Thanzy looks forward to a time when we 

will no longer have to worry about the 

destruction of the environment because 

preservation and sustainability will have 

become such “integral parts” of our daily 

behavior. 

“I have great faith in technology,” Thanzy 

says. “If harnessed to its full potential, 

it could very well come up with many 

more cleaner, cheaper solutions that we 

haven’t even thought of yet.”

Another reason for hope, is the 

passion shown by the youth towards 

environmental causes. “We have 

had some truly inspirational young 

volunteers in our organisation,” she 

says. “It makes me so happy to see so 

many young people who are very, very 

aware about the impact our lifestyles 

and activities have on the environment, 

and who are willing to do something 

about it.” Thanzy urges others, including 

those in the government and the private 

sector, to take their cue from these 

youngsters. “They’re proof that if you 

really want to change something, you 

need to first take responsibility for your 

own actions.”  //

u  Thanzy coordinating a beach clean-up campaign. 
Photo: Save the Beach Maldives

  Thanzy with her Save the Beach volunteers.
 Credit: Save the Beach Maldives
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Teeming with Possibility

A recent study on the 

mangroves on the island of 

Huraa lays bare the true value 

of the biodiversity contained 

in this unique ecosystem, 

illustrating the exigency of 

conservation

The closest mangrove ecosystem to the 

capital Malé lies in the beautiful island 

of Huraa, and it plays a critical role in 

sustaining both human and marine life, 

providing a range of goods and services. 

But, with the changing times, people had 

become disconnected from the value 

provided by this ecosystem. 

“The mangroves used to be teeming 

with fish and crabs, and these were a 

good source of revenue for us when 

tourists initially came to our shores,” said 

Abdul Raheem Ibrahim, the Director of 

the Huraa Council. “But there has been 

a distinct downturn in both plant and 

aquatic life in recent years.”

But attitudes are changing thanks in 

large part to a study supported by 

UNDP that has extensively mapped the 

mangrove ecosystem—focusing on 

its biodiversity value and goods and 

services it provides.

The study, titled “Environmental 

Valuation of Huraa Mangrove: A Case 

Study of Ecological, Social and Economic 

Perspectives”, was conducted by the 

Maldives National University (MNU).”

The research had been undertaken by 

students of the MNU with a grant from 

UNDP’s Mangroves for the Future (MFF) 

initiative, and with the support of the 

Huraa community.

The results have now been collected 

in a book—a dedicated guide on 

F E A T U R E

Photo: Munshid Mohamed/ UNDP Maldives
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the valuation of mangrove ecosystems 

focused on Huraa—that is not just useful 

for students and researchers in terms of 

reference material, but can also be used by 

the community in formulating improved 

conservation and socioeconomic activities, 

as well as by any other persons with an 

interest in the matter. 

It was in 2014 that the MFF had called 

for submissions from projects focused 

on mangroves. Fathmath Shadiya, 

lecturer in the Environment Management 

Programme at the MNU, and part of the 

team behind the study, had been among 

those who had seen the announcement 

and decided to apply. “I had been to 

Huraa before, and had noticed just how 

much trash had accumulated near the 

mangrove,” she recalled. When she had 

started asking why this was, she found out 

that people were largely unaware about 

mangroves and the value of the ecosystem 

services provided by them. “The lack of 

awareness had created little appreciation 

for the mangroves, resulting in low efforts 

to conserve them. People were more 

inclined to reclaiming the area instead and 

building houses.”

And so the MFF call represented the 

perfect opportunity for Shadiya and her 

team to further explore the subject and 

to come up with ways to estimate the 

ecological, social and economic value of 

the Huraa mangrove ecosystem, so as to 

help people understand the exigency of 

preservation. “Kandoo lakudi, the timber 

obtained from the small-leafed orange 

mangrove tree, can be used in building 

boats and furniture. Tourists also pay to 

see lemon and black-tip sharks that swim 

in the Huraa mangroves. There are many 

other examples like these. We wanted to 

valuate them all so that the community 

would see just how important a resource 

they had in their midst,” Shadiya said. 

The researchers, as part of the study, had 

mapped over 80 percent of the plants 

within the Huraa mangrove ecosystem 

and used line transects to examine entire 

populations of the fauna therein. They 

discovered, for instance, that there were 

700,000 crabs in the mangrove, each 

worth $ 6. “People needed to understand 

these things, so they could be spurred 

into looking for sustainable ways to make 

their resources last,” Shadiya said. “So that 

for every tree they cut down, they would 

remember to plant something new in its 

place.”

Huraa locals expressed gratitude towards 

the exertions of the research team. 

“Thanks to the study, we are armed with 

the technical knowledge regarding why 

this is happening, and what we can do to 

stop further damage,” said Huraa Council’s 

Ibrahim.

That sentiment was reiterated by Ahmed 

Habeeb, owner of a guest house in 

Huraa, saying, “We now have the tools 

to strategically think of ways to best 

utilize what the mangroves offer, but in a 

manner that is sustainable so that we can 

reap its rewards for a long time to come.” 

Habeeb was of the mind that besides 

the intrinsic value of conservation, the 

project would also make for a new 

attraction for guests, something unique 

that could give Huraa an edge over other 

islands. “We could market the island 

based on this alone,” he said.

The experience was no less eye-opening 

for the researchers. Ahmed Fizal, a field 

researcher from the MNU team, said the 

study allowed him and his colleagues 

a chance to get out of the classroom, 

away from the confines of theory. “We 

were able to make direct observations 

and gain valuable practical skills in the 

process,” Fizal said. He hopes that the 

team can replicate the success of the 

project elsewhere, conducting similar 

in-depth research on other mangrove 

ecosystems around the Maldives. 

Shadiya stressed on this need for 

further research, saying there is a great 

deal more to be unearthed from what 

is a truly fascinating phenomenon. 

“Mangroves are among the most resilient 

ecosystems in the Maldives—we have 

no mountains, lakes or rivers, yet in 

the middle of these tiny islands, we 

come across these bodies of water 

that are teeming with so much life and 

possibility,” she said. “Researchers and 

communities both have a lot to learn 

from them.” //

The lack of awareness [among communities] had created little appreciation for the 

mangroves, resulting in low efforts to conserve them. People were more inclined to 

reclaiming the area instead to build houses

  Fathmath Shadiya, lecturer in the Environment 
Management Programme at the MNU, and part of 
the team behind the study. 
Photo: Munshid Mohamed/ UNDP Maldives
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SDGS AND THE MALDIVES

In September 2015, world leaders gathered in New York for the Sustainable 

Development Summit, an exceptional meeting where they adopted the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development with a set of Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) at its core. The SDG Agenda, comprising 17 goals and 169 targets, represents 

a vision of the world we want to have in 2030. It is a plan of action for the people, 

the planet and their prosperity. It seeks to strengthen universal peace and larger 

freedoms. This new universal agenda requires an integrated approach and collective 

action, at all levels, towards sustainable development, with the aim of leaving no one 

behind. As the core message of the Agenda points out: we can be the first generation 

to succeed in ending poverty; just as we may be the last to have a chance of saving 

the planet.

Photo: Shirukhan Adam/UNDP Maldives
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The achievement of the SDGs is an 
ambitious task, and its success will 
depend largely on the ability of states to 
turn words into action and to move from 
goals to tangible results. This is easier said 
than done, given the changing realities 
of the world we live in.  For the SDGs to 
become a reality, nations would need to 
take a more future-oriented approach 
to their implementation. This is because 
what is quality education today in 
2017 is not going to be what is defined 
as quality education in 2030 as rapid 
changes in technology, urbanization 
and demographics continue to bring 
dramatic shifts in very short spans of 
time. The same applies for most of the 
other goals, including health, decent 
work and human settlement, among 
others.
 
At the national level, what is more 
important is how this global vision is 
translated into a national vision or the 

vision of the Maldives in 2030. This is 
where UNDP can make an important 
contribution. Given the limitations in 
national planning in the country, the 
SDGs can act as an overarching vision 
to align long-term planning to national 
priorities. UNDP regionally has played 
that role in translating the global vision 
of the SDGs into practical actions 
nationally that fits into the ideals of the 
country and its people. This is a role that 
UNDP can take on in the Maldives as it 
did with the government during the 15 
years of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs). The Maldives was 
exemplary in the achievement of MDGs 
in the region. And now, the country has 
the opportunity to replicate its success. 
UNDP stands ready to be a partner of the 
government and citizens to walk hand 
in hand to develop and achieve a shared 
vision of sustainable development for the 
maldives by 2030. //

 UNDP Assistant Resident Representative Nasheeth 
Thoha expressing his commitment to assist in the 
implementation of SDGs.  
Photo: Sanu Ibrahim/UNDP Maldives
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Photo: UNDP Maldives
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www.mv.undp.org

www.facebook.com/UNDPMaldives www.twitter.com/UNDPMaldives

Empowered lives.
Resilient nations.


