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Prof. Charlie Heatubun delivering the opening address at the official West Papua

Provincial Government launch event for the StAR Project in Indonesia, November 2022
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On 27 May 2021, a high-level meeting in the
capital city ot Jakarta brought together local
and regional agencies, including special statt to
the President ot the Republic of Indonesiq,
along with representatives from multiple
departments of the Ministry of Marine Atftairs
and Fisheries (KKP), as well as numerous non-
governmental organizations, and members of
the StAR Project Steering Committee. The day
culminated in the signing ot a governmental
commitment to support the StAR Project.
Chairing this meeting was none other than
Head ot the West Papua Province Regional
Research and Innovation Agency (BRIDA),
Prot. Charlie Heatubun, along with then
Governor ot West Papua, Dominggus
Mandacan. BRIDA has since served as the
kingpin in the implementation of the StAR
Project in Raja Ampat.

We recently sat down with Protf. Heatubun to
hear his thoughts on the progress of the StAR
Project as well as his aspirations tor the tuture:

As a scientist, | always keep an open mind.
When | was first introduced to the StAR Project,
| was delighted. | telt that the team behind it
had truly done their homework. | was contident
that such an innovative project, which harnesses
the breeding potential of public aquaria to
restore depleted wild populations, would reap
success in Raja Ampat's waters. | felt it is our
duty as government to play a leading role in the
oroject’'s implementation. I'm very gratetul that
from the beginning, Governor Mandacan was
very supportive. His seriousness in turn soliditied
the governmental commitment for the StAR
Project. As we look back at our progress today,
we're proud of how the StAR Project has
successfully demonstrated a proof of concept,
and can now serve as a model for other species
conservation programs around the world.



From the very beginning, BRIDA was extremely
sincere in leading the implementation of the
StAR Project in Raja Ampat. According to the
commitment made by the West Papua Provincial
Government in the Manokwari Declaration, we

endeavor to conserve 70% of land cover ana
50% ot our ocean. We're also looking at the
Ridge to Reet (R2R) approach through
integrated land and seascape management
within the Bird's Head Seascape. The StAR
Project complements these conservation goals
well. To me, it was evident that it would not only
help our ocean, but also tangibly benetit the
local community through sustainable tourism.

Raja Ampat has long been known as a premier
diving destination. The StAR Project (and the
zebra shark in particular) could further elevate
Raja Ampat’s appeal among the diving
community. Such an icon could be used to rally

the public to protect nature, which in turn
creates opportunities for the community.

When | give university lectures, | regularly
mention that we humans tend to be rather
anthropocentric. Advancements in technology
have bred a certain arrogance and self-
centeredness among us. But the truth is, humans
are just another species on this planet and we
could very well be driven to extinction too. With
that in mind, we need to have a balanced
perspective, as one of God's creations, that our
every action impacts the wider ecosystems.

Traditional adat communities have their own
indigenous names tor species they live in close
proximity with. These species are not just living
things. They each have their own cultural value.
And so, each species that goes into extinction
carries with it a great deal of loss for our
civilization and culture. I've thus taken the StAR
Project very seriously and remain committed to
delivering the best results possible.

Representatives from governmental agencies, NGOs and the StAR Project

Steering Committee gather in Jakarta for a high-level meeting on 27 May 2021
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As a founding governmental partner of the
oroject, we largely spearhead the
administrative coordination behind-the-
scenes. But | also like to get involved in the
rigorous scientitic aspects, which include
tield implementation and data analyses.
Personally, | do enjoy just looking at the
eggs and the hatchlings in the nursery ana
the sea pen. I'm even more excited when |
witness their release into the wild.

From selecting shark parents with the right
genetics and the daunting shipment
process to ensuring the pups grow up well
in the nurseries and the eventual release,
so much goes into the project! | often see
this as an art — navigating intricacies and
complexities to achieve an end goal. It is
indeed a balancing act, considering how
many stakeholders are involved in the StAR
Project, not to mention how it now comes
under a larger ReShark umbrella. We are
bound to continue bringing in more players
and projects into the mix.

Regardless, we always strive to give our
best and ensure things run smoothly,

especially atter Charlie (the first of two
sharks to be released) was named after

me, as an appreciation of my contributions.

| was very proud of that but also couldn't
help feeling a small sense of worry. Once
these young sharks are released, anything
could happen to them. | do wish Charlie
the best of luck in the wild! | was
heartened by a recent observation of

a young zebra shark in Wayag, of similar
size to Charlie. That made me very excited!
| sure hope it was him, and that the sharks
we release are all thriving in the wild.

From the outset, the StAR Project already
stood out because of the sizable number
ot global partners involved. For me and
BRIDA as a whole, this is perhaps the first
collaboration focused on the conservation
ot a marine species. The zebra shark lett
an impression on me as it draws a sharp
contrast to the otherwise scary image
commonly associated with sharks. The
zebra shark is actually quite shy and | knew
it would be an iconic species for Rajo
Ampat. In Indonesian, we reter to the
species as hiu belimbing, which translates
into ‘startruit shark’. People were initially
confused as we reter to the leatherback
turtle as penyu belimbing and there's yet
another shark named atter startruit.

The large number ot partners involved also
poses challenges. Inter-agency
coordination at such a scale is tricky. This
process has allowed us to learn a lot about
the importing process, among other
administrative procedures, that we were
oreviously unaware of. | am indeed very
gratetul for the wondertul collaboration
that underpins the StAR Project coalition’s
work. I'm convinced we can truly be an
inspiration for tuture collaborative projects
ot similar nature in other parts of the world.



| am indeed very grateful for the wonderful
collaboration that underpins the StAR Project
coalition’s work. | think we can truly be an
inspiration for future collaborative projects of
similar nature in other parts of the world.

Prof. Charlie Heatubun (right) with then Governor

of West Papua, Dominggus Mandacan (left)




Aquarists from RARCC gather at Wayag to

bid farewell to Charlie before his release




In the beginning, many people didn't
quite understand what the project
entailed. But through constant
communication and media engagement,
we started receiving more recognition
and appreciation from everyone,
including national and provincial
governmental agencies, as well as other
local and regional partners.

While the current implementation site in
Raja Ampat now talls under the
jurisdiction of the newly-formed
Southwest Papua Province, we remain
proactive in coordinating the progress
ot the project with the new
governmental agencies. Of course, they
have been eager to contribute but are
still unsure of how best to. My team and
| are looking forward to further
engagement with them. Even though the
oroject site is no longer under the West
Papua Province anymore, as a tounding
oartner, we will still be committed to the
StAR Project and perhaps future
ReShark initiatives as well. The most
important thing for us is to always
continue prioritizing collaboration — that
has been a tundamental part of the
oroject since its inception which we
hope will only grow from here on out.



The laborious process of buildi

at RARCC led by the local




g the nursery
Papuan team

Considering that the StAR Project was
implemented in Papua, we have made
sure that the traditional adat communities
and their leaders have been involvea
since the beginning. On top of that, we
have also engaged the local youths,
students, governmental agencies and
other partners. | believe that every project
in Papua will greatly benetit from having
a local Papuan leading or at least heavily
involved. Moving tforward, the recruitment
ot shark aquarists and the various statt
involved in population monitoring ettorts
should prioritize the Papuan community,
including students from Papuan
universities, especially the University of
Papua (UNIPA). This is ot paramount
importance in ensuring we empower them
and build up local capacity and
knowledge through the project.

We also want to ensure sustainability —
that the ideas, values, and stories we
have gained are passed on in perpetuity.
That requires selecting and training the
right people, especially in the Papuan
context. It we want to pass along our
legacy to future generations, we need to
prepare them as early as possible. I've
shared about this in my lectures and also
when talking to partners. | do believe that
there is tremendous potential for the StAR
Project or ReShark in general to explore
or even provide scholarship opportunities
for university students in Papua and have
them directly involved in the project. The
best place to start would be the Marine
and Fisheries Faculty ot UNIPA. Apart tfrom
the students, the university itselt can also
be a tfantastic knowledge repository

tfor the project. The array ot knowledge
and experiences gained could be made
available for student learning, and
oerhaps even infused into their
curriculum.

There's honestly plenty of positive
takeaways we have gained trom the StAR
Project, including amazing standards set
in areas like fundraising, scientitic
research and publications, permitting
processes, and policy development. Many
ot these best practices are already being
implemented in other collaborative
orojects we are currently leading as well,
one ot which is the Crown Jewel Papua.

This project targets an integrative
landscape management that tocuses on
watersheds as the main lite support of the
Papuan community. It similarly demands
us to work closely with multiple provincial
and sub-national governmental agencies,
as well as conservation and development
organizations.

'm constantly impressed at how the StAR
Project coalition has chosen the right
people for their Steering Committee ana
everyone maintains such a positively
collaborative spirit while showcasing their
various expertise to drive the project
forward. That's something else | would like
to replicate. Indeed, more collaborative
species conservation initiatives are much-
needed in West Papua, such as ones
tfocused on the birds-of-paradise. We
have an upcoming collaboration with
Cornell University which will feature
several Indonesian NGOs as well, so I'm

looking forward to applying what we've
learnt with the StAR Project there too.
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During his visit to the RARCC nursery, Prof. Charlie Heatubun

meets Charlie, the zebra shark, for the first time

the material gains from such projects.
Instead, our tocus should always be about

how we can contribute to the success of

The most important thing is that everyone these initiatives. Admittedly, governmental

remains committed to the values of agencies will have our own set of

collaboration and partnership. It's also shortcomings. That's where we will certainly

essential that there be a clear division of
responsibilities and duties among the
various partners, especially tor fellow

benetit from our partners’ support. It we
work together, we can achieve anything.
We'll always be more than happy to support

governmental partners. our partners in the best way possible.

We as the government need to take the On a more philosophical note, | think that

lead in such initiatives. It is only right that what we're presently is really about creating

we lead the way and inspire contidence a better tuture tor our world. There's a

while our fellow partners have our back. saying in West Papua - No matter what

Only so can we guarantee that such we're doing right now, our duty is to leave

projects are implemented smoothly. For our future generations with water springs

instance, several major StAR Project events (mata air) and not tears (air mata). We need

would not have been possible it we, as the to bequeath lite to our children. Not only

lead governmental institution, did not human lite, but also natural treasures like

provide the necessary documentation. biodiversity, healthy ecosystems and

everything in between. All of these depend

That said, the government should also on the actions of today.

remain open to feedback and inputs on how
to improve. We cannot be fixated solely on
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Moments before Charlie is released into \Wayag by

Program Manager Nesha Ichida, 13 January 2023



(From left to right) Meity Mongdong, Nesha Ichida, Dr. Erin Meyer, Actor Harrison Ford, Dr. Mark Erdmann,

\gbal Herwata, and Prof. Charlie Heatubun witnessing the first zebra shark releases
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Dr. Christine Dudgeon photographs an adult leopard

shark while on expedition at North Stradbroke Island
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North Stradbroke Island (Minjerribah),

located in Moreton Bay in Queensland,
Australia, is a summer aggregation site for
leopard sharks. Researchers suspect that
this area is where they come to mate,
betore they move north to the Great Barrier
Reet in winter to lay their eggs.

The big aggregations that can be found in
Straddie make it a really conducive place
to study the species. Several members for
the ReShark Council and StAR Project
Steering Committee including

Dr. Alistair Dove (CEO, Museum ot Science
& History), Dr. Lisa Hoopes (Senior Director
ot Research and Conservation, Georgia
Aquarium) and Dr. Mark Erdmann (Vice
President ot Asia Pacific Marine Programs,
Conservation International) were all
already in Australia for a separate whale
shark expedition up north earlier on.

't was the perfect opportunity for them to
join resident leopard shark researcher

Dr. Christine Dudgeon (Senior Research
Fellow, University of the Sunshine Coast &
Co-Chair ot the StAR Project Research
Working Group) later in the month to work
on the adult leopard sharks. This trip
builds on earlier work which commenced
in November 2021, where 20 leopara
sharks were tagged and samples obtainea
for diet and reproductive analysis.

As part ot the expedition, the team
managed to: (1) Capture a lot of photos

for the Spot The Leopard Shark photo-ID
database, (2) Acoustic tag 3 females,

(3) Take cloacal swabs to look at what
their natural diet is (to better inform what
we teed the StAR Project pups), and (4)
Take blood samples to look at hormones
and microplastic contamination.



Dr. Lisa Hoopes (left) and Dr. Christine Dudgeon (middle)

performing a cloacal swab on an adult leopard shark, while
filmmaker Luca Vaime (right) captures the moment
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A white-spotted wedgefish, Rhynchobatus

australiae (front) appears to have a stalker (back)

With the cloacal swabs and blood draws, Team involved:

the team practiced doing them both on e Dr. Christine Dudgeon
sharks they caught and brought to the e Dr. Adam Barnett
surface and on sharks underwater. The e Dr. Alistair Dove

team hopes to optimize things to a point * Dr. Asia Armstrong
where most work can be pertormed e Dr. David Robinson
underwater so that the same protocols e Dr. Lisa Hoopes

can be applied on juveniles in Raja e Dr. Mark Erdmann
Ampat tor the StAR Project as well. e Dr. Simon Pierce

e Cameron Cotterell
In the end, the team managed to sample

10 sharks they caught and brought to the
surtace, and they took successtul cloacal

* Luca Vaime
e Sea World Gold Coast’s Veterinary

and Husbandry Teams
swabs from 7 animals underwater. The y

underwater blood draws turned out to be Supporters:

less successful and more experimentation .
P e Sea World Foundation

with this protocol will be requirea. * Biopixel Oceans Foundation

e Conservation International



10 leopard sharks (82, 23 )

brought to the surface for
processing. Acoustic tags inserted
into females. Genetic swabs,
cloacal swabs, blood anad
microplastic samples obtained

from each individual.

/

Tissue sampled from
1 white-spotted
wedgefish

(R. australiae).
7 leopard sharks

sampled underwater with
swabs. Ambient swabs
also taken in water column
next to position of sharks.



Dr. Alistair Dove, Dr. Lisa Hoopes and Dr. Mark Erdmann (left to right) with

the 21 eggs that were donated by Cairns Marine for the StAR Project


















































































