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Precious gems of the Indian Ocean

ISLAND
JEWELS

Maldivian waters: Home 
to one of the world’s 
most beautiful marine 
environments, the 
country’s waters are 
blessed with abundant life

The Maldives: A sandbar 
stretches out to sea

Adam Woolfitt/Corbis

Michael Tan
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▴▴ The Seychelles: 
Marine life around the 
islands, especially the 
more remote coral ones, 
can be spectacular with 
more than 1,000 species 
of fish recorded

▴ Old treasure: The 
Aldabra Giant Tortoise 
(Geochelone gigantea) 
now populates many of the 
islands of the Seychelles

WHAT IS IT about tropical archipelagos that make us think of 
jewels and gemstones?  

If the crystal blue ocean is a treasure box, it is the islands 
that catch our eyes and glitter with magic and wonder. We 
value jewels for their strange and hidden origins – amber is 
the fossilised blood of an ancient tree, pearls are the internal 
defences of the oyster and diamonds are mere carbon crushed to 
unimaginable pressures. 

Like these gems, the islands of the Earth have their own 
distinct stories of creation. The Indian Ocean, most tropical and 
southern of the seas, is dotted with islands. Let’s sail to three 
archipelagos – one volcanic, one continental and one coralline 
– and try to understand what intricate stories they tell us about 
their own formation.

First, we set sail for Mauritius, one of the world’s smallest, 
mostly densely populated countries and one of the most 
uniquely situated. The main island of Mauritius is a seamount 
volcano, which formed 10 million years ago from a plume of 
magma welling up from the sea floor. With its neighbouring 
island Réunion, 180 kilometres to the southeast, it is just beyond 
the southern end of the long underwater Mascarene Plateau, 
one of the major submarine features of Earth. There has been 
no volcanic activity on Mauritius for about 25 millennia, but on 
Réunion, one shield volcano has erupted over 100 times in the 
last few hundred years, right up to the present day.

The mainland of Mauritius is crowned by an upland ring of 
jagged peaks, reaching 800 metres above the waves. The island 
is notable for its unique cyclone-adapted forests, and its wildlife, 
which has evolved in the absence of native mammals. Birds 
and reptiles of gigantic size flourished here, most famously the 
now-extinct dodo bird (Raphus cucullatus), until the arrival of 
humans triggered ecological disruption. In the national waters 
of Mauritius, which stretch eastwards 600 kilometres to the 
volcanic island of Rodrigues, can be found the third largest coral 
reef system on Earth. 

The submarine Mascarene Plateau rises almost 3,000 
metres above the abyssal plain and arcs northeast for a thousand 
kilometres before striking northwest for another thousand, 
where it terminates at the Seychelles. In the south, the plateau 

is formed of underwater volcanic land capped by limestone, 
which is evidence that once these rocks were close enough to 
the surface to support coral reefs. Now, the plateau touches the 
surface at fewer points than it once did.

In the northern section of the Mascarene Plateau, the 
Seychelles archipelago spans 155 islands, 1,500 kilometres east 
of Kenya. Here, the Mascarene Plateau geology is linked to that 
of Central India’s Deccan Plateau. Both are continental granite 
and both are covered by oceanic basalts 65 million years old. But 
these two pieces of the ancient Gondwana supercontinent have 
now parted; and while India has moved north to join Asia, the 
Seychelles Plate has stayed and submerged beneath the ocean.

Imran Ahmad

Martin Harvey/Corbis
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YD Bar-Ness is a conservation ecologist based in 
Fremantle, Western Australia. As a scientist, he specialises 
in climbing trees to explore the canopy biodiversity and 
as a conservationist, he seeks to use geography and 
photography to create environmental education materials. 

outreachecology.com

▴ Mauritius: Relatively 
young geologically, 
having been created by 
volcanic activity some 
eight million years ago, 
the country is home 
to some of the world's 
rarest plants and animals

▴ The beautifully coloured 
earth at Chamarel is due to 
decomposed basalt gullies

With this granite material making the waters of the arc 
shallower than the open water, it has become a favoured habitat 
for aquatic biodiversity. Coral can form low islands in shallow 
tropical waters; when they completely encircle a solid point of 
land (above or below the water), a still lagoon can form. About 
one-third of the islands have a granite base, some reaching up 
as mountains almost 900 metres above water. The rest are built 
of coral or sand above the shallowly submerged rock, and as 
such, their existence is at risk from global sea level rise.

The Seychelles has taken the lead globally by placing half 
of its terrestrial lands under mature conservation plans. In the 
tropical rainforest jungles, strange and endemic plants grow: 

the Coco de Mer “Double Coconut” (Lodoicea maldivica) has 
the largest seed of any plant, and the Jellyfish Tree (Medusagyne 
oppositifolia), which has no close living relatives, appears unable 
to reproduce in the wild. In the Seychelles can also be found the 
Aldabra giant tortoise (Aldabrachelys gigantea), one of the biggest 
of the shelled reptiles and one of the longest-lived animals. In 
2006, one named Adwaita died in India at the fine old age of 
255 years.

To the northeast of the Mascarene Plateau, another volcanic 
zone exists beneath the Indian Ocean: the Chago-Maldive-
Laccadive Ridge. Straddling the equator, this oceanic geological 
feature stretches almost 2,500 kilometres along a north-south 
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Viewed from space, the islands of the Maldives truly 
appear as a collection of jewelled necklaces. The bright blue 
of the shallow coral reefs forms an irregular ring around the 
underwater prominences, reminiscent of a string of pearls 
placed delicately upon an azure velvet table. Like gemstones, 
areas of dry land are found on this living perimeter. In the same 
fashion as a valued piece of the jewellery, it is the encircled 
lagoon that draws the observer’s gaze. 

These lagoons are sheltered by and contribute to the tropical 
coral reefs – the most important and biologically diverse regions 
of the oceanic environment. To any observer orbiting the planet, 
these thin rings of living ocean would seem fragile, rare and 
priceless beyond measure – living island jewels. AG

axis, connecting in the south to the Mascarene Plateau and the 
volcanic zone of Réunion Island. 

Five hundred kilometres from the southern tip of India, 
the Maldives is in the centre of the largest of Earth’s coral 
archipelagos. Unlike Mauritius and Réunion, one tall volcano 
strikes upwards from the ocean. But the upwelling of magma 
has created a plateau, around which the coral has found an 
anchorage. The 1,200 islands of the Maldives are formed of the 
coralline limestone and their accumulated sands. Averaging 
only one-and-a-half metres above sea level – about the height 
of an adult human being – the islands constitute the planet’s 
lowest country.

Jack Abuin/ZUMA Press/Corbis

Jack Abuin/ZUMA Press/Corbis


