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Jone Niukula inspects one of the cameras that track the movements of crested

iguana on Monuriki Island. Picture: SIKELI QOUNADOVU

GROWING up Jone Niukula wanted to be a mechanic.

He remembers as a young boy, he would puncture the tyre of their vehicle just

for a chance to change the tyres.

However, when he entered the University of the South Pacific, he was unsure of

which program to study.

He started off with a Bachelor of Science degree program but then opted out

because it was too complicated. So he took up the Bachelor of Arts program

majoring in geography and earth science.

"All other classes were full so I decided to take up earth science because there

were only a few of them."

That was the beginning of a new journey of discovery for the Bemana, Nadroga

native.

John, as he is commonly known, said he was probably one of the students who had to go through so many primary

schools before entering secondary.

His father was a Methodist church pastor thus Jone started his primary education at the Annesly Primary School in

Toorak Suva, Suva Methodist Primary School, then Vuda District School in the West and later Lautoka Methodist

Primary School before completing his secondary education at the Lelean Memorial School in Nausori.

"On to my second year at USP, Professor Randy Thaman selected a few of us to be part of his research team.

"Our first visit was in Navula, Yasawa where we were to conduct a survey about the traditional knowledge of plants

and animals, those that had probably been extinct or were on the brink of extinction.

"Then there were other trips to Kadavu and Gau, so we were imparting knowledge on how they could be protected,

that was when I was inspired to do this job."

The 38-year-old with maternal links to Vutia, Rewa is now a project officer with the National Trust of Fiji.

"When I applied for the job as Heritage officer I was told about the crested iguana that was endemic to Fiji and I

thought this should be interesting.

"Some may ask why protect something that cannot be consumed, is deemed worthless and not important?

"To me, knowing that it is only found in Fiji, that speaks volume, that is priceless and if we don't protect we lose it,

we lose a part of our identity.

"Foreigners cannot protect it. It is our duty to protect the crested iguana."
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John has helped with the set-up of iguana sanctuaries and sites around Fiji and while there is desire to go overseas

for greener pastures his heart still remains in Fiji.

"We are related to our natural resources, our resources are a part of our culture, if we cannot protect our

environment —we cannot protect our culture."
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