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Background 
The engagement of students and early career researchers is necessary for sustaining 
the pipeline of evidence-based science, conservation and policy to address 
environmental challenges and achieve effective leadership. However, recent years have 
seen a growing need for adequate expertise at the rates of which the prevailing capacity 
development systems and speed may fail to meet the increasing demand. Against this 
backdrop, regional and national institutions have continued to support efforts to 
enhance capacities and ensure a critical mass of early career researchers. Achieving 
the goals of the UN Decade of the Ocean will require assessing the existing capacity 
development practices combined with creating innovative strategies.  
We provide a case study for successes, lessons, challenges and opportunities for 
capacity development and sharing for the Ocean Decade using the BILLFISH-WIO 
project. The BILLFISH-WIO (Billfish Interactions, Livelihoods and Linkages for Fisheries 
sustainability in the Western Indian Ocean), is a WIOMSA-MASMA funded regional 
research on billfish that spans across 10 countries and brings together diverse 
collaborators, early career researchers and students. Our study aimed to examine the 
criteria, processes and changes, as well as outcomes for engaging students and early 
career researchers in a WIOMSA-MASMA funded work to provide examples of 
practices and strategies for enhancing capacity for science, research, policy and 
leadership for the ocean Decade in the WIO. 
 
 
Method 
We examined the characteristics, processes and outcomes of working with early career 
researchers and students between November 2019 and April 2022. Specifically, we 
assessed types of research topics and methods, recruitment and retention and changes 
over time. To evaluate the types and focus of research, we analyzed the thematic areas 
proposed by students at the start and continuation of their program. Recruitment and 
retention was measured using feedback from students and supervisors. To assess 
changes in BILLFISH-WIO’s capacity development through time, we compared 
progress and outcomes in two phases: (January -December 2020) and (January 2021-



April 2022). We examined the following characteristics: study sites, challenges 
addressed by the proposed work, whether the researcher was working with a 
collaborator and whether they collaborated. To understand challenges, lessons and 
opportunities for capacity development and sharing over time, we assessed the content 
of the progress reports submitted by researchers. 
 
To assess the impact of enhancing capacities, we studied researchers’ short-term and 
long-term outcomes. Outcomes were identified using project reports and 
correspondence with supervisors and external science communication pieces. Using 
the keywords and text from these sources, we characterized the impact as follows: 
improved research methods, advanced manuscript writing, fieldwork experience, 
science communication, funding application and opportunities, and improved 
leadership, and contribution of research to policy and resource management.  
 
 
Results 
During the first phase (January -December 2020), BILLFISH-WIO recruited a total of 7 
students distributed in four WIO countries. This number increased to 10 students in the 
second phase (January 2021- April 2022) with researchers degrees ranging from 
undergraduate, masters to Ph.D. Research topics while focusing on billfish species 
encompassed a broad range of themes (socio-economics, population dynamics, 
resource user conflicts, DNA studies and spatial management). Research areas 
focused on a wide range of challenges such as resource user interactions with billfish 
species, COVID-19 implications, climate change, and socio-economic implications, 
increasing knowledge on billfish management and conservation. Researchers were 
mostly admitted at local universities and were connected with a variety of national and 
regional collaborators. Key lessons and opportunities over the study period included the 
necessity to continuously evaluate progress, strengthen one-on-one coaching and 
mentorship, encourage peer-mentorship and stimulate intergenerational capacities. We 
found that determining the criteria for recruitment and retention at the on-start of the 
project were pertinent for success capacity development and sharing. The highest 
percentage of both short and long-term impacts enhancing capacities included 
improved research methods, increased knowledge and expertise, enhanced networking 
and science communication, and fundraising opportunities. 
 
Conclusion 
Our findings show that enhancing intergenerational capacity is fundamental in 
addressing inter-sectoral and cross-sectoral issues related to science, research, policy 
and leadership for the WIO region to meet the Ocean Decade goals. The BILLFISH-
WIO case study provides a starting point for examining the contributions of WIOMSA-
MASMA projects in advancing science, policy and management through strengthening 
capacities across career groups. There is a lesson to learn that achieving the Ocean 
Decade for the WIO requires actions that are digital, multi-disciplinary, collaborative, 
inclusive and innovative. Put simply, collectively transforming the way we do things will 
move us closer to “the ocean we need for the future we want”. 
 



 
 
  



 


