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The 1970s saw the start of hyperbaric diving at the ORSTOM
research center in Nouméa (now IRD). The biologist divers of
ORSTOM were about to introduce scientists to the astonishing
marine biodiversity of the reefs and lagoons of New Caledonia.
This journey truly started with the pharmaco-chemical program
“SNOM” (Natural Substances of Marine Origin) in 1977 followed
by “SMIB” (Natural Substances of Biological Interest) in 1982, and
the growing oceanographic vessel fleet: Le Vauban and La Santa
Maria in 1976 and Le Dawa in 1977.

With the arrival of the research vessel Alis in 1987, surveys
intensified and provided many specimens which then became
reference collections. These collections are still studied today by
an international network of taxonomists and are partly housed at
the Muséum National d'Histoire Naturelle (MNHN) in Paris and at
the IRD research center in Nouméa. From the beginning, the very
passionate and involved divers recorded all their observations in
logbooks and created an extremely rich bank of images, first on
films and later digital. Very early on, they also created a database
called "LAGPLON".

60 years later, knowledge has evolved and accumulated. Most
species have been identified by taxonomists and published in
various volumes of the Fauna and Flora collection of the IRD
(formerly ORSTOM) and numerous scientific journals. After the
remarkable work of updating all the data, including the digitization
of thousands of photographs and the development of a website,
the 20,000 specimens in the collection and the 25,000
georeferenced underwater observations are now accessible in a
few clicks through interactive maps and modern search engines.
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The data compiled in LAGPLON provide information on species and their distribution.
Here, an example of a hard coral species. © LAGPLON

The first biological surveys using scuba began aboard La Santa Maria, commissioned in
1975. They continued with Le Vauban (A), a 24.5 m long trawler equipped for fisheries
and hydrology programs, which arrived in Nouméa in 1976. The new vessel Dawa (B),
an 11 m long trawler acquired in 1977, marked a particular turning point for diving
exploration in the lagoon and reef environments of Grande Terre. Alis (C), a 28.40 m
long vessel, took over in 1987 and still navigates beyond the New Caledonian EEZ.
A: © B. Delacroix/IRD; B: © M. Monzier/IRD; C: © S. Andréfouët/IRD
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