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one day, 10 years ago she set foot on a tiny island—all
of 1.73sqgkm—oft the coast of Lombok, Indonesia.

ISLAND OF DREAMS
Rose had intended to spend all of two days in the Gili
Islands, but she kept extending it until she never left,
eventually taking up a job as a dive instructor. “It was
just a feeling of coming home,” she muses.

The island became the launching pad for her
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dreams—it’s also where she met her husband, a
freedive instructor from Germany. Together, they
took over and restored a boutique hotel called Villa
Nangka. The vision was clear: To use the hotel to also
make a difference to the people on the island who had

welcomed them with open arms.
Opportunity came in the form of the Global
FinPrint initiative, the first global survey that was

conservation industries was all too obvious

through the years for Rose and she wanted to

recording sharks, rays and other sealife on coral reefs change that. “I know how important it is to

using BRUVS (baited remote underwater video have a role model. I didn't have one. I had great

systems). Rose’s marine biologist friend was tasked parents, I come from a really amazing family, and

with gaining the footage in the Gilis. A casual Clockwise from had really good friends. But when I was younger, no one had the same
opposite page:
Rose Huizenga
Shark Conservation, which partners with local NGOs  yith some of her part of my life,” says Rose, getting visibly emotional.

conversation over drinks led to the founding of Gili dreams or passions as me, and I felt really, really lonely for a really big

in marine conservation and community outreach “superwomen’; She started charting out the plan for Coral Catch with a pilot
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programmes as part of its award-winning eco-tourism ..t |ocal women programme that included a scholarship. Rose didn't win the grant, but a
package. In 2019, the documentary Chasing Coral, into diving and serendipitous email from a US-based Crypto company set things off the 19
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which highlighted the alarming degradation rate of m;i:\(; sScIiche; ground—they were launching a coin called Baby Shark and were looking %
the world’s coral reefs, inspired Rose to add coral Rose Huizenga to launch with a funding programme. The rest, as they say, is history. "
restoration to her conservation repertoire. W:i;':ge rBOl:: Convincing the women to join the programme was the easiest part,

“I knew there was a problem, but I didn't know it award from she recalls, contrary to popular belief. All it took was a Facebook post

n 8 November 2024, Rose Today, with the win, Scuba Diving magazine’s Seiko Sea Hero of was of this magnitude. I was already in conservation, g:(a)ir:‘a: & in Bahasa Indonesia indicating that she was looking for women who
rthur

Huizenga found herself in tears, the Year recognition for 2023, and more recently, an invitation by Reef I was diving every day and seeing it, but I needed a wanted to work in marine science. They would do so on a full scholarship.

Tay; restoring

documentary to really hit the point home,” she adds. the regions Additionally, Rose would teach them how to set up their own projects.

frozen in place at her seat at a
coral reefs.

Futures to be the keynote speaker at its conference in Mexico, she is

gala dinner at the Constellation

Ballroom. It was the awards
dinner for Blue Water Heroes 2024—part of
ONE’15 Events Management’s annual marine
conservation event Blue Water EduFest— and the
Founder of Indonesia-based NGO Coral Catch
had been announced as the winner. Founded
in 2021, with the mission to propel Indonesian
women towards the marine science industry,
Coral Catch is Indonesia’s first all-female coral
restoration team.

“I get emotional even now when I think about
that night. Three years ago, almost no one believed
it was possible,” says Rose. From comments
like “women cannot carry heavy diving gear” to
questions such as “how does one dive with a hijab?”
there were naysayers and callous comments aplenty.
Add to that, there was Rose’s self-doubt. For
someone with no background in marine science to
be picked as the winner for such an award, “it sends
the message that everyone can make a difference.”
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closer to her mission to empower 100 local women by 2030 to protect
and restore Indonesia coral reefs.

OUT OF THE MOULD

Born and raised in Holland, Netherlands, Rose is far away from home.
It’s because, growing up, “I seemed to have dreams that didn't fit in one
box”. In other words, with her baby boomer parents’ recipe for happiness:
a university degree, a steady job with a fixed contract that would enable
the mortgage for her first house, and then, marriage to a good man.

Instead, Rose wanted to be an entrepreneur and a citizen of the
world while having a family. “The goal was always to earn money, make a
difference and have a lot of fun along the way. The formula works only if
you honour all three components,” she explains.

She did follow the “norm” for some time—graduated in Hospitality
Management, spent a year at InterContinental London, then, post her
degree in marketing she started working as a Community Advisor for
volunteer projects for the Mayor of The Hague. However, the disconnect
between thought, speech and action—par for the course with working
with the government—seemed to be getting her further away from her
goal to make a difference in people’s lives. It did give her the opportunity
to travel and meet like-minded people from different walks of life, and

Soon after, Gili Shark Conservation deployed hex
domes to transplant corals rehabilitated in its coral
nursery. An underwater science lab was also created
in Han’s Reef—with NGO Gili Matra Bersama—to
educate and train people in coral restoration.

Aligning her business’ profit-making activities
with positive societal impact worked well, until the
pandemic hit with the hospitality businesses taking
the maximum brunt. With no income stream to
fund her coral restoration programmes, Rose had
to seek outside funding—one among them was an
application invitation for the United Nations’ Small
Grants Programme. She had no research team,
updated data or resources to show, and also having
just given birth to her second daughter, Rose had
been away from the water herself for some time. The
odds were against her. “Then, I thought: What if T just
did it differently? What if I did it with only women?”
Coral Catch was thus born.

It was more than just a eureka moment, the lack
of a strong female presence in the diving and marine

Coral Catch’s network of “superwomen” has since inception grown
to 32 members, who have as of November 2024, helped restore 700+
sqm of coral reef, deployed 250+ artificial reef structures, and attached
4500+ coral fragments. They also work within their communities,
teaching women to swim, educating children about ocean protection,
and organising regular beach and underwater cleanups. A community of
like-minded individuals, ambassadors, sponsors, and scientific partners
support them in their pursuit. Presently, Rose is looking forward to the
upcoming Coral Catch conference in October and potential expansion of
Coral Catch to Malaysia and Saudi Arabia.

It hasn't been an easy journey and a few hard lessons had to be
learnt, but today, with her business portfolio also including Play Cafe,
a restaurant that helps fund her other venture Bumi Kecil, the island’s
first international school, her box of dreams is as full as it can be.
Her background in marketing has helped her along, she explains. “I
understand that conservation is a business. When you view it that way,
you know that your first responsibility is to ensure that it’s sustainable.”

“I sometimes still have this insecure little girl inside me asking: ‘Will
my love for the ocean and my commitment to conservation be enough to
get the respect’. But what I've definitely learnt over the years is that no one
really cares how much you know until they know how much you care.”
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