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Giread Berrrler Reel, Aostralie

by Kim Gravelle

N obody has to smile in front of the camera, but about
300 reels, In 31 countred worldwide, are gelting thedr
piciure taken BvEry Year

It°s part of a new Intérnational monitoring programme
called Reet Check, and the global survey makes use of
nearly (000 velunteer sports divers and trained marine
scientists, to see just what Is happening to the world's coral
raefs,

The answer Is lofs, and maost of It isn't oo _'Er.:_n,'.-;j Byt at
least sclentlsts now have an accurate measure of the bad
fand cccasionally, pood} news.

Heels are a natural and valuable resource, providing nat
only a food source for millions of people, but medicines,
ceastal protection from wave erosion, even the golden
besches so sought-after by rourists.

Lintll recently, there wasn't a way of assessing the im
pact humans and mother nature was having on reefs, But
n L9904, a marine Moeleglst named Gregor Hodgson, work-
ing out of the University of Hong Kong. designed a prate-
col to carry out what would be the first annual survey,
with detailed tnstructions and check-sheets 5o that all the
surveys would be using one set of methods, The Instruc-
tions went out on the website along with an invitation for
volunteers, and globally, the recreational divers came for-
ward. Mot only does the programme assess reefs, but it
rélses public awareness about thelr value, and establishes
a giobal merwark of monitoring

[n Fifl, the man behind the action s marine bicloglst Ed
Lowvell, and Ed geis out all the check sheets and shows just
what Is meant by site descriptions, fish belt and
fverTepratie ‘transects’, a nose-count, hns'c:lll',' om Ty pes
of flsh and sea creatures); substrate data on soft and hard
corals, spongeos, and that sort of thing. These data sheets
WAl =~.|l-.'q.'ll'il.": o Hme al |.|.1.!.-. distamce lo the nearest fiver
mouth and populated areas, and the type of damage, be fi
from anchors, cyclones, reef harvesting, Industrial and
Bainpe F:_lll.:ll;_ln

"The indicator organizms,” says Lovell, (hsh, lobsters,
prawns, algae) “help us to determine just how healthy a
reef is." So far, the giobal survey has shown that few reefs,
Even [0 rEMOle areas, are unal
fected by man.”

And by nature: the warmer
waters pushed all over the
mid-Paciffe by E] Mino, and
cyclones, do thelr part In
demalizshing reefs as well

The flrat few years af
checks showed that the Car-
Ibbean, for instancs, paricularly
the Florlda ¥eys, Bermuda, Puerto

Rico; are in bad shape. Whyt Well, theorles blame avery-
I:|IIrI|5.I from Mississippl River afflusnt to agriculture chemi-
cdls, silt and sewage. Eighty parcent of the reefs In the
Indian Ocean are dead, and the reason there seems to be
related to global warming, Water even 4 few degreées

Above: Healthy shallow-water reef. Fifi,
Below: Villagers in Fiff clearing coral debrs, A new coral
Zarden may cmerge




Leveka's omce-colourful coral beds. EffTeent from the conmery,
piped it harhour werkers, {5 carded bock info the corals by
the Hefes, Below: Congl harvesting, Bow Wters,

crown-of-thorn predators, sea temperaturel, And by har-
vesting the wrong way, with dynamite for instance. But
done with guidance, the reef is a veritable garden.

That sub-surface garden relates directly to algae. Algae
are essential to calony growth, providing not only the col-
aur but & ‘kidney function' to the skeletal coral. But the
armual reef check determines if algae growth is too sparse,
too severe, and what can be done about It

Lovell has been studyving coral reef ecology for the past
ten years 0 Fijl; for eight years before that in Townsville's
[nstitute of Marine Sciences

When he heads out o the reef, camera In ﬁ
hand, even the fish are likely tosay "hurrah! ——

warmar than usual, and the algae life which is essential to
reef |1u.||r.‘|ur.| becomes oo Intensive or o litle

Fiji Is looking pretty pood, but a once-exotic reel |usl
offshore from Levuka’s fish cannery s now dead due to an
algae bulldup, and Australla’s east coast (not far away,
biologically] is suffering “major bleaching.”

Sois thers any good news?

es, says Lovell, FIjl villagers are adding to thelr Income
by harvesting the reef. Yuck, may be the logical commenit.
But done correctly, with a littie
mianagement, the reaf regener-

ates fast, In fack, Ina twice-

yearly reproduction effort.

= the current-carrted coral

‘f go SpwWns OCCLIpY any emply

space they can settle In; reefs

can be harvested continually

under the right conditions and

@ still be luxuriant, an attraction for
both fish and divers.

Mo and more, overpegs .:|-'_'|u.1rlun‘15 leature rnat JUSE
fish, but lve invertebrates - corals = and the crop can pro-
wide a8 much-neaded income for cash-siarved -.llJI.:gea's. “Cig
out the coral debris.” savs Lovell, “and you get better coral
:Ii:'.-rlgrrml:nt = That's the bonus. Mice coral, lots of fish.

Rieefs thrive - and die- due to natural conditions (sledms,

Above: Ed Lovell
delow: Crown of Thorns starfist, @ coral predater




