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Coral

bleaching update

In Autumn 2009, high sea temperatures caused severe coral bleaching in the Cayman Islands: more than 99% of
coral colonies were bleached in the event. While colonies may recover, beaching can lead to a high mortality and
disease. Therefore, in addition to initially characterizing severity of bleaching it is important track recovery.

DoE bleaching and disease surveys
DoE is continuing to monitor reefs to assess coral bleaching and disease.
Transects show recovery from bleaching and low levels of disease but some
coral mortality. Additional mortality data will be available this summer
when annual video transects take place. DoE bleaching transects have been
conducted from 25 to 70 ft. We are limited to these relatively shallow
depths due to the time involved in completing a survey—each site consists
of 4 transects with about 175 corals per transect. Photo: Patrick Weir.

Community response
With the help of the diving and water sports community we have been able to greatly expand coral bleaching
surveys: Patrick Weir of Deep Blue Divers took a spectacular series of panoramic photos of the deep wall and
Gary Montemayer of Deep See Diving Tours videoed a vertical transect from the top of the wall to 1500 ft using
a Remote Operated Vehicle (RoV).
Right: Gary Montemayer
driving the RoV down the wall
in Grand Cayman (video of the
coral bleaching transect shown
on the monitors). Inset: the
RoV “Little Tyche” near the
surface. Photos: DoE.

See for yourself…RoV tours:
www.deepseecayman.com
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Photos by Patrick Weir
(www.digitaldiver.biz).
To be added to the DoE newsletter email list, contact DoE@gov.ky.

Tracking recovery…...…...……………...p. 1
 Lionfish
Invasion, control, research…...…………..p. 2
 Sightings update
Whale sharks…………….…………..p. 4
 Coming soon...
Upcoming events……………………....p. 4

PAGE 2

Lionfish...invasion

FAQ: What are lionfish?

The Red Lionfish (Pterois volitans) is a venomous fish which is native to the Indian and
Pacific Oceans but has recently been introduced to the Atlantic and Caribbean.

What is the lionfish invasion?

Lionfish. Photo: Claudia Neuner

Lionfish were first seen in Florida in 1992 where they may have escaped from an aquarium during Hurricane
Andrew. Now they have spread throughout the east coast of the US and the Caribbean, from Rhode Island to
Venezuela…and their range continues to expand each year. In the Cayman Islands, the first lionfish was seen in
2008 and now more than 1,000 fish have been captured.

Is this so bad?
Lionfish mature in less than one year, spawn every 30 days and have no
natural predators in the Caribbean so their populations quickly get out of
control. They are ravenous predators of small fish and invertebrates and with
their exploding numbers can wipe out native species. This makes them a
critical threat to reef ecosystems and to diving, fishing, and tourism industries.

What is being done?
REEF (www.reef.org) has partnered with divers, dive operators, and
researchers in many Caribbean countries to document and control the spread
of lionfish. In the Cayman Islands through a DoE program many dive
operations and individuals have been licensed to catch lionfish and remove
them from our waters. This cull helps control lionfish populations as they
have no natural predators here.

Can we ever “win”?

Spread of invasive lionfish up the east coast of
the US and through the Caribbean from
1999 (top) to 2010 (bottom). Map: USGS.

Given the rapid spread of lionfish through the Caribbean and into a variety of
habitats, it’s reasonable to question if culling efforts are worthwhile. However,
our aim is not to eradicate lionfish from Cayman (this would not be possible)
but to reduce their population. Every fish caught represents millions of eggs
not released and reef fish not eaten. We are fortunate that the Cayman Islands
responded to the invasion early and have seen an incredible response from
dive operators and the public. This gives us a chance to control lionfish in our
waters and see our native fish and invertebrate populations survive.

If you see a lionfish—do not attempt to catch it without a license.
Notify your dive operator or call DoE (see contacts opposite).

Lionfish habitats in Cayman—reef (Photo: Mike Johnston), wall (Photo: Jason Washington) and seagrass (Photo: Joe Green).
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...control
Lionfish culling course
There are now over 300 divers and snorkelers trained by DoE (using a
course developed by REEF) and certified by the Marine Conservation Board
to catch and remove lionfish from Cayman waters. Contact DoE to get
certified (the course takes one evening).
All scuba divers may also participate by taking part in a Dive Tech lionfish
hunt and spotting lionfish for licensed cullers to catch.

Lionfish invading facebook
DoE has established a lionfish facebook group. Post sightings (for licensed
lionfish cullers to catch), share photos and videos, discuss lionfish capture
gear and techniques, and report your captures on the new “DoE Lionfish
Culling Group.”

To report sightings or arrange training
Grand Cayman: 949-8469 or 916-4271. Cayman Brac and Little
Cayman: 926-2342 or 916-7021. Email: DoE@gov.ky.
Above: The only lionfish predator in the

Cayman Islands—a licensed lionfish culler.
Photo: Ellary Wray of Ocean Frontiers
(www.oceanfrontiers.com).

Large lionfish. Photo: Patrick Weir.

...research

Lionfish captures
Over 1,000 lionfish captures have been made to date of fish ranging in size
from 20 to 320 mm (0.8 to 12.6 inches). Many thanks to the licensed lionfish
cullers and others who reported lionfish sightings to DoE.

Small juvenile lionfish. Photo: DoE.

20 lionfish caught in 1 day from South Sound.
Photo: DoE.

In summer 2009, Alex Andryszak — a senior at Erskine College, USA — assisted DoE with the new lionfish
research program. Alex and DoE officers caught and collected lionfish and logged all captures into a database.
Ongoing research efforts include mapping distribution of captures, taking DNA samples, measuring and dissecting
fish to determine maturity, sex, and
stomach contents, and monitoring
ocean currents to predict patterns in
the spread of juvenile fish.
Left: Lionfish captures around Grand

Cayman. Red flags: lionfish caught by divers.
Green dots: lionfish caught by snorkelers.
Right Reef fish collected from the stomach of
a lionfish.

DoE sighting program — highlights
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Whale sharks
visiting the Cayman Islands

This winter, two juvenile (20 to 25 ft) whale sharks
were seen in the Cayman Islands—one in Little
Cayman and one in Grand Cayman.
These magnificent creatures:
 Are the world’s largest fish, growing up to 40 to

60 ft over a period of 60 to 100 years.
 Pose no danger to humans.
 Are about 2 ft long at birth and take more than 30
years to reach maturity, at a length greater than 30 f.
Females give birth to live pups— up to 300 at a time!
 Are filter feeders, using suction to catch plankton
and small fish. They do not need to be swimming
forward to catch their prey and are often seen hanging
vertically near the surface when feeding.
 Migrate great distances in search of food, though
little is know about their movements.
 Are being satellite tracked from Mexico. See
www.wildlifetracking.org to watch for whale sharks
approaching Cayman.
 Are also being tracked in the Caribbean with sonic
tags (“pingers”). Any sonic tagged whale sharks
moving through our waters will be detected on a
network of listening stations that DoE has installed to
monitor tagged Nassau grouper and turtles.

Little Cayman whale shark. This animal was a male (had claspers like
a stingray). Many thanks to Jason Belport of Little Cayman Beach
Resort for these photos and to Pirates Point and other dive operators in
Little Cayman for providing information on the sighting to DoE.

Please report your sightings: DoE@gov.ky or 949-8469
DoE asks the public to report sightings of whales, dolphins, sharks, large turtles (>3 ft shell length), manta
rays, and other large marine animals to our sightings database! Where possible, please include photos. For
more information, join our facebook group: “Sharks & Cetaceans: the Cayman Islands.”

Coming soon...
 DoE is hosting the “Our

Reefs: Caribbean Connections” traveling exhibit. Visit this colorful display at

the George Town Public Library, Mon-Fri 10 am to 3 pm and Saturday 10 am to 2 pm, March—April 2010.



Love is in the...water for turtles. The first breeding turtles have now been sighted by Ocean Frontiers and
Eden Rock, reminding us that the turtle nesting season is just around the corner. Please report sightings of
adult turtles and contact us if you’d like to volunteer for summer turtle nesting beach monitoring.



Fish count in progress! The 2010 reef biomass survey is now underway—DoE staff are surveying fish and
invertebrate populations at sites inside and outside marine parks around the three islands.



For more information on ongoing and upcoming projects, visit our website at http://www.DoE.ky.
Email doe@gov.ky or call 949-8469 (office hours or for emergency contact numbers)

~Questions, comments or suggestions for the newsletter? Contact Janice Blumenthal at DoE~

