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Excerpts summarized from an article by
Fariss Samarrai entitled "Helping Urchins
May Benefit Corals" Sea Frontiers
Vol.41.NoA,Winter 1995.

Sea Urchins: the answer to our reef problems?
Who ever would believe you could wish for the "The only accurate way to determine if the

return of sea urchins? Long considered a nemesis overpopulation of algae on the reefs is due to
to many divers, the disappearance of the long- nutrification or to the los$ of algal grazers is to
spined black sea urchin Diadema antillarum remove one of the variables," Capo says.
is having disastrous consequences. By using careful laboratory techniques, Capo

In 1983 a massive die off of the sea urchin succeeded in raising more than 250 of the urchins
occurred in the Atlantic-Caribbean region. The from the larval stage through metamorphosis to a
die offwas caused by an unlrnown waterborne late juvenile stage in about 65 days. lie was able
disease. Scientists estimate that about 90 per- to document the previously poorly known early
cent of the individuals were wiped out, causing larval phase of the species. The study proved that
an imbalance that has been threatening coral a seed population of Diadema could be raised for
reefs throughout the Caribbean and the Florida studying the feasibility of eventually restocking
Keys. Diadema on South Florida's reefs.

Corals are very slow growing creatures., tak- Alina Szmant, associate professor of marine
ing years to create reef structures. Algae, a biology at the University of Miami believes that
natural component of a healthy reef environ- the bigger issue of resource management needs to
ment, grows rapidly compared to the rate of be addressed. "The root cause of the problem we
coral. In the absence of the sea urchins, the algae are facing is the overfishing in the Caribbean,"
smothers the coral and covers the bottom where she says. "There are many reefs that are com-
juvenile corals, seafans and sponges would nor- pletely fished out. It is likely that the absence of
mally settle and colonize. Sea urchins regularly predators and other reef fish contributed to the
graze the surface of the reef and reduce the overpopulation of algae and their grazer, Diu-
amount of algae present. dema. An imbalance was created that has lead to

Efforts to reintroduce the the serious algal problems we are
..\/ y"- ,~.-. long-spined sea urchins witnessing today." .,.1 ; ,,\j I I ;."y '\,1,.. t :';::~ - might alleviate the impact Recent Hurricanes, sedimentation .'-~.l i ,.;\/ ,:~'(!.., j 'l'~.r".~~ caused by the alga~over- and pollution, to name a few, also .""':...[ '\~-!i

growth. Such expenments are have affected the growth rate of i :being done at the Rosenstiel coral reefs in the Caribbean. ' ,

School of Marine and Atmo-
spheric Sciences. Tom Capo,
manager of the school's experi-
mental hatchery, has begun to
culture and raise the sea ur-
chins. By reseeding a few reef
areas, scientist will be able to
determine if this helps the

reef by keeping the
. algal growt
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New Home For Tree Boas

Epicrates monensis is a native Virgin Islander
on the Federal endangered species list. These
snakes eat lizards and other insects. They are
nonvenomous which makes them harmless to
humans. We recently released two Tree Boa to a
nearby cay. One of the snakes was found in the
Bovoni area and the other in the Redhook area.
This species is exceedingly rare, living primarily on
the east end of St. Thomas. The snakes are heavy
bodied, 15 to 40 inches long. They are the only
snakes on the island with a very distinct pattern:
their bodies and tails are covered with irregular
crossbars in dark brown on a light grey-brown
background, Their bellies are cream with irregular
darker markings. Their necks are quite distinct,
and their heads are covered with irregular, small
scales.

Attention Recreational Fishermen!

Recreational Fishermen in the territory will now
have at their disposal our newest set of brochures.
Midwater and Deepwater Game Fish Recre-
ational Fishing in the U.S. Virgin Islands
reveals all the secrets expert fishermen have
known for years! The brochures complement our
posters of the same name and identify the various
species found in our waters, their seasonality and
what types of bait and lures work best.

On the inside of both brochures is a map of the
Virgin Islands which identifies general areas
where each species may be found. Please note: this
map is not to be used as a nautical chart.

The brochures also discuss the role which sea-
birds play in fishing. By learning to identify sea-
bird behavior in relation to fishing, even amateur
fishermen can increase their catch. Other topics
discussed in the brochures include information on
the "Drops" and "Moon phase."

This latest set of brochures adds to our growing
list of environmental education materials which
feature many different topics. All of the brochures
are available free of charge through the Division of
FiRh and Wildlife.

Ep;.,r"", """"ItS;, (Ihe ground boa) X.,.n Be't,ond
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A Passive Integrated Transponder (PIT tag) was
placed on each of the released snakes. The tag
provides precise, secure and permanent animal
identification. The implant is the size of a grain of
rice and harmless to the snake. The device allows
us to identify individual snakes if recaptured.

Trees were saved by printing on recycled paper
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This newsletter was funded by the US
Fish and Wildlife Service, Sport Fish and
Wildlife Restoration Acts, the Caribbean
Fishery Management Council and the
~vprnment of the VI.
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