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Reef Check 97 Confirms
Devastation of 'Rain Forests of the
Sea' 
Reef Check 97 has found widespread damage to coral reefs around
the world, caused by destructive and intensive fishing, sedimentation
and pollution, according to preliminary results announced at the Hong
Kong University of Science and Technology today (16 October 1997).

Fish and shellfish that were once commonly found on the world's
reefs are missing at most of the survey sites, while 95% of the sites
reported damage to the coral reefs themselves. Hong Kong's reefs
have been severely damaged, suffering from overfishing and
pollution. 

Reef Check, the first global survey of the world's coral reefs, was
organized by HKUST's Institute for Environment and Sustainable
Development (IESD) and coordinated on the Internet. The project
involved a volunteer force of over 100 marine scientists and 750
recreational divers who surveyed more than 250 coral reefs in 30
countries this summer. 

"Coral reefs are the rain forests of the sea," said the IESD's Dr Gregor
Hodgson, Reef Check's global coordinator. "They are one of the
world's most valuable natural resources: an untapped source of new
medicines, a natural method of coastal protection, an attraction for 7
million divers and hordes of tourists, and a sustainable source of
food." 

"Since 1990 divers have reported rapidly increasing damage to reefs
all over the world, but there has been little supporting scientific data,"
Dr Hodgson said. "Now we have evidence that coral reefs are being
plundered on a global basis." 

Revealing the results, Dr Hodgson called for tighter control of fishing,
plus increased marine monitoring, conservation and research. "Just as
education and legislation helped to reduce the ivory trade, a similar
effort is now needed if we are to save the coral reefs," he said. 

He also noted the need for an annual 'state of the world's reefs' report,
based on annual Reef Checks and additional more detailed scientific
studies so that natural resource managers can better track the success
or failure of reef management initiatives. 



A summary of preliminary results is attached. Further information is
available at the Reef Check 97 website at
http://www.ust.hk/~webrc/ReefCheck/reef.html. 

Attachment 

Reef Check 97 -- Preliminary Results 

Reef Check surveyed 21 types of fish and shellfish that should be
found abundantly on coral reefs. The survey found: 

* 81% of reefs surveyed worldwide reported NO lobsters. Of 179
Indo-pacific reefs, only 25 lobsters were found and 11 of those were
spotted in one Indonesian marine reserve. 
* 40% of reefs surveyed worldwide reported NO grouper (garoupa)
over 30 cm, with only small numbers at most sites. 
* 85% of Indo-pacific reefs reported NO humphead wrasse. Only 26
of these fish were spotted in more than 25 km of Indo-pacific reef.
* 41% of Indo-pacific reefs surveyed reported NO edible sea
cucumbers, which used to litter the seabed.
* Only 17 giant clams were found on Indo-pacific reefs, compared to
populations of 150 to 250 recorded at protected sites in the Red Sea
and Australia.
*The corals themselves were in reasonably good condition, although
it is not clear why the percentage of live coral is 10% less in the
Caribbean compared to the rest of the world.
* The Red Sea reefs were in better condition than either Caribbean or
Indo-pacific reefs, based on the ratio of living to dead coral. 

Reef Check survey teams were asked to record evidence of
destructive human practices. The survey found: 

* 95% of reefs had been damaged by humans, including evidence of
dynamite and poison fishing, overfishing, anchor damage and
pollution. 
* Trash was found at 10% of the reefs. 
* Almost all sites have been affected by overfishing. 

Hong Kong's already fragile reefs were found to be severely damaged:

* Hong Kong reefs showed evidence of every form of human
disturbance and destruction: overfishing, poison and dynamite fishing,
pollution and sedimentation. 
*Out of 11 collectable or edible fish or shellfish surveyed by Reef
Check, examples of only two--Trochus shells and butterfly fish--were
found. Theother species are presumed extinct in Hong Kong. 
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