Fishing for answers to marine depletion

(4 No-fishir1g' reserves are generally
recognised to be pillars of marine

conservation efforts, but now it seems they

may sustain surrounding fisheries as well.

At a Marine Harvest Refugia Workshop at
Coffs Harbour last year, fishery scientists
explored the notion that ‘no-take’ reserves
benefit fisheries by providing areas for
recruitment of surplus adults and juvenile
larvae. However, they agreed that more
research on the topic was needed.

As part of a study on the effects of prawn
trawling, (see *Studying the effects of fishing’,
Ecos 78), CSIRO and Queensland’s
Department of Primary Industries are
examining the effects that closures in the
northern section of the Great Barrier Reef
have on the benthos (bottom-dwelling plant
and animal communities).

The project will determine the time-frame
of recovery for disturbed or depleted species
and associations between fish and habitat,
both of which have strong implications for
fisheries outside closed reserves.

Dr lan Poiner, program manager of
Tropical Fisheries Resources at CSIRO's
Marine Laboratories, is coordinating the wide-
ranging project, which is now into the fourth
of its five years. Long-term monitoring will
continue after 1996,

During the first year (1992), scientists
performed a descriptive baseline survey of a
cross-shelf closure area (coast to outer reef)
and adjacent areas to the north and south
open to trawling, The following year involved
comparing zones open and closed to fishing,

Offshore benthic communities were
considerably richer in the Green Zone: only
three taxa were significantly more abundant in
the fished zone. For the 23 most abundant fish
species, the mean carch rate was 62% higher
in the Green Zone. However, comparing

areas open and closed ro fishing should not be
interpreted as a comparison of trawled with
untrawled areas, because of factors such as
illegal trawling in the Green Zone

Hence the past year was spent setting up
plots to allow simulated heavy trawling in
‘lightly trawled' areas of the zone. During the
next two years, 24 control and impact plots
will be sampled before and after experimental
trawling over |00% of the treatment plots.
The plots measure about three square
kilometres. Sampling of deep and shallow
water during wet and dry seasons will control
depth and seasonal factors.

The results will be keenly awaited by
those who attended the workshop, which was
sponsored by the Commonwealth
Government’'s marine conservation strategy,
Ocean Rescue 2000. Several international
sclentists at the workshop presented
supporting evidence for the use of refugia to
enhance fishery management.

Scientists are
investigating the value
of marine reserves as
a means of sustaining
surrounding fisheries.

Dr Gary Davis from the United States
Mational Biological Survey reported that
refuges for juvenile and adult lobsters have
managed to sustain an intensive fishery in
Florida. He said that reserves could act as
nursery areas which exported both larvae and
juveniles as ‘well as surplus adules,

However, further proof is needed, such as
confirmation of a recent warershed
maonitoring program conducted inside and
outside coral reef reserves in the Phillipines.

The study's author, South-East Asla’s pre-
eminent marine biologist Dr Angel Ancala,
concluded that ‘protective management for 10
years was responsible for maintaining high fish
yields from the non-reserve’.
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