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RECOMMENDATION on
addressing the decline in coral reef health throughout the wider Caribbean: the
taking of parrotfish and similar herbivores

Adopted on 17 October 2013, at the 28" ICRI General Meeting (Belize City)
Background

The latest report of the Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network (GCRMN), entitled:
Status and Trends of Caribbean Coral Reefs: 1970-2012 is the first report to
document quantitative trends of coral reef health based on data collected over the
past 43 years throughout the wider Caribbean region.

The results of the study clearly show:

e Coral reef health requires an ecological balance of corals and algae in which
herbivory is a key element;

e Populations of parrotfish are a critical component of that herbivory, particularly
since the decline of Diadema sea urchins in the early 1980s;

e The main causes of mortality of parrotfish are the use of fishing techniques
such as spearfishing and, particularly, the use of fish traps.

The Report further identifies that overfishing of herbivores, particularly parrotfish, has
been the major drivers of reef decline in the Caribbean to date, concluding that
management action to address overfishing at the national and local levels can have
a direct positive impact on reef health now and for the future. In some areas of the
wider Caribbean (for example Bermuda and the Exuma Cays Land and Sea Park in
the Bahamas, and more lately in Belize and Bonaire), active management including
bans on fish traps, has led to increases in parrotfish numbers and consequent
improvement in reef health and resilience to perturbations including hurricanes. This
is in contrast to other areas within the Caribbean, where heavily fished reefs lacked
the resilience to recover from storm damage.

Positive impacts on reef health demonstrably have spill over effects on local
economies, including the potential for alternative livelihoods to fishing, thanks to
increased tourism revenues, replenishment of fish stocks and restoration of
ecosystem services such as shoreline protection.

It is recognised that in the Caribbean there are varying levels of community reliance
on fishing in general and the taking of parrotfish in particular. However, in light of the
evidence now available, and in accordance with ICRI's Framework for Action
cornerstone of ‘integrated management’ (which includes fisheries management), the
International Coral Reef Initiative would like to highlight the benefits of strong



management to protect reefs from overfishing, and urges immediate action to
effectively protect parrotfish and similar herbivores.

Accordingly, the International Coral Reef Initiative urges Nations and multi-
lateral groupings of the wider Caribbean to:

1.

Adopt conservation and fisheries management strategies that lead to the
restoration of parrotfish populations and so restore the balance between algae
and coral that characterises healthy coral reefs;

Maximise the effect of those management strategies by incorporating necessary
resources for outreach, compliance, enforcement and the examination of
alternative livelihoods for those that may be affected by restrictions on the take of
parrotfish;

Consider listing the parrotfish in the Annexes of the SPAW Protocol (Annex Il or
[1) in addition to highlighting the issue of reef herbivory in relevant Caribbean
fisheries fora;

Engage with indigenous and local communities and other stakeholders to
communicate the benefits of such strategies for coral reef ecosystems, the
replenishment of fisheries stocks and communities’ economy.

Annex: Executive Summary — Status and Trends of Caribbean Coral Reefs; 1970-
2012, GCRMN Report




