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Wetlands
Day was observed
earlier this month.
Many may be of the opinion
that only the areas where man-
Hﬂm are present are consid-

However, "wetlands" is an
umbrella term and includes a vari-
ety of other ecosystems like marsh-
es, estuaries, swamps, floodplains,
flooded forests, lakes, ponds, rivers,
shorelines and coral rnnl'.‘u. The wel-
fare of these habitats may not be in
the forefront of our minds with
other environmental issues like cli-
mate change being given much
attention. However, these ecosys-
tems have their own unigue flora
and fauna that need to be pre-
served. One ecosystem
is coral reefs which are touted as
being the "rainforests of the sea” as
their level of species richness
rivals that of their terrestrial
counterpart. But what are corals,
why are they important, what
threats they face and why should
they protected? I to answer all
of these questions in the following

Corals are cnidarians (pro-
nounced ny-dare-rians) which sim-
ply means that they belong to the
taxonomic group Cnidaria. These
radially symmetric animals, which
mean they look the same, all the
way round (360o0). They are
referred to as and look like
a thin membrane inwards
to form a sac and of the
membrane contains tenta-
cles. You may be more familiar
with its larger mu.uina - jellyfish.
Juvenile coral po ;ps look like
miniature jellyfish while they
swim about in search of a hard
substrate on which to land and
start their life cycle. Once attached.
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they construct a cup-like shell
around themselves. They mostly
feed at night sticking their tenta-
cles out and stinging passing
plankton and dragging them into
their shell to feed. Also when they
fdie new polyps land and grow on
top of the old empty shells and it is
the structures formed by the accu-
miulation of used shells is what
most people usually associate with
coral reefs.

They grow at an annual rate of
approximately 1% cm, and the best
conditions for reef growth are
clear and shallow water (rarely
deeper than 40 metres) which
allows lots of sunlight to penetrate
the water column. This light is
required by the single-celled c
algae which live symbiotically in
the polyp to photosynthesize and
produce and supply the polyp with
oxXygen which in turn supply the
algae with carbon dioxide. They
prefer temperatures between 25 to
30 degrees C and salinities between
34 and 37 ppt (parts per thousand).
Therefore it comes as no surprise
to find them growing in tropical
waters where these conditions are
close to optimumn.

By now you must be anxious to
know about the importance of
coral reefs, which i,m:]p des provid-
ing a habitat and shelter for many
species of marine animals. Some of
these reef inhabitants are fish and
mollusks which are a source of
food to 30 to 40 million people every
yvear. Therefore these reefs provide
the islands they are associatled
with a source of income via fishing
for food or as a source of exotic
pets for export. Corals also regu-
late the carbon dioxide in the ocean
to levels tolerable to marine life by
converting it to calcium carbonate
when they construct their shell.
Coral reefs also provide physical
protection to the coastline from
strong wave action and currents.

Currently ten percent of the
vorld's coral reefs have been com
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pletely destroyed. This destruc-
tion is at its worst in the reefs
around the Philippines where
70 percent was destroyed and
five percent regarded as being
in good condition.

Human activity contributes
both directly and indirectly to
reef destruction. Some of the
direct methods include the
greenhouse effect caused by
global warming, raising the
water temperature beyond the
point these sensitive creatures
can tolerate, where an increase
by a single degree can cause
them harm. Warmer tempera-
tures also encourage the
growth of harmful algae on the
corals which block out the sun-
light from reaching the zooxan-
thellae in the polyps. The
increased carbon dioxide in
the atmosphere dissolves in
the oceans creatmg a carbonic
acid which can dissolve the cal-
‘tum carbonate siructures of
the reef.

Humans also directly dam
dge the reef through activities
such as reef walking which

tise to drum up business.
Thankfully this practice is
banned in the Buccoo Reef off
ihe southwestern shores of
Tobago. Also in other countries
where harvesting of reef ani-
mals for food and export, over-
fishing results in some parts of
the reef gﬁtliﬂ% damaged
through the use of explosives
to stun the fish. Sometimes
cyanide is used to incapacitate

the fish, but is often used in
excess as with the explosives
and end up killing a lot of

marine life uding the coral
which is then ri apart to
get to the s h.

Overfishing also removes
many of the species that coex-
ist symbiotically with each
other in the reef.

Some of these relationshi
include Ea]jmcims that eat the
harmful algae that can accu
mulate on the polyps, those
that rover themselves with
sponges as a means of camou-
flage which allows the sponges
to access new feeding areas.

Some of these fish may have
parasites and come to the reef
to be cleaned by cther fish
species so they personally pro-
vide a food source of the mem-
bers of the reel ecosystem.

Il'lrllur't ct damage to the reefs
are caused by pollutants that
EntEl the ocean through the
runoff from agricultural land
have the effect of accelerating
the growth of these harmiul
algae because of its high
nitrate and phosphate conient.
Raw sewerage has the same
effect and this practice of
dumping of this into the ocean
is still practices in some devel-
oping countries. Freshwaler
enmrmﬁﬂm ecosystem also act

utant as it affects the
salmltruf the reef.

One of the indications that
the corals are sick is coral
bleaching where the symbiotic
algae in the polyp leaves or

dies. These algae give the coral
their colour so their absence
allows one to see t through
their transparent ies and
the white shells. Although this
phenomenon has been
observed since the turn of the
century it has worsened since
the 1980s.

Although the sliuation
sounds dire there are wavs to
restore these ecosyslems, one
of the most obwious ones being
the restriction of activities
such as reef fishing, while
some activilies are banned
altogether like coral mining,
reef walking with the imple-
mentation of strict penalties
and fines for breaking the law
Our own Buccoo Reel has been
declared a protected marine
area Another method of
resloration 1s v provide sub
strates for the corals to grow
on like old tires, automobiles
and ships or boats,

l.arge sections of coral can
be reattached with cement. A
low voltage electrical current
applied through the water
causes the dissolved minerals
on steel structures in the water
to crysiallise. The resulting
white carbonate coating is sim-
ilar to the mineral in natural
reefs and has the temporary
effect of encouraging rapid
rolonisation by

It is our only hope that this
amount of attention be placed
on other wetland ecosystems
before they become totally
destroved.




