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ECOMAR REEF BRIEF AUG  2011

There is currently a NOAA Bleach Watch for the 
Caribbean and a Bleach Warning for the a portion of the 
Western Caribbean inlcluding the Yucatan Peninsula and 
Northern Ambergris Caye.  All Coral Watch Volunteers 
are requested to monitor your reefs for coral bleaching 
and submit your report online.  Divers, snorkelers and 
businesses, please consider Adopting A Reef TODAY!
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Unusually poor water quality has June 2011 to the present.  The intensity 
occurred from the Belize City peninsula of the current bloom has been strong 
south to Monkey River due to a large enough to negatively affect local 
and persistent bloom of floating single economic businesses, reducing visibility 
celled algae or phytoplankton.  NASA enough to impair the ability of lobster 
satellites, local fishers, diver operators divers to work and diving and 
and tour guides have observed dense snorkeling tours to operate.   
phytoplankton extending from the      Conditions creating this bloom could 
coast toward the reef in these areas also increase stress on corals and other 

from late ecologically important organisms, 
May and leading to further problems in months 
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ahead.  Increased vigilance for “flood waters” are common in and type of nutrients washed into 
unusual events such as coral coastal Belize from June to coastal waters are strong 
bleaching and fish kills is December.  Heavy rains during determinants of algae growth and 
appropriate at this time. that time wash nutrients and strongly affect the character of 
The normal causes of seasonal sediment off the mainland into phytoplankton blooms.  Several 
algae blooms are generally well waters offshore, stimulating the factors may be adding to the size 
known, but vary over different growth of phytoplankton.  and duration of the 2011 bloom 
times and places.  Wet season Variation in heat and the amount but the exact contribution of each 

remains unknown.  A prolonged and human activities are not these conditions to continue for 
dry season and the resulting build linked to current conditions some time.  Efforts to monitor 
up of heat may have provided offshore.  A small round non- coral bleaching during peak heat 
ideal conditions to accelerate motile green algae is the main months of August through October 
phytoplankton growth.  component of the bloom in that will be especially important in 
     The origin of the bloom seems area. Southern Belize this year.  
to begin at the Belize River so      This phytoplankton bloom has 
nutrients flowing offshore from waxed and waned over time but is 
there have probably played a role now entering its 2nd month.  
as well.  Sampling in the Placencia Continuing heat and nutrient 
area shows that local watersheds loading from storms may allow 

Timothy B. Smith
Brooksmith Consulting
Ecology, Fisheries, Education
http://brooksmithconsulting.web.
officelive.com/default.aspx
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Coral Bleaching

Reported at Gallow’s Point

Reports came in from Coral Watch were pale while others were even asked to become involved  and to 
Volunteers Shareema Forman, Jose part bleached on Aug 6th, 2011.  consider “Adopting A Reef”  as we 
Munoz and Denroy Usher that    All Coral Watch Volunteers are approach the hottest months of the 
corals in 6 ft of water at North reminded to submit monthly year when corals are most 
Gallow’s were exhibiting signs of reports on the sites they frequent.  susceptible to impacts of climate 
coral bleaching and some corals Divers, snorkelers and business are change.

The Coral Bleaching Early Warning Alert 
System also includes monitoring water 
temperatures around coral reefs.  If the sea 
temperature is greater than 85 oF  for 
extended periods of time corals become 
stressed and expel their symbiotic 
zooxanthellae, and begin to pale and if the 
stress is prolonged, become white.  If the 
stress - high water temperatures - is 
prolonged, the corals stay bleached, are 
more susceptible to disease, and can die.  
Dead corals are overgrown with fleshy 
algae, an indicator of poor reef health, and 
without the stony corals cementing the reef 
together, the limestone growth can erode, 
resulting in reduced reef structure.
   This map of water temperatures indicates 
that the waters off the coast of Belize are 
greater than 86 oF and approaching 90oF in 
the southernmost region of Belize between 
Punta Gorda and Placencia.

   Divers are also recording 85oF on their dive computers at dive sites 
along the Belize Barrier Reef.  Please send us a text to 671-3483 with 
the name of the dive site and water temperature so we can monitor 
water temps at your favorite dive and snorel sites!

http://www.wunderground.com/tropical/?index_region=at

HEALTHY PALE PART BLEACHED
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The Belize Coral Watch Program 
needs YOUR help to identify resilient 
reefs throughout Belize.  
   The impacts of climate change on 
our reefs is forecast to increase the 
frequency and severity of coral 
bleaching events.  Increased water 
temperatures associated with 
climate change stress the delicate 
balance that exists between the coral 
polyp and symbiotic algae. This 
causes zooxanthellae to be expelled 
from the polyp causing the coral 

others do not recover and die. the reef regularly.  We need regular tissues to turn white. 
   Coral Watch Volunteers are the reports to keep track of coral    In some areas of the reef the corals 
basis of the Coral Bleaching Early bleaching levels monthly.are more resilient and recover 
Warning Alert System since they visit quickly from coral bleaching, while 
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The MesoAmerican Reef Coral Watch Program 
in Belize is coordinated by ECOMAR with 
support from Coral Watch Volunteers, 
organizations and individuals that have Adopted 
Reefs, and members of the Belize National Coral 
Reef Monitoring Network.  Funding during 
2010-2011 is provided by the World Wildlife 
Fund.  Between 2008-2010 funding was also 
received from The Nature Conservancy and the 
Protected Areas Conservation Trust - PACT. 

Our Beautiful Reef!
“We do not inherit the Earth from our ancestors, 
we borrow it from our children.”

Native American Proverb
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