


Benthic habitat mapping to
improve modeling of

. marine species distribution

5 in the U.S. Caribbean
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Integrated GAP Analysis
Program for Puerto Rico
~and the US Virgin Islands
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GAP Analysis -
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GAP Analysis

Functional Practice -
Synthesis of available data on:

* o/ Species distributions

Habitat needs across spatial scales
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Relevance to the US CRTF

Fundamental to Agency Missions
NOS, NMFS, NESDIS, CRCP
USGS, NPS, FWS
Forestry Service:
Cornerstone for Key Initiatives
Coastal &Marine Spatial PIannmg
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Caribbean Coral Reef Institute

Expertise on species-habitat associations,
modeling, mapping, etc.

.Documenting Potential Past and Present Fish
- /Spawning Aggregation Sites around Puerto
Rico 1
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Black groupers are an important but overfished
species within south Florida, including the Florida
Keys National Marine Sanctuary and the Dry Tortu-
gas National Park. While populations have in-
creased in closed areas, fish are still vulnerable to fishing when
they leave to form annual spawning aggregations. To predict the
potential movements of black grouper, scientists from the Florida
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission initiated a search for
the spawning aggregation site. Thinking the site was located in |
waters too deep for conventional diving, they asked the Caribbean
Coral Reef Institute to add their deep-diving capabilities to the
search. Last March, a team of five scientists using mixed-gas re-
breathers and a remotely operated vehicle (ROV) joined Florida
scientists on a 5-day mission aboard the M/V Spree in an attempt
to locate the spawning aggregation site. Efforts focused on Riley’'s Hump, located within the Tortugas South Ecological Re-
serve. After several days of searching, the black grouper aggregation site was finally found! Located in waters deeper than
165 ft, the fish were associated with a unique geological formation of large outcrops and boulders. Video taken provided data
to characterize the site, to estimate relative size and density of groupers, while the reproductive behavior recorded confirmed
the aggregation was indeed for spawning. In addition, the cruise offered the first opportunity for scientists to assess fish popu-
lations in areas too deep to be included in standard surveys. Results indicated that these populations were significant, with
39 species being identified. In addition to black grouper, frequently sighted species include the commercially important mut-
ton snapper. almaco jack. cubera snapper. and sca gesting that deep areas constitute important habitats that should

Black groupers at 180 ft, Riley’s Hump FL (Photo: M. Nemeth)

A
et

Noipyu1s’



Deep Mesophotic Coral Ecosystems
CCRI Study Sites :

l, Puerto Rico
\1: i . St Thomas
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