Continued degradation of Tobago’s coral reefs following the 2005 mass coral bleaching event
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In the summer of 2005, the Caribbean region experienced a widespread coral bleaching event. In order to determine the extent and effect of this event on the reefs of Tobago, the Buccoo Reef Trust and Coral Cay Conservation conducted a targeted coral reef survey programme around the island as the first part of a two-phase campaign. In Phase I the reefs were assessed to establish their current status. In Phase II, a long-term monitoring programme was installed to record subsequent degradation or recovery of the reefs from the bleaching event.

Results from Phase 1 found overall mean bleaching of hard corals to be 66%. Bleaching was also found to be highly variable, both between and within species. No significant coral diseases were observed during Phase 1 surveys.

Results from Phase 2 indicate a high prevalence of coral disease at many sites surveyed on the north-western side of the island. Initial findings suggest that diseases were generally prevalent on reefs adjacent to areas of high coastal development and prevalence was inversely related to depth for some hard coral-disease combinations.

Although there has been a significant reduction in hard coral cover over the past three years, macroalgae levels have remained low and no overall phase shift to a macroalgal-dominated state has occurred. However, this has not translated into a recovery of coral reefs after the 2005 bleaching event. A combination of high disease prevalence and anthropogenic impacts are putting chronic stress on the coral reefs with little sign of coral recruitment.

Initial recommendations include that sewage and agricultural runoff water are properly treated before entering the sea, upland construction projects undergo rigorous EIA’s and mitigation measures are implemented before construction is allowed to commence. In addition to this, sustainable management of reefs, which have shown resilience to bleaching and coral disease, needs to be prioritized and protected.

