PARROTFISH ASSEMBLAGES ON ADJACENT FRINGING REEFS (NORTHEAST TOBAGO, W.I.) HAVE BEEN CONSISTENTLY DIFFERENT OVER AN EIGHT YEAR SAMPLING PERIOD.
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Each inshore fringing reef of Man o’ War Bay, Tobago, separated by sandy beaches and freshwater streams, has its own characteristic topography, substrate and living cover. They are relatively undisturbed; local commercial fishers do not target reef fish.
Eight parrotfish species, regularly seen on the reefs, were unevenly distributed, perhaps related to feeding opportunity. Queen Parrotfish, for example, were obviously abundant on one reef, uncommon on another. We wanted to know if other species showed more subtle differences and whether differences were consistent over time and space.
We used the best survey and counting method we could (fish seen per unit effort) that also minimised cost and equipment. It was intended to be suitable for adoption by local environmental groups with little support or prior experience.

How good were the results?

Every time we surveyed a reef we compared paired, semi-independent, 50 minute counts: either two recorders swimming in parallel, or independently, or the same person repeating the counts on two successive occasions (at the same state of the tide). How good would you expect the correlation to be? We thought it was surprisingly good, no doubt helped by the fact that some species were rare, some reasonably common and some relatively abundant on each reef. 
Differences between reefs persisted from year to year and fish occupancy recovered well after a major disturbance (a mud slide that covered much of one reef). Parrotfish therefore offer scope for monitoring environmental change in the area: an immediate threat is jetty enlargement to attract more cruise ships. We also compared our results with fish counts made by SCUBA divers in the 1980s. They are completely different!
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