Text & Photos by Rossella Meloni

An Italian, Rossella Meloni became interested in the beauty and
welfare of the underwater world over a decade ago, Encouraged by
her love for the marine envirsnment she has volunteered for some
underwater expeditions in Musandam, Dhofar and Madagascar. An
 Expedition Leader with Biosphere Expedition, an international non-
profit wildlife volunteer organization, Rosella is also passionate
about wildlife, nature and sharing her knowledge and experiences
through writing and educational talks. =~ ‘

“Incredible. What a beautiful example of building reef;
so much for those who say we have only patch reef”; as
the scientist emerges from the water it is obvious that she
cannot contain her excitement, )

As | help her with the equipment and to get back on board
| understand her enthusiasm.

We are on a boat above a pristine patch of coral reef in the
Marine Protected Area of the Daymaniyat Islands Nature
Reserve, an archipelago of nine islands off the coast from
Muscat.

It is a magical place. These small dots of land that emerge
from the column of water away from the coast, are teeming
with life.

Today we have great visibility, warm waters and a relatively
calm sea; perfect conditions to appreciate the beauty of
this place. However, we are not here for the mere pleasure
of it.

| am accompanying a small team of scientists to collect
some coral samples that will be later analysed to
understand their genetic makeup as part of a study that




aims at investigating and understanding corals that survive
in the Gulf, a region with conditions that are considered
extreme when compared to other coral habitats around
the world but has been gathering more and more interest
in the wake of global warming.

Itis not the first time that | hear that the corals of Oman are
special or that | witness marine biologists at work. '

My passion for the sea started many years ago with my first
breath underwater during a scuba diving course and since
then it has been an incredible journey. Learning to dive has
enabled me to catch a glimpse of this fascinating world
that is otherwise hidden and out of sight for most people.

| am not a Marine Biologist; however my interest and

passion for what lies beneath the sea grew tenfold when,
armed with great enthusiasm | joined my first expedition as
a volunteer on a marine conservation project in the Indian
Ocean a few years ago.

On that occasion, | discovered that these underwater
structures that resemble colourful rocks are in fact
immense colonies of tiny living organisms (very ancient
and microscopic animals) and that the fish and other
creatures that inhabit or visit them from the depth (like
mantas, sharks and many other pelagic creatures) are all an
essential part of a complex and fragile ecosystem.

A reef is the epitome of life. A healthy reef supports life
in this planet as we know it and this is why scientists,
environmental groups and people like me who have
had the fortune of witnessing science in action and have
sought to learn and understand a world that captivates its
spectators in awe, continue to promote the importance of
preserving this fragile environment,

When | arrived in Oman almost four years ago, | was
amazed by the array of marine life that its waters host.
Now a qualified diving instructor, | have scuba dived
and snorkelled in many parts of the world but here |
have witnessed the biggest moray eels, stingrays and an
incredible carousel of underwater life that is second to
none.

From early on, | started hearing many times over that this
region’s coral is rather special but my knowledge about the
specifics of the local marine environment was still rather
limited.

So when | learned about an on-going marine expedition
in Oman open to members of the public who can sign up
as volunteers, | jJumped at the opportunity to learn first-
hand and in greater detail about Oman’s coral reefs and the
country’s underwater environment.

In October 2010 | boarded the MS Sindbad with a team of
like-minded volunteers from all walks of life and different

Groupers (Hammours) are a key indicator species for reef studies on
Coast of Oman; being a commercially valuable fish the size of group
found can provide an insight on pressure from over fishing '

parts of the world. From Khasab we sailed off spending
a week onboard and researching the corals around
Musandam.

The mission was organised by Biosphere Expeditions, a non-
profit organisation that through volunteers’ contribution
and a number of key sponsors is able to provide funds
and a workforce for scientific projects around the world.
It specifically aims at mapping and studying the little
documented coral reefs around the Musandam peninsula.

The intent of the project is to record the reef’s current
state, monitor its health over time as well as assess human
impact. This information which is collected using an
internationally recognised reef monitoring protocol called
Reef Check, is an invaluable tool for educational purposes
and for enabling informed conservation and management
decisions by the government.

Volunteers who take part in this expedition are trained in
Reef Check over the first two days and once the scientist
has assessed the reliability of the data they collect, they
become Reef Check certified, which means that they can
carry out data collection not just for this specific expedition
but also for other Reef Check projects that may run locally
or in the Indian Ocean.

Since starting in 2009, the project has enabled the
collection of base data suggesting that the corals of Oman
are unique. The report from the first expedition for example
reported a relatively low level of bleaching despite the high
temperature variations known to occur in this region (corals
have a very specific temperature and salinity threshold for
survival: even small variations of sea surface temperature
outside this threshold sustained for long periods of time
can cause bleaching and high coral mortality.)

Another positive factor picked up by the study is the
elevated hard coral coverage (usually a good sign for the
health of a reef).
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Honeycombe Moray. *...here I have witnessed the biggest moray eels, stingrays
and an incredible carousel of underwater life that is second to none”

From the first expedition for example, the mean average
of hard coral coverage was reported to be an encouraging
34% against the world average of 30%.

Coral disease was also reported to be low. So overall the
coral habitat in Musandam appeared to be in good order.

While the results of the expedition year after year suggest
that Oman'’s corals represent a unique and invaluable asset
for the region, threats and impacts to the health of the reef
are not absent and they are also recorded in the reports.

Diving and fishing for instance are reported as the two
major stresses to the studied reef in the 2010 expedition’s
report, while concerns are also raised with regards to the
impact of increasing coastal developments which affect the
amount of algae growth in the water at the expense of coral.

As volunteers learn to identify key indicator species of
fishes, invertebrates and to analyse the coral for signs of
damage and disease as part of their Reef Check training,
they are also able to collect large amounts of data that can
then be analysed and processed by the qualified scientist
leading the science work.

Long and short term recommendations are made foIIoWing
each expedition’s report.

Sofar, all data show that the rare coral habitat of Musandam
should be preserved and managed properly.

One of the recommendations from the latest report
however, highlight the need for a Marine Protected Area
which would help mitigate the assessed impacts, as well as
provide long term benefit to the local coastal communities.
These communities, with careful management of the corals,

~could enjoy improved fish populations over a long period

leading to an alternative source of income and education
about the corals.

As the project continues with new teams of volunteers
from different parts of the world joining the expedition
every year, Biosphere Expeditions extend its work by also
involving local communities in various programmes and
training designed to increase awareness (visiting local
schools or through educational material distributed in
collaboration with the local government),

A scholarship is being offered for the next expedition
running in October 2012 and is open to citizens or residents
of Oman.

Being a diving expedition the scholarship is open to
certified divers over 18 years of age who have a genuine
interest in marine science and conservation. Receiving
applications was closed on 3rd September 2012.

Having now taken part in two of these expeditions in
Musandam, | can tell you that this is no ordinary experience.

For more information about the expedition in Musandam
and dates for October 2012 please visit:

www.biosphere-expeditions.org/musandam
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