OCEAN'S TREASURE TROVE: Bios

Y IO ,
phere Expeditions' study shows that coral reefs in the Musandam peninsula are truly world class. The study

was initiated in 2008. Picture used for illustrative purpose.

Musandam coral reefs ‘in good condition’

MUSCAT: Biosphere Expeditions’
Musandam coral reef study shows
that the reefs of the peninsula are in
excellent condition with a percent-
age coral cover reaching the high-
est levels seen in the world (up to
80-90 per cent) and with up to 100
species of hard corals and numer-
ous invertebrates and coral reef
fishes. The study was initiated in
October 2008.

“Human impacts on the reefs are
low in comparison to other placesin
the world, but over fishing, periodic
exposure to oil spills and climate
change effects and direct pollution
by litter has caused a little damage.
But the reefs are world-class and
Oman has a beautiful and valuable
inheritance in its marine environ-
ment, ideal for careful protection
and development for the sustain-
able benefit and enjoyment of future
generations,” said DrMatthias Ham-
mer, founder and executive director
of Biosphere Expeditions.

i

ENVIRONMENT TALKS: The Biosphere Expeditions team giving out

details of its initiatives at the press conference.

HSBC Omanprovidedthesupport
forthestudy. Biosphere Expeditions
is a non-profit-making organisation
offering hands-on wildlife conser-
vation expeditions for everyone.

Annual surveys

“I am delighted that the reefs of the
Musandam peninsula are now be-
ing studied by experts from Sultan
@Qaboos University, Biosphere Ex-

peditions, the Emirates Diving As-
sociation and Reef Check. Assem-
bling this strong team of experts has
only been possible through HSBC
Oman’s support. This has provided
the impetus for us to push ahead
with the project and suggest ways in
which Oman can protect and devel-
op this amazing reef sustainably. We
intend to come back to the peninsu-
la each year to conduct our surveys,”

Prof. Michel Claereboudt of Sultan
Qaboos University, a coral expert
who has also been involved with the
project since its beginning, said.

Speaking on HSBC’s involve-
ment, Tony Issa, manager market-
ing and corporate communications
at HSBC Oman, said: “As the world’s
local bank, HSBC Oman is commit-
ted to its role as the nation’s ambas-
sador for global banking, raising
awareness on the importance of en-
vironmental conservation, engaging
our employees in local and global
initiatives and collaborating with
organisations that share our vision
for a sustainable future,”

“We are proud to have partnered
with Biosphere Expeditions in this
study that promised and delivered
results thathaveset the foundation
for further research and suggest-
ed measures to ensure generations
to come enjoy and protect Oman'’s
remarkable marine eco-systems,”
he added.



: Coral reef study to support
biosphere expeditions

® [rom Page 1

Indeed it is hoped that the scientific work over the next few
years will be useful to the Omani government and will help with
planning a network of protected areas in Musandam. The organi-
sation’s Musandam coral reef study started in October 2008 and
showed that the reefs of the peninsula are in excellent condition
with percentage coral cover reaching the highest levels seen in
the world up to 80-90 per cent with up to 100 species of hard
corals and numerous invertebrates and coral reef fishes. Human
impacts on the reefs are low in comparison to other places in the
world or in Oman, but include overfishing, periodic exposure to
oil from spills and climate change effects such as storm wave
damage and in some places direct pollution by litter.

The important reefs of the Musandam Governorate are now
being studied by experts from Sultan Qaboos University (SQU),
Biosphere Expeditions, the Emirates Diving Association and
Reef Check.

Biosphere Expeditions
By A Staff Reporter

MUSCAT — Marine conservation work got a shot in the
arm as HSBC Oman provided much-needed support for a
unique coral reef study to support Biosphere Expeditions.

The Expeditions is a non-profit-making organisation of-
fering hands-on wildlife conservation expeditions for eve-
ryone. The Expeditions bring together people from different
walks of life to support wildlife research and conservation
in various parts of the world.

Announcing this at a press conference held at Chedi
Muscat Hotel, Dr Matthias Hammer, Founder and Execu-
tive Director of Biosphere Expeditions, said that the Sul-
tanate has a beautiful and valuable inheritance in its marine
environment, ideal for careful protection and develop-
ment for the sustainable benefit and enjoyment of future
generations. ® To page 3




Biosphere expedition finds decline
in coral ecosystems off Musandam

Our Correspondent
Muscat

The first research project on the
coral and marine environment off
the Musandam Peninsula in the
last 40 years has discovered a
degradation of the environment
as natural and man-made pollu-
tion continues to disturb the del-
icate ecosystems.

Comprising volunteers from
three continents, the Biosphere
Expedition research vessel funded
by HSBC carried a team of inter-
national divers in a comprehen-
sive survey of underwater life.
Matthias Hammer, the founder
and executive director of Bios-
phere Expeditions, cautioned that
although the corals and wildlife
were doing well, a decline had
been observed since the last
study was carried out in the 70s.

“The corals in the region are in
relatively good shape, but are
generally in crisis all over the
world. The fish population around
the peninsula has declined, prob-
ably due to over-fishing. Pollution

Matthias Hammer (right) addresses the press conference

from oil spills, discarded nets and
red tide, as well as the effects of
cyclone Gonu, have put extra
pressure on an ecosystem that is
already stressed and in trouble,”
Hammer said.

“We will carry out regular
annual monitoring and an educa-
tional programme to raise aware-
ness on reefs among the youth.
We will compile a report on the

progress of these activities Each
year. The next monitoring will be
in October. We are a research or-
ganisation that enables ordinary
people to help. As long as you are
a diver, you are able to help us
collect data - you don't have to
be a biologist.”

Professor Michel Claereboudt,
an expert on coral and marine
ecosystems in Oman and a pro-

fessor at SQU, said that one way
to prevent the decline of the sea
coral and its environment would
be to mark more protected areas.
These can help to prevent over-
fishing and pollution.

“The Biodiversity Convention
clearly states that 10-15 per cent
of a nation’s maritime area has to
be conserved, One way forward
to help corals around the Musan-
dam Peninsula would be to create
new marine protected areas. |
believe that this area in particular
could be one of them,” he said.

“There is also a long history of
neglect in studying corals in
Oman. There are also historical
problems. For example, Charles
Darwin said there were no corals
worth looking at in the region,
and for decades, people listened
without questioning.”

Biosphere Expeditions has also
conducted an educational out-
reach project to help create
awareness among children on the
sensitivity of the marine environ-
ment, and its benefits for future
generations.
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