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In June 2002, NOAA Fisheries (National Marine Fisheries Service) South East Fisheries 
Science Center and its partners completed an oceanographic expedition that was 
unparalleled in its intensity and spatial coverage.  NOAA Fisheries, University of Miami, 
the National Undersea Research Center, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission, National Park Service, the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary, Nova 
University, and Reef Environmental Education Foundation conducted the first 
comprehensive survey of coral reefs along 230 miles of Florida’s coast and ocean from 
Miami to the Tortugas Bank. 
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In order to assess the status of the Florida Keys Ecosystem, 
scientists conducted a battery of sampling strategies including visual 
surveys and video sampling of fishes and detailed benthic surveys of 
corals, sponges and spiny lobster.  This type of scientific census of 
the coral reef ecosystem provides a robust estimation of population 

size, structure, and habitat uses of 
fishes, coral, conch, spiny lobster, 
and other reef species, which will 
ultimately provide a better 
understanding of ecosystem function.  
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Previous assessments of the Florida 
Keys reef fish community have 
shown that high exploitation levels exist and many 
species are over fished.   Preliminary survey results 
indicate that the abundance and size of exploited fish 
species are significantly less in areas near large human 
populations centers.  On a positive note, preliminary 
data indicated an apparent increase in the diversity of 
exploited fishes within the Tortugas North Ecological 
Reserve and overall 
increased abundance 
of the protected 
Goliath Grouper.   
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This cruise supported 
a 5-year performance 
review of resource 
management in the 
Florida Keys National 
Marine Sanctuary by NOAA and the State of Florida.  It 
specifically looked at changes in populations since the 
1997 establishment of  “no-take” zones with in the 
Sanctuary.  The results of the cruise will be used to 
assess and define current conditions of Florida’s coral 
reef ecosystems and will 
provide a baseline for 
scientists and managers 
to monitor population 

changes due to different management actions (e.g. 
fishing regulations and “no-take” zones).  Managers will 
also apply data collected to the development of a 
comprehensive Fisheries Management Plan for Biscayne 
National Park. 
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State-of-the-art four laser beams.
The sampling included using a
video camera equipped with
spacing of the laser beams allow
scientists to accurately determine
the size of fish when reviewing
the tapes in the laboratory. 

In Situ Sampling 

For more information contact: 
 
Jim Bohnsack. Ph.D.   Thomas Hourigan, Ph.D. 
Research Fisheries Biologist  NMFS Coral Reef Coordinator
NMFS Southeast Fisheries Science Center Office of Habitat Conservation
Jim.bohnsack@noaa.gov    tom.hourigan@noaa.gov 
305-361-4252    301-713-3459 
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