by Justin Sapp

Do the gull waters out of Seecin-
haichee need a new artificial reef? How
#hout a thousand!

The classic debate over aralicial
reefs is whether reefs increase fish num-
bérs or just concentrale fish at published
GPS coordinates. For University of Flor-
ida Professor Bill Lindberg, that ques-
tion i3 old news. Bated on Lindberg's
research and a plan haiched by Taylor
County native Mark Dickent, the Uni-
wverzsity of Flonda and the Florida Fizsh
and Wildlife Conservation Commission
will develop nearly 1,000 amificial recfs
over a 100 sguare-mile area out from the
Steinhatchee River. Thupmjn.'uswld
the Steinhatchee Fisheries Mansgement
Area (FMA).

The wea for the project came 10
Dicken after he saw the positive impact
of placing anificial reefs outl from the
mouth of the Suwannee River in the carly
1990s, He contacied some researchers al
the University of Fla. and afier years of
permitting setbacks and funding delays,
the project fmally has the green light,
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1000 new reefs off Steinhatchee aimed at boosting grouper population

Included in the plan are concentrated fishing reefs west of Keaton Beach and scuba diving trails to the south

The Steinhaichee FMA will use
three-foot pre-fabricated reef cubes de-
veloped by Lindberg thal will be spread
out along the sandy Gulf botiom in a
way that is proven (o boost fish popula-
lions. Due (o their scattered distribution,
these are called “patch™ reefs. The area is
aciually a big irangle. The base extends
10 miles to the north and 10 miles to the
sputh of the mouth of the Steinhaichee
River and stans in about 18-20 feel of
waler.

“It works oul great because by
starting only about 10 miles out 10 sea,
the average person in a smaller boat can
start to gel oul and enjoy the offshore
fun,” Dicken said.

The Steinhaiches FMA is a feder-
ally designated area and will be the firse
ol s kind in the nation.

Included in the plan are concenlral-
ed fishing reefs west of Kealon Beach
and scuba diving trails in the south. One-
bundred (wenty artificial “reef balls" will
be placed along the dive trails 1o altract
more underwater diversity, According to
Dickert, the diving trails will be an ideal
location for checkout dives.

"We're gven working Lo gel some
large stalues and underwater educalicnal
malerials placed along the trail,” he says.
“It should be o greal place o visit and 1o
educate.” In many ways, the Steinhaichee
FMA is like a marine protecied arca, ex-
cepd that the area will NOT be closed 1o
public Mishing. In fact, Nshing and other
recrealional use is encouraged.

The whole project revolves around
one of our favorile offshore residents.
the gag grouper. The life cycle of gag
grouper spans the Gull of Mexico's con-
tinenial shelf. Afler ing from Janu-
ary through March lar offshore, the haby
gag travel on currents o inshore walers
1o spened their early life among the oyster
bars and fenile grass flats of Northwest
Florida. By late fall, the young grouper
are ncarly one fool long and are ready
1o move oul 10 decper water. Eventually,
the whole cycle begins again far out 10
S

Scientists suspect thal a big chal-
lenge in the life of gag grouper is the
long move from the sheltered nursery of
inchore waters to the offshare spawning
grounds. The waier in between is rela-
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tively flal and barren and does nol pres-
ent much in the way of protection for
these valuable, undersized fish. That's
where the Steinhaichee FMA comes in.

The Steinhaichee Fisheries Man-
agement Arca (FMA) should be com-
pleted in about four years and will help
the Mizh grow faster and increase their
chances of reproducing. All along the
sandy Gulf boltom, a thousand neel
cubes will be strategically spread oul to
maximize the protection for juveniles as
they travel oul to deeper waler and also
provide more habital for the baitfish that
grouper depend on to survive. All gag
under 32 inches are female, 5o it is crili-
cal that they are able 1o grow safely to
spawning size, wilh some developing
later into males

The first phase of this project is
cumently under way. Lindberg and crew
are placing reefs in 70-8( feel of waler in
an ares kivown a8 the “Middle Grounds.”
By monitoring reels near the gag grou-
per’s spawning area, they will be able
to observe the increases in fish numbers
and gige. This is the pan of the project
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