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Press Release

EU-AIDED RESEARCH DOCUMENTS SPECTACULAR BIODIVERSITY IN DEEPWATER ROCKY
REEFS OF KERALA COAST

For the first time, the researchers documented the rich biodiversity of rocky reefs and
underwater life in the Kerala coast, and few underwater sites have a rich life of the
gorgonians (sea pens, sea fans) and solitary corals. These areas at a depth of 50 meters may
be called “Animal Forests”, as the biodiversity is so rich, including the rare soft corals,
solitary hard corals, sponges, worms, molluscs, bryozoans and ascidians, and this justifies
the presence of huge schools of fish in the surroundings, says Prof Biju Kumar, who led the
project. The traditional fishers in the region use these sites as their fishing sites, as they are
rich in life. It is for the first time that life below water is documented from the Kerala coast,
and for that matter, anywhere in India, on rocky reefs beyond 40 meters. The diving team
include Umeed Mistry of Earth ColLab, Bangalore, India’s leading underwater photographer
and film maker, and Jonah Skoles, Eternal Divers, Pondicherry.

Led by the project Ecomarine Team in the Department of Aquatic Biology and Fisheries,
University of Kerala, the expedition aimed to explore the rich biodiversity of the Kerala coast
at depths up to 100 meters, with a primary focus on rocky reefs. A ground-breaking
expedition off the coast of Kerala, India, has uncovered disturbing evidence of additional
plastic dumps in the ocean, posing a grave threat to the delicate life below water. The
discovery was made during an extensive documentation of underwater life in the Kerala
coast, shedding light on the urgent need for immediate action to address the growing
problem of marine plastic pollution.

“Animal Forests” in Kerala coast in deepwater rockyreef areas, dominated with
gorgonians and solitary corals
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Research Team (left to right): Umeed Mistry, Jonah Skoles, Biju Kumar

To the surprise of the research team, many of the underwater reefs beyond 40 meters
explored during diving are dumped with plastics, a stark reminder of the magnitude of the
global plastic pollution problem. The underwater sites were littered with various forms of
plastic waste, including bottles, bags, fishing nets, and fragments of single-use plastics. This
alarming find highlights the urgent need for increased efforts in waste management,
recycling, and the adoption of sustainable practices to prevent further degradation of our
oceans. Further, a serious thought on upstream management of the plastics, especially the
rivers and sewers draining into the ocean, with truckloads of plastic waste every day.

Furthermore, the documentation of underwater life in the Kerala coast revealed the direct
impact of plastic pollution on marine species. The researchers observed entangled marine
creatures struggling to free themselves from discarded fishing nets, while others were seen
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ingesting plastic fragments, mistaking them for food. Such incidents highlight the
devastating consequences of plastic pollution on marine biodiversity and the fragile balance
of our ecosystems. Many deep-water reefs are covered with plastic nets, which may be
either discards from the ocean, or the ones deserted by fishers due to entanglement. These
‘ghost nets’ trap many creatures every day, and remain a permanent threat to underwater
life unless removed. “The discovery of additional plastic dumps in the ocean off the Kerala

coast is a distressing wake-up call. It is crucial that we take immediate action to reduce
plastic consumption, promote responsible waste management, and develop sustainable
alternatives to plastic. Our marine ecosystems and the livelihoods of coastal communities
depend on it," says Biju Kumar.

The study of life below water is only in its first phase, and the ongoing investigations of

various kinds of reefs from Thiruvananthapuram to Kasaragod will unravel the richness of
biodiversity and the emerging threats to the system. Further, the team will also survey the
shipwreck sites on the Kerala coast, says Biju Kumar.

News in MEDIA

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/kerala/study-finds-disturbing-evidence-of-

marine-plastic-pollution-off-kerala-coast/article66941751.ece

The Hindu Daily on 7t June 2023

EU-aided study finds pfoof of heavy
plastic pollution off Kerala coast

The Hindu Bureau
THIRUVANANTHAPURAM

Researchers have found
unsettling evidence of plas-
tic dumps in the ocean
beyond 40-metre depth off
the Kerala coast that are
posing a grave threat to
marine life forms.
An expedition to docu-
ment underwater biodiver-
| sity led by the European
Union-supported Project
Ecomarine in the Depart-
ment of Aquatic Biology
and Fisheries, University
of Kerala, found reefs
beyond 40 metres depth
i,,,dumpeduﬂ'm plastics. Un-
derwater sites were littered
| with plastic bottles, bags,
fishing nets, and fragments
| of single-use plastics, ac-
cording to the findings pu-
blished on Wednesday.

Peril of ‘ghost nets’

Marine creatures were
seen struggling to free
themselves from discarded
fishing nets, while others
were found ingesting plas-
tic fragments, mistaking
them for food. Plastic fish-
ing nets, possibly discard-
ed by fishers, were found
on several deep

Deep in trouble: A ‘'ghost net’ found on the ocean floor:

they trap creatures, and re-
main a permanent threat
to underwater life.

The diving team includ-

ed Umeed Mistry of Earth
CoLab, Bengaluru and un-
derwater  photographer
and filmmaker Jonah
Skoles, Eternal Divers,
Puducherry.

Role of rivers, sewers
The findings highlight the

reefs. These ‘ghost nets’
pose a grave problem as

deadly ¢ es of
plastic pollution on marine
biodiversity, calling for in-

creased efforts in waste
management, recycling
and the adoption of sus-
tainable practices, A. Biju
Kumar, Professor and
Head, Department of Ag-
uatic Biology, said. They al-
so call for serious thought
on up

fans) and solitary corals. |
These areas at a depth of
50 metres may be called
‘animal forests’ as the bio-
diversity is so rich, includ-
ing the rare soft corals, sol-
itary hard corals, sponges,
worms, molluscs, bryo-
zoans and ascidians. Here,
huge schools of fish are al-
5o present,” he said.

A wake-up call [
While plastic dumps have
been reported in shallow |
waters, this is the first in- |
stance of a study being
conducted on rocky reefs
beyond 40 metres off the
Kerala coast.

“The discovery of addi-
tional plastic dumps in the
ocean off Kerala is a dis-
tressing wake-up call. It is
crucial that we take imme-
diate action to reduce plas-
tic consumption, promote |
responsible waste manage-
ment, and develop sustain-
able alternatives to plastic.
Our marine ecosystems
and the livelihoods of coas-

of plastics, as rivers and
sewers drain plastic waste
into the ocean on a daily
basis.
“Underwater rocky
reefs have a wealth of Gor-
gonians (sea pens, sea
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tal ¢ depend
onit,” says Biju Kumar.

The study is in its first
phase, and ongoing investi-
gations are expected to un-
ravel the richness of biodi-
versity as well as threats to
the system.
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KU study unveils
“threats posed by
plastic debris

Times NEws NEryv,om(

Thiruvananthapuram: Re-
searchers who did an under-
water expedition off the Ke-
rala coast have found plastic
debris threatening the rich
biodiversity of rocky reefs
and underwater life. 22 N SO NN
" Led by the project ecoma-  (From left) Umeed Mistry, Jonah
rine team of the department Skoles and Biju Kumar
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