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Abstract

Coral reefs of Mauritius are highly exposed to the growing coastal  development,  fishing and
tourist industry and are continuously threatened by the unprecedented consequences of climate
change, frequent and severe coral bleaching events, crown of thorns predation and coral disease
infestation. In addition,  with a view to further develop the Mauritian Ocean Economy, more
intense  development  in  the  port/harbor  is  being  conducted,  potential  for  mineral  and  gas
extraction along with deep ocean water application are also under consideration. At the current
rate of coastal  and oceanic development,  the threat to the already vulnerable coral reefs and
associated biodiversity is expected to be more pronounced with serious ecological consequences.
Subsequently, this study aims at evaluating the coral species richness  and reef diversity with
particular focus on  further studying the occurrence of endemic and rare coral and reef fishes
around Mauritius. Due to a lack of prior assessments on the endemic and rare reef fish and coral
species,  we  evaluated  the  literature  to  identify  rare  and  endemics.  From this  review,  seven
species each were identified and 24 study sites around Mauritius were surveyed from July to
December  2018,  for  their  species  richness,  their  occurrence  and  distribution. The  survey
involved two to three hours of snorkelling inside the lagoon and 45 minutes to one hour per
diving  site.  The  observational  data  on  the  coral  type  and  reef  fishes  were  collected  using
underwater photography and fish visual census, respectively. Sites were then categorised as per
site sensitivity regarding diversity and structural complexity for further in-depth periodic reef
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vulnerability data collection. The result revealed that the endemic reef fishes, Stegastes pelicieri,
Pomacentrus  pikei,  Amphiprion  latifasciatus,  Amphiprion  crysogaster  were  recorded  at  10
different sites in the lagoon, contrary to Abudeduf margariteus, Zebrosoma gemmatum.  Among
the corals, Acropora branchi,  Pocillopora indiania, and Seriotopora hystrix were recorded at 8
sites as compared to  Seriatopora caliendrum, Stylophora pistillata and  Horastrea indica. The
same rare and endemics were assessed at various dive sites outside the lagoon and most of the
targeted species were occasionally observed with the exception of Amphiprion crysogaster,  the
Mauritian  clownfish,  Stegastes  pelicieri,  the  Mauritian  Gregory  and  Pomacentrus  pikei,  the
Blacktip  damsel  which  were  also  common inside  the  lagoon.  Based on their  reef  structural
complexity and diversity, Flat Island, Coin de Mir, Palmar, Eau Bleu, Pointe d’Esny, Blue Bay
Marine Park,  Le Bouchon, Riviere des Galets,  St Felix-Le Morne,  La Prairie  and Balaclava
Marine Park might  be considered as  ecologically  sensitive  areas.  Besides the  highly diverse
ecosystem, these sites also harbour the rare and endemics. The findings therefore suggest that
only the Mauritian clown fish, Mauritian Gregory and Blacktip damsel were commonly found,
with these exceptions, the rest rare and endemics were occasionally observed and subsequently,
threatened  by  extirpation.  As  such,  this  study  mandates  an  extended  island-wide  survey  in
collaboration  with  volunteer  divers  from  dive  centres  and  more  thorough  inside-lagoon
assessment. With limited coastal space, unprecedented climate variability and continuous coastal
development, it is imperative that through Marine Spatial Planning, a balance between ecological
importance and economic development is achieved to avoid any biological loss and to further
safeguard the ecological integrity.
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