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Herbivorous fishes perform important functions on coral reefs, and their feeding 
actions shape the capacity of reefs to both resist, and recover, from disturbance. 
Relatively little is known, however, about which ecological features of reefs influence 
the distribution of these important fishes, or how their biomass is altered by human 
actions. We examined whether, and how, the benthic habitat characteristics of reefs 
(e.g. reef type, complexity, coral cover) and marine reserves combine to influence 
the biomass of herbivorous fishes. We focused on different functional groups of 
herbivorous fishes, with a species level analysis of rabbitfishes, as this family 
comprises the bulk of the local artisanal fisheries on Seychelles reefs. The biomass 
of herbivorous fishes was shaped by the habitat characteristics of individual reefs, 
but not by the presence of marine reserves. Herbivore biomass was greatest in 
areas with high live coral cover, and also positively correlated with the cover of coral 
rubble and dead coral. Fish functional groups were, however, located in distinct 
habitats on local reefs: browsers were positively correlated with reef complexity, the 
cover of live coral and macroalgae; detritivores were positively correlated with dead 
coral cover; and scrapers were positively correlated with coral rubble. The biomass 
of locally exploited rabbitfishes was also influenced by the features of reef habitats, 
but not the conservation status of individual reefs. Siganus sutor and S. argenteus 
were strongly associated within areas of dense macroalgae, whereas S. corallinus 
was associated with areas where the cover of live coral was high and epilithic algal 
matrix cover was low. Our results show that existing marine reserves in the 
Seychelles do not appear to support increased fish biomass compared to non-
protected areas and that other factors, such as benthic conditions of reefs seem to 
be driving the distribution of fish biomass. This suggests that this might lead to 
spatial separation in the distribution of different forms of herbivory, and possibly reef 
resilience, in the Seychelles.


