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Researchers have few options for going after
lionfish at depths beyond scuba divers’ reach

Video: Lionfish have sharp, thin spines that can be venomous, yet researchers want more people to discover
how good they taste.
By Associated Press, Updated: Tuesday, July 16, 7:41 AM

ABOARD THE SUBMERSIBLE ANTIPODES — The invasive lionfish that crowds coral reefs
and preys on native fish in the Atlantic’s shallower waters is such a problem that divers in
Florida and the Caribbean are encouraged to capture and eat them whenever they can.
Lionfish, which have venomous spines, are a welldocumented problem in Atlantic coral
reefs, where the footlong, onepound invaders from the tropical parts of the Pacific and
Indian oceans live without predators and eat other fish voraciously. What’s slowly coming
into view is how deep into the ocean their invasion has spread.
Researchers and wildlife officials worry that
lionfish may undo conservation efforts
aimed at rebuilding populations of native
predators such as groupers and snappers.
Lionfish gorge on the young of those
species, as well as their prey.
“They can eat pretty much anything that fits
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inside their mouths,” Oregon State
University lionfish expert Stephanie Green
said.

(Wilfredo Lee/ Associated Press ) - In this Friday, June
28, 2013 photo, Oregon State University lionfish expert
Stephanie Green counts lionfish on the sunken
freighter “Bill Boyd,” as she travels aboard the
submersible “Antipodes,” in about 250 feet under the
sea about three miles off the coast of Fort Lauderdale,
Fla. Seattle-based OceanGate Inc. offered scientists
and wildlife officials a close-up look at the invasive
lionfish deep in the waters off South Florida aboard the
Antipodes. Divers in Florida and the Caribbean are
encouraged to capture and eat any lionfish they
encounter to protect reefs and native marine life
already burdened by pollution, over-fishing and the
effects of climate
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Divers are encouraged to capture and eat
any lionfish they encounter to protect reefs
and native marine life already burdened by
pollution, overfishing and the effects of
climate change. And last month, the Florida
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
waived the recreational license requirement
for divers harvesting lionfish and excluded
them from bag limits, allowing people to
catch as many as they can.
But recreational divers max out around 130
feet deep, though. Researchers and wildlife
officials rarely have the means to venture
deeper than that, but they’ve realized the
lionfish they can’t see may be their biggest
concern.
As Green discovered on a recent expedition
aboard a submersible, there’s little to disturb
a lionfish living on a wreck 250 feet deep
into the Atlantic. There are no predators
and no divers.
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“I did not expect it to be this loaded with
lionfish,” Green said. In less than half an
hour, she tallied nearly three dozen lionfish
in view across the stern of a steel freighter
sunk in the 1980s as an artificial reef a few
miles off South Florida. She could have
continued counting, if the yellow
submersible’s draining battery had not
required a trip back to the ocean’s surface.
Last month, Seattlebased OceanGate Inc.
offered scientists and wildlife officials a
closeup look at deepwater lionfish in dives
aboard the yellow submersible named
Antipodes. In strong currents that might
have tangled a tether connecting a remotely
operated robot to a vessel at the surface, the
Antipodes sank and rose as smoothly as an
elevator. Maneuvered by a joystick, it
crawled over the sand at a walking pace.

Green and other researchers who took the dives surfaced believing they had seen the
frontier in their fight against lionfish. The next problem will be routinely making similar
dives to study and perhaps capture lionfish.
They would seem to have a lot of water to cover — the deepest confirmed sighting of a
lionfish was at 1,000 feet in the Bahamas.
“We are capable of doing a good job of controlling lionfish at diveable depths, in shallower
areas. Divers and spearfishers can go in and remove the fish. But the lionfish are abundant
in large numbers at these deeper habitats, and that’s really where the next frontier of this
battle is going to be, in those deep water areas,” Green said.
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