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World Oceans Day: Looking out for
coral reefs during Covid-19 and beyond
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Oceanhealth is human health.

The oceans cover 70 per cent of
the earth’s surface - producing
more than half the oxygen we
breathe, yielding most of the fish
people eat - and their depths may
hold many cures for human ailments
that have yettobeuncovered.

Under these waters lie coral reefs
that occupy a mere 0.2 per cent of
ocean beds, yet support about 25
per cent of the world’s marine life.

Some 255 species of hard corals,
making up about a third of the
global coral diversity, can be found
inSingapore.

Beneath our coastal waters are ur-
ban reefs, which are home to a myr-
iad of marine life - sharks, dol-
phins, sea turtles, as well as benthic
denizens such as the Neptune’s cup
sponge and giant clams - in one of
the world’s busiest shipping ports.

As Singapore is an island state,
coral reefs also form an integral
part of our seascape and are em-
blems of our national heritage.

In Singapore’s quest to be a global
maritime hub, it is important to safe-
guard the health of our coral reefs -
and the marine environment as a
whole - so that we will continue to
reap the benefits of the ecosystem
services they provide.

In addition, we can achieve
greater resource resilience — such
as with food from mariculture and
water from desalination — and be
seen as a smart and eco-conscious
nation.

CORAL RESEARCH DURING
CoviD-19

When circuit breaker measures
kicked in on April 7, marine scien-
tists who usually work on coral reef
monitoring and conservation were
landlocked and had to look for ways
tomake the most of the situation.

As seasoned marine ecologists,
we are trained to deal with surpris-
ing and unexpected events - such
as bad weather and vessel engine
troubles while out at sea. Yet noth-
ing could have prepared us fora pan-
demicon the scale of Covid-19.

Local marine scientists are heav-
ily dependent on facilities at the St
John’s Island National Marine Labo-
ratory (SJINML), which is managed
by the National University of Singa-
pore (NUS), to maintain the live cul-
tures of marine organisms used for
research and conservation.

Like babies, these marine organ-
isms need regular care and atten-
tion for their survival. For example,
small fragments of corals grown in
the aquaria for conservation work
need toberegularly “cleaned” to pre-
ventalgae from smothering them.

In the field, each year, usually
around March and April, corals
spawn their eggs and sperm into
the water in one of the most spec-
tacular events in nature that sees
the reefs come alive to celebrate
the abundance of new life.

With no access to coral reefs this
year, marine scientists were unable
to monitor the intensity of coral
spawning, missing out on the collec-
tion of important data that could
help scientists predict the future of
our reefs.

This pandemic has propelled the
urgency to harness technology to
continue research, to monitor coral
reefs and to engage people.

For example, scientists from the
Tropical Marine Science Institute
at NUS have recently been deploy-
ing underwater acoustic recorders
and developing different machine
learning algorithms to automati-
cally detect reef noises that could
be used to monitor the health of
coralreefs.

This work is part of a project un-
der the National Research Founda-
tion’s Marine Science Research and
Development Programme.

THE NEW NORMAL

With Covid-19 heralding a new
norm, there will be greater de-
mands to leverage technologies to
observe and learn from the oceans
and their creatures.

Currently, there is nonational sys-
tem to carry out real-time monitor-
ing of our marine environment for
research purposes near sensitive
marine ecosystems such as those
around our Southern Islands.

For marine scientists, access to
such remote observation capabili-
ties will become increasingly cru-
cial. The pandemic will (hopefully)
subside in time to come, but the
challenges faced by the oceans will
remain and the messages of conser-
vation need to be heard.

Covid-19 has opened our eyes to
the fact that technologies can also
be used to engage the public. As
learning goes virtual, the SJINML,
for example, is now using telecon-
ferencing tools and social media

platforms to keep audiences up to
date with marine science.

WORLD OCEANS DAY 2020

World Oceans Day is observed an-
nually on June 8 to celebrate the
health and wealth of the oceans
that contribute to our own sur-
vival.

In Singapore, marine scientists
and volunteers often join in the fes-
tivities to communicate science and
do good for the reefs, such as by or-
ganising underwater clean-ups.

The significance behind these ac-
tivities is: to stand in solidarity, to
call for action on ocean issues and
to pledge our commitment in adopt-
ing amore sustainable lifestyle.

This year’s World Oceans Day
will be unlike any other year, as it
will take more effort to unite ocean
actionvirtually.

While we hope that the pandemic
will ease and allow us to return to
the waters to continue research
and conservation efforts, we need
to embrace technology to lend us a
hand in looking after our coral
reefs.
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This photo from Dr Neo Mei Lin (above right) shows
favites corals in the reefs off Raffles Lighthouse
releasing tiny pink bundles that are half the size of a rice
grain. This takes place once a year when conditions are
right: a full moon, low tides and warm waters. The
bundles contain eggs and sperm that will float to the
surface, become fertilised and hopefully produce baby
corals for Singapore's reefs. PHOTO: NEO MEI LIN

This photo from Dr Jani Tanzil (right) shows the
reefscape off Raffles Lighthouse. The area has the
highest diversity of hard coral species and represents
the most undisturbed reefs of sites in Singapore’s
Southern Islands. PHOTO: JANI TANZIL
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