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A nosy sea lion poses for a pic (Photo: Ness Smith)

The first diving expedition by
the Marine Management Areas
(MMA) team from the South
Atlantic Environmental Research
Institute (SAERI) was a huge
success, exploring the more
remote southern reaches of East
and West Falkland’s giant kelp
forests. Dr Ander de Lecea tells
about the expedition:

IN April the MMA team ventured
to Eagle Passage, Arch Islands
and Bird Island on the Golden
Fleece, with Dion Poncet and
Juliet Hennequin at the helm, and
science team members: Dr. Ander
de Lecea, Dr. Marina Costa,
Steve Cartwright, Ness Smith,
Dr. Thomas Farrugia and Lauren
Shea from SAERI and Shallow
Marine Surveys Group (SMSG).

The plan was very ambitious.
On the 15th the team met the
Golden Fleece at the guano-
covered jetty at North Arm. The
overall goal was to conduct scuba
and remote camera seabed surveys
of the rarely explored southern
islands underwater biodiversity.
This will provide an insight into
those islands’ importance for
seabirds, mammals, and fisheries
as well as documenting their
unique kelp forest flora and fauna.
Despite some rather inclement
weather, spirits were high. The
provisions were stored, and the
team set off — first stop was Eagle
Passage.

Weather determined our dive
spots with most of the efforts in
the passage focused on the east
side of Speedwell, George and
Barren Island. In almost every
dive we had sea lions reminding
us that unlike them, humans are
pretty useless under the water.
Marina had her fins nipped, while
other sea lions gently nibbled
Ness’s ankles.

We had our moment of
satisfaction in the late afternoon
of the 19 April, when two orcas
appeared around the bay at
Natural Arch Island. Only 30
minutes earlier, the team had
emerged from a dive with some
rather frisky sea lions, so seeing
them scrambling out of the water
when a more capable and bigger
animal came along the bay was a

small victory. Luckily for them,
the orcas moved on.

The  giant kelp  forest
ecosystems of Lessonia (tree
kelp) and Macrocystis (bladder
kelp) in the Eagle Passage were
astonishing.

And yet they were only an
introduction for what was to
come. The team was treated to an
amazing underwater experience
in the Arch and Bird Islands. The
colours of incrusted coralline
algae, anemones, sea urchins,
nudibranch (sea slugs), bryozoans
(lace corals, sponges, ascidians
— aka sea squirts) were utterly
mesmerizing. Our particular
favourites were the colourful
sea slugs Flabellina falklandica,
Diaulula variolata or the very
rare Thecacera darwini (also
known as Darwin’s nudibranch),
a soft coral (Alcyonium sp.) or
more commonly-seen species
such as the sunstar (Labidiaster
radiasus), which can have up to
50 arms. We also encountered
‘armies’ of lobster krill (Munida
gregaria), giving us a very clear
indication of what the large
baleen whales are coming over to
the Falklands to feed on.

In areas that were too deep
for diving surveys, a deep-water
camera was deployed from the
boat onto the sea floor to collect
videos and pictures in order to
characterise the sea-floor — and
we once again found thousands of
lobster krill, as far as the camera
could capture.

Finally, there was room for a
little bit of sea mammal work
to satisfy Dr Costa. Cetacean
observations were carried out
with the aim to collect tissue
sample of Commerson’s and
Peale’s dolphins.

Genetic material will aid in
the characterisation of dolphin
populations around the Falkland
Islands and comparisons with
the populations inhabiting the
Patagonina Shelf. Preliminary
analyses suggest that there is
a highly significant difference
between west and east islands
for the Peale’s dolphins and
limited mixing with continental
populations. This study is
particularly important from a

Diving in the southern Falklands kelp forests

-

The very rare sea slug Thecacera darwini, Darwin’s nudibranch

management perspective because
these stocks appear to be unique
for the Falkland Islands; another
example of the rich biodiversity
of the Falklands both on a local
and global scale.

Although poor weather
followed us throughout the trip,
the cruise was very successful.
Diving was carried out in 15
locations allowing for 31 transects
to be positioned and 290 good
quality quantitative pictures to be
collected.

The deep-water camera was
deployed in 56 locations, the side-
scan sonar covered four locations,
and four dolphin tissue samples
were collected.

This expedition for SAERI’s
Darwin Plus funded MMA project
would not have been possible
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without support from the Falkland
Islands Government, as well as
logistic and diving support from
SMSG volunteers, and the Golden
Fleece crew. Thanks to Jamie
Simpson who designed and built a
frame for the deep-water camera.

Once the weather begins to
improve, we will head out again
once more in the Golden Fleece
in order to collect more data in
remote areas of the Falkland
Islands.

This will enhance the marine
biodiversity baseline and fill
critical gaps in our knowledge.
In addition, in January 2020 the
team will also head back to the
Burdwood Bank, to collect more
samples from the offshore region
of the MMA project.

Dr Ander de Lecea



