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In  response to concerns about declining regional trends in reef fish stocks and coral reef h a b ita t  quality  (B ohnsack et al 
1994: A u lt et al 1998), the F lo rida  Keys N a tio n a l M arine  Sanctuary , together w ith the  O S  N ational Park  Service, S tate 
o f  F lorida, and  the G u lf o f M exico Fishery' M anagem ent C ouncil, created tw o no-take m arin e  reserves during  2000 
to ta ling  approxim ately  500 km 2 in area in the w estern region o f the F lorida Keys, know n  as the Dry Tortugas. T o 
prov ide baseline assessm ents o f benthic h ab ita t d istribu tion  an d  ree f fish assemblages, a m ultid iscip linary  scientific team  
com pleted  two cruises to the D ry  T ortugas du rin g  1999 an d  2000. in which divers used non-destructive  m ethods to  sam ple 
450 sites.

W hile m ost o f the m apped area (137 km “) o f  the  T o rtugas B ank consists o f  low-relief h a rd -b o tto m  (104.9 km 2 or 77% ) 
and  scattered , rocky outcrops (16.1 km 2 o r 12% ), a  sizeable p o rtio n  o f the western rim or p la tfo rm  edge (24°42.30'N . 
83°02.64/W ) is a well-developed reef terrace com m unity  (see F ig  1, top) T he topography o f  th e  substratum  is very complex, 
ow ing to the num erous undercu ts an d  caverns, as well as m ushroom -shaped and  plating  co rals up to  2 m in height C oral 
cover is high (26.3-28.3%  am ong three sites visited) relative to offshore reefs in the F lo rida  K eys and  is dom inated  by 
M ontastraea ¡areolata. M. franksi. M. cavernosa, and  Siderastrea siderea The terrace  com m unity is a deeper version (22 - 
27 m ) o f  the reef terraces near Loggerhead Key 15 km  to  the southeast in Dry T ortugas N a tio n a l P a rk  (Davis 1982). 
A necdotal observations suggested th a t the w estern edge o f the  T o rtu g as Bank, locally nam ed Sherw ood F o rest because o f the 
p redom inance o f m ushroom -shaped corals (see Fig. 1, below), was spatially  extensive. U sing a  com bination  o f  side-scan 
son ar, diver surveys, and bathym etry  da ta , we estim ate th a t the reef terrace is approxim ately 13.9 km 2 o r a b o u t 10% of' the 
m apped  area o f  the T ortugas Bank. The “ discovery” o f  this a rea  by our science team  was c learly  preceded by the know l­
edgeable an d  active fishers o f the  region.

D espite the rem oteness o f the D ry T ortugas relative to  the F lo rida  Keys, and  the well-developed reef structure, prelim ­
inary da ta  indicate evidence o f overfishing by a general absence o f  large species and  ind iv iduals am ong exploited species, 
especially g rouper (Serranidae) and  snapper (L utjan idae). Also, surprisingly few sh a rk  and  b a rra c u d a  were observed, and 
there w as evidence o f  shrim p traw l dam age to h a rd -b o tto m  habita t. Because rem oteness does no t guaran tee  p ro tec tion , the 
im plem entation  o f  m arine reserves in  this region holds prom ise for resto ration  o f fish stocks an d  p ro tec tion  o f one o f  the 
largest areas o f  w ell-developed and previously undescribed coral reefs in  F lorida.
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Fig. 1 T o rtugas Bank
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