Australian endangered species: Sea snakes

Home Job Board Newsletter Donate Audience fi Become an author Sign up as a reader Sign in

(2] & AU + Search analysis, research, academics...

Home Business + Economy Environment + Energy Health + Medicine Politics + Society Science + Technology Election 2013

Follow Topics  Explainer Eden-Monaro Election factcheck NBN Northern futures Election 2013 Essays State of the states Overdiagnosis

21 February 2013, 2.19pm AEST

Australian endangered
species: Sea snakes

AUTHOR

Kate Sanders
Postdoctoral Fellow at University
of Adelaide

DISCLOSURE STATEMENT

Kate Sanders receives funding from the
Australian Research Council and the Australia
and Pacific Science Foundation.

University of Adelaide does not contribute to
the cost of running The Conversation. Find
out more.

Since 1998 sea snakes have vanished from reefs in Western Australia. This Leaf-scaled sea snake may already be extinct.
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Threats

The reasons for the severe declines of Short-nosed and Leaf-
scaled sea snakes remain a mystery. Nine other sea snake
species have disappeared from Ashmore and Hibernia over
the last 15 years, yet their habitats are intact, and snakes are
not affected by over-fishing. This may suggest major

environmental change, perhaps related to surface water Australian endangered
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temperatures, salinity and rainfall patterns, and
sedimentation. In the same period seismic surveys for oil and
gas have increased, using air gunning, although the impact on
sea snakes is unknown.

Whatever factors are responsible, they have not only affected
the snakes in shallow coral areas but also species that once
occupied the reef edges, seagrass beds and deeper waters
surrounding the reef.

Strategy

Continued surveys of the sea snakes are vital. These should
focus on Ashmore and Hibernia reefs, but should also include
coastal reefs where the Short-nosed has been recorded and
might still exist. If the Leaf-scaled sea snake is not already
extinct, there may yet be time to enact a recovery plan for
both species.

We need a better understanding of environmental and direct
human threats to sea snakes. First, environmental conditions
on Ashmore and Hibernia reefs should be compared to reefs
that still support healthy numbers of sea snakes. Studies of
the impact of seismic air gunning on sea snakes are also
urgently needed and will soon be underway.

Conclusion

Solving the mystery of the decline of Short-nosed, Leaf-
scaled and other sea snakes in Ashmore and Hibernia will
require a multidisciplinary effort. However, if sea snakes are
indeed a miner’s canary of coral reef health, understanding
their disappearance should be a top priority for marine
conservation.

The Conversation is running a series on Australian
endangered species. See it here

Sign in to Favourite . Republish fl Email fi Tweet 13
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this is a really good series with fundamental information about endangered
species.

The Australian public are concerned about our diminishing biodiversity and
donate millions of dollars to Environmental Non-Government Organisations evey
year. E.g. Australian Conservation Foundation, Wilderness Society. The Tax
payer also makes large contribution through the Federal and State Governments
which must add up to billions per year(?).

| question the way these limited funds are expended. For example...
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