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The world needs more people committed to marine 
conservation. In an era marked by the exponential decline 

of coral reefs and other ecosystems, this is one of the 

foremost challenges we face, one that Project Seahorse is 

always trying to address through our work. The question 

is, how do you do it? How do you turn people into  

stewards of the marine environment? 

Training ‘experts,’ i.e. conservation scientists with  

advanced degrees, is one important and worthwhile  

approach. Over the years, we’ve launched the careers  

of dozens of young scientists who have gone on to  

make a difference in the world. Paradoxically, though, 

expertise is also one of the biggest obstacles to  

conservation, because training even a single scientist  

takes considerable time and resources. 

Engaging the public is another important approach.  

But education and awareness campaigns can be expensive 

and time-consuming as well; only the very best of them 

inspire the public in meaningful, long-lasting ways. 

At Project Seahorse, we’ve come to the conclusion that 

marine conservation must be democratized. We know 

enough to get moving, but we need more people  

committed to growing our knowledge of seahorses and 

pushing for new protections. Around the world there are 

countless people who have the energy and the desire to 

do just that. Until recently their contributions were limited 

primarily to giving money, signing petitions, and joining 

shoreline cleanups and other one-time activities — all 

incredibly important, but limited in their way. 

Today, thanks to the rise of mobile computing and 

social media, anyone, anywhere in the world can become 

a ‘citizen scientist’ and advocate. In 2013 we launched 

iSeahorse, the first-ever such initiative for seahorses 

(see page 3).  

Complementing iSeahorse was Expedition: Danajon Bank 

(page 5), an educational conservation photo exhibit that 

has reached over two million people at aquariums on 

three continents. We continued our groundbreaking 

trade work (page 7), leading the way on the first-ever 

country-wide ban on seahorse exports, in Vietnam. We 

worked with Vietnamese and Thai authorities to improve 

their management of seahorse populations, and we 

contributed to new CITES (Convention on International 

Trade in Endangered Species) protections for sharks and 

manta rays. We published new research on seahorse life 

history, mobility, and conservation. 

Of course, none of this would have been possible without 

the incredible support of our donors, collaborators, and 

team members. On behalf of the Project Seahorse team, 

I thank you for your dedication to marine conservation 

and your support for our work.

Yours, in conservation,

-

Director and Co-Founder

Project Seahorse

DIRECTOR'S LETTER

 

Project Seahorse is an interdisciplinary and international organization committed to the conservation 
and sustainable use of the world’s coastal ecosystems. Our vision is a world in which marine  
ecosystems are healthy and well managed.
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CITIZEN 
SCIENCE 

FOR SEAHORSE 
CONSERVATION

Project Seahorse has found a way to save more seahorses. 
In 2013 we launched iSeahorse, a web tool and smartphone app that 
tackles the problem of seahorse conservation head-on by increasing the 
number of people committed to seahorses from a few scientists to, 
potentially, thousands citizen scientists and advocates.   

As the IUCN global authority on seahorses and their relatives, Project Seahorse 
generates the bulk of the world’s scientific research on these animals and their 
conservation, as well as catalyzing landmark trade protections and working 
with governments to make seahorse fisheries sustainable. 

“We’ve made good progress on seahorses over the years,” says Dr. Sarah 
Foster, Project Seahorse’s Program Manager, “but we need a steady stream of 
information about seahorse populations to formulate effective conservation 
actions for them. We need to build a constituency of like-minded people to push 
for increased protection for them at the local, national, and regional levels.”

The good news is that technology is making all of this possible.

OUR WORK  Saving seahorses
Thomas P. Peschak/iLCP
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The iSeahorse tool allows anyone, anywhere in the world to 
contribute by uploading their seahorses sightings to the 
iSeahorse database with a click of a mouse or tap on a 
smartphone. And with the help of iSeahorse’s Taking Action 
toolkit, they will be able to turn their data into action, 
advocating on behalf of threatened seahorse populations 
in their region. 

Designed in collaboration with iNaturalist, one of the world’s 
leading citizen science platform developers, iSeahorse 
attracted considerable media attention and new users when 
it launched this past October.

“The early results are promising,” says Tyler Stiem, Project  
Seahorse’s Communications Manager and technical lead on  
the iSeahorse project. “We’ve received sightings from just 
about every corner of the globe, from Mexico to Mozambique. 
Our citizen scientists have logged hundreds of sightings,  
spotting 28 different species.” 

Those species include the rarely seen giraffe seahorse  
(H. camelopardalis), West African seahorse (H. algiricus), 
and threatened Cape seahorse (H. capensis). 

“iSeahorse data will help us to better understand seahorse 
behaviour, species ranges, and pressures. We’ll use this 
knowledge to improve conservation across the globe,” 
says Dr. Foster.

Phase two plans for iSeahorse include the development of a 
sophisticated, easy-to-use sentinel population monitoring tool, 
the first for any marine species. This will allow citizen scientists 
to track seahorse population trends over time and identify 
conservation hotspots. Their data will inform bespoke 
conservation plans for seahorses and their habitats. 
The iSeahorse tech platform will be shared widely to 

kickstart similar programs for other marine species.  
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Malaysian seahorse discovery
During her field research in Malaysia’s Sembilan  
archipelago, Project Seahorse researcher Julia Lawson  
discovered an unusually large and thriving colony of  
78 tiger-tail seahorses (H. comes), one of several species 
designated as ‘Vulnerable’ on the IUCN Red List of  
Threatened Species. The archipelago comprises some of 
the last healthy coral populations on the country’s west 
coast, which are now being threatened by overfishing and  
coastal development. The seahorse discovery has inspired a  
partnership between Project Seahorse, the University of 
Malaya, and Reef Check Malaysia, a local non-governmental 
organization, to scale up governmental protections of this 
unique and important ecosystem.

Profiling a vulnerable species
In 2013, Project Seahorse scientist Dr. Sian Morgan  
published new research on the tiger-tail seahorse (H. comes), 
a species that is overfished in the Philippines. Her study 
will inform future management of the tiger-tail populations 
across Southeast Asia. In order to understand why wild  
seahorse populations fluctuate in size, we need to under-
stand the life history of every different species. This means 
studying their growth, age of maturation, reproductive 
frequency, gestation period, and the typical number of off-
spring they produce, all of which determine how populations 
react to exploitation and environmental change. 

HIGHLIGHTS

Continued from previous page Did you know?
Seahorses are found in coastal waters  
around the globe, from northern Europe to  
the Indian Ocean and from the United States  
to New Zealand. 

Project Seahorse researchers were the first 
to study seahorses in the wild and the first to 
identify the scope of threats they face from 
overfishing and trade. 

IN JUST A FEW MONTHS WE’VE 
RECEIVED SIGHTINGS FROM ALL 
OVER THE GLOBE, FROM 
MEXICO TO MOZAMBIQUE.

“
”
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Over the past year, Project Seahorse has reached over  
two million aquarium visitors and countless others with  

Expedition: Danajon Bank, an international photo exhibition  

to raise awareness about coral reef conservation and drive  

new protections for Danajon Bank, a threatened reef in  

the Philippines.

Teaming up with the International League of Conservation  

Photographers (iLCP), we sent a team of world-class nature  

image-makers and conservation scientists to document the  

reef in all of its beauty and all of its threats. The team spent 

two weeks on the reef, rising at 3 a.m. every morning and  

often working until 9 p.m. at night —  creating a series of 

iconic images that have launched at major aquariums on 

three continents. 

“I’ve photographed coral reefs all over the world. I can honestly 

say that this is one of the most memorable, both in terms of the 

diversity of marine animals and habitats, and in terms of the 

damage,” says Thomas P. Peschak, one of the expedition  

photographers. Peschak’s resumé includes multiple BBC Wildlife 

Photographer of the Year and World Press Photo awards.

The evolutionary point of origin for many fish species found  

all over the Pacific, Danajon Bank faces grave threats in the 

form of overfishing, destructive fishing practices, and  

pollution. It’s where Project Seahorse has made some of its  

most important scientific discoveries and most significant  

conservation gains, in the form of cutting-edge studies on  

seahorses, fisheries management, and spatial planning, as  

well as the 35 marine protected areas (MPAs) we’ve  

established with local communities. 

“It’s not an exaggeration to say that Danajon Bank is one of the 

most important and most threatened reefs in the world, says 

expedition scientist Dr. Nick Hill.

5

Continued

OUR WORK Securing shallow seas

BRINGING A CONSERVATION 
MESSAGE TOTHE WORLD  

Luciano Candisani/iLCP



Did you know?
Coastal marine ecosystems such as coral reefs, mangroves, 
and seagrasses are among the most biodiverse and ecologically 
important in the world. Unfortunately, these habitats are among 
the most threatened, thanks to unsustainable use such as sea 
filling, trawling, and pollution. 

With local communities Project Seahorse has established 
dozens of MPAs in southeast Asia and created one of the world’s 
longest-standing datasets on MPAs and their effectiveness. 
Our cutting-edge conservation research and management tools 
have benefitted marine ecosystems around the world.
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Continued from previous page

The reef is well known to scientists as the “center of the 

center” of marine biodiversity, but little known to the  

general public in the Philippines or beyond.  

 

 

“If don’t scale up protections soon, it really could be too 

late.” says Dr. Hill. “That’s why campaigns like this one  

are so important.” 

Expedition: Danajon Bank launched at aquariums in  

Manila, London, Hong Kong, and Chicago, beginning  

in August 2013. The photo exhibit has generated national 

media coverage in the Philippines and international  

coverage in the Guardian, National Geographic, and  

Huffington Post, among others. The project’s second 

phase, which involves a travelling photo exhibit and  

educational talks in the Danajon Bank region, is  

currently in the works.   

Marine protected areas show 
their resiliency
In October 2013, a 7.2-magnitude earthquake struck Bohol Province, 

Philippines (see page 7 for the full story), damaging many towns and 

villages along the Danajon Bank, as well as the reef itself. As the dust 

settles on the disaster, we’re happy to report that these communities 

are recovering, and so are their marine protected areas (MPAs), estab-

lished over the past 20 years in partnership with Project Seahorse.

It’s a testament to the resilience of the people of Danajon Bank, and 

their commitment to marine conservation at the local level, that many 

of the worst-affected MPAs are already up and running again. For 

example, the largest and most ambitious of these reserves — the 

Selfridges Project Ocean MPA — has been relaunched with a newly 

reinforced guardhouse, new marker buoys, and regular patrols to 

keep poachers out. The size of 33 Selfridges stores (about 53 ha.),  

the MPA has been, and will remain, a safe haven for endangered 

corals and mangroves.
  

More ‘frugal conservation’
As part of Project Seahorse’s ongoing commitment to finding 

innovative and cost-effective ways of doing marine conservation, 

this year we published a new study in our series on ‘frugal conser-

vation.’ Our researchers devised faster, cheaper, yet still accurate 

methods of detecting changes in coral-reef habitats. The paper 

– “How much sampling does it take to detect trends in coral-
reef habitat using photoquadrat surveys?” – shows that scientists 

surveying reef habitats can use fewer data points, strategically 

deployed, to achieve the same rigorous results. 

HIGHLIGHTS

“
”

Claudio Contreras Koob/iLCP

THE EXHIBITION HAS 
REACHED OVER TWO MILLION 
PEOPLE AT AQUARIUMS ON 
THREE CONTINENTS.
 

http://seahorse.fisheries.ubc.ca/node/655
http://seahorse.fisheries.ubc.ca/node/655
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OUR WORK Cleaning up fisheries & 
making trade sustainable

NEW TRADE PROTECTIONS 
FOR SHARKS AND RAYS

In 2013, Project Seahorse scholarship and advocacy 

played a distinctive role in decisions to regulate all international 

trade in five species of sharks and both manta rays. 

Professor Vincent and three international high-profile col-

leagues rushed to complete a thorough analysis of the CITES’ 

mandate over marine species, just in time for its decision 

making global meeting.  Their research demonstrated that the 

Convention is one of the most relevant and appropriate legal 

instrument for promoting sound fisheries management. 

 “Many of the 180 countries that have signed on to CITES are 
worried about their fisheries exports being regulated by an 
outside authority” says Prof. Vincent. “Our analysis identified 
many ways that CITES’ protection for marine fishes could be 
a great complement to existing national management and 
regional accords.”

Among a constellation of strong initiatives for the sharks and 

rays, the Project Seahorse-led work stood out by investigating 

the problem from an academic angle and then, critically,  

immediately translating findings into policy briefings.  Thanks 

Claudio Contreras Koob/iLCP
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to help from the US delegation, the team placed execu-

tive summaries in English, French, Spanish in the hands of 

every national delegation and influential actor who might 

affect the outcome of votes at the CITES meeting. 

The Project Seahorse-led analysis informed the debate 

on whether exports of a number of shark and ray species 

should be controlled. In the end, five new shark species – 

the oceanic white tip, three hammerheads, and the  

porbeagle – were protected along with the manta rays.    

“It was a major victory, moving is toward the more 

sustainable use of marine species and paving the way 

for more protections and better management. But we 

can’t be complacent. There will always be resistance to 

international regulations, so we must continue to support 

CITES and build on hard-won victories like this one,” 

says Dr. Yvonne Sadovy, one of the paper’s co-authors.  

 

HIGHLIGHTS
First-ever global ban on marine 
fish exports 
In 2013, Project Seahorse led the process that resulted in

 the first global export ban on any marine fish under any 

international agreement.  As a result of our work with CITES, 

the Convention’s regulatory body decided to ban Vietnam’s 

exports of Hippocampus kuda (more commonly known as 

the yellow seahorse) until it can ensure the species is caught 

and exported at sustainable levels. We’re now working with 

Vietnamese authorities to make that happen, providing 

analysis and advice. 

 

New tools to make fisheries exports
Speaking of making exports more sustainable, this past 

year we created and launched a new tool to help countries 

around the world do just that.  Most nations struggle with 

how to ensure that their exports of seahorses and other 

marine animals are sustainable, as CITES requires for many 

species. To tackle this problem, Project Seahorse worked 

with experts in Vietnam and Thailand – two of the world’s 

most prolific seahorse-trading countries – to develop a series 

of assessments and benchmarks that will help countries to 

manage their exports more effectively. The CITES Secretariat 

was so happy with the finished product (which you can see 

at www.projectseahorse.org/NDF) that it was translated into 

French and Spanish for global use.  Rewardingly, our toolkit 

provided the foundation of a similar resource package for 

CITES regulation of exports in shark species. As so often, 

seahorses have set precedent.  
 

Did you know?
Approximately 15-20 million seahorses 
are traded, live and dead, around the 
world each year. They are used in
traditional Chinese medicine, for 
display in aquariums, and as curios. 

Project Seahorse is a leading authority 
on the sustainable trade in seahorses 
and other marine species, helping to 
create landmark trade protections 
under the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) 
in 2002 and 2012. 
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OUR WORK Training 
conservationists

Q & A 
RESEARCHER 
DANIKA KLEIBER 
ON WOMEN 
AND FISHERIES 

Fascinated by the intersection of gender and marine 
conservation, Project Seahorse researcher Danika Kleiber 
is completing her PhD research on the role of women 
in small-scale fisheries in the Central Philippines. Danika 
received her BSc from Tufts University, where she undertook 
a double major in biology and women’s studies, and later 
received a MSc on song sparrow breeding biology from 
the UBC Department of Forestry. Most recently she has 
collaborated with the Palau International Coral Reef Center 
to develop a socio-economic monitoring program for the 
Micronesia Challenge.
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Describe your work in a nutshell.
My PhD combined two of my research passions: the human 
role in the marine ecosystem, and gender approaches to 
natural resource management. I spent nine months in the 
Philippines interviewing fishers (women and men) about 
how, what, where, and why they fish, and then connected 
that to the larger question of how marine resources in this 
area are managed.

Why study the role of women in fisheries? How 
does conservation suffer when we don’t take 
women into account?
Men and women often fish differently, which means that 
they catch different types of animals in different habitats. 
Their interaction with, and impact on, marine ecosystems 
can be quite different. 

So it’s not just about what women and men are fishing, 
it’s about why they are fishing. Women’s catch often 
goes toward feeding their family, so including women’s 
catches tells us about ecological and social impacts 
and the potential for conservation.

Your work is unusual, in that it brings together social 
science and natural science. What are the advantages 
and challenges of such an interdisciplinary approach? 
Interdisciplinary approaches tend to shake things up. 
They can be really helpful for challenging long held 
assumptions within disciplines.

What are some the strangest ideas or most interesting 
insights about women and fishing that you encountered 
during your field work? 
That women don’t fish. My favorite explanation of fishing 
came from a woman in Handumon, an island in northern 
Bohol, Philippines. I had asked her why she fished. Most 
people talked about the importance for food, but she 
smiled and said she would go out with her husband and it 
was like a date.  It was a chance for the two of them to talk 
out on the tidal flats. I had never thought of fishing 
as a dating opportunity before!

What do you hope/think will be the larger scientific 
and conservation impact of your work?
I want every natural resource researcher to start with the 
assumption that women fish (or use forest products, or 
farm, etc.) And given the vast literature on the gendered 
social structures in human societies I then want them to 
assume that women and men probably fish differently. 
These two assumptions may not always turn out to be 
true, but starting with these assumptions means that 
women’s work and often-distinct resource management 
needs are not summarily dismissed from the very 
beginning.  By including women and men we can truly 
start to work on conservation at community scales.

How has being a member of Project Seahorse 
impacted your career?
My PhD with Project Seahorse has been a dream come 
true. Most people I’ve met are confused about why I 
would want to study gender and biology, and I’ve 
struggled to bring those two interest together. When I 
met Amanda her reaction was “That’s great!” She gave 
me the amazing opportunity to mix feminism with 
fisheries science. Amanda has built an amazing team. 
We have eclectic interests, but a shared passion for the 
ocean and the people and other animals that rely on it. 
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HIGHLIGHTS
First-ever marine conservation 
course at UBC
In September 2013, Prof. Vincent launched “Ocean  
Conservation and Sustainability,” the first-ever marine 
conservation course at the University of British Columbia, 
and one of the very few available to undergraduate science 
students in Canada. The pilot course took a pragmatic 
approach to ocean conservation, bridging the gap 
between natural and social sciences, business, law, and 
communications to find pragmatic, lasting solutions and 
empower students to speak for the ocean and engage 
with a wide array of other environmental issues. It was a 
big hit with students and administration.

Did you know?
Project Seahorse has trained over 175 professional 
conservationists from around the world since 1996. 
In addition to their cutting-edge research and 
conservation work as part of the Project Seahorse 
team, our students and staff have gone on to build 
impressive, difference-making careers as scientists, 
policymakers and conservatonists.
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NEW FACES
Riley Pollom (Canada)
As Research Assistant at Project  
Seahorse, Riley is responsible for,  
among other things, IUCN Red List  
assessments for seahorses, and for  
iSeahorse outreach and species  
identification. He holds undergraduate 

degrees in ecology and geography from the  
University of Calgary and has undertaken field  
studies in the Mediterranean, Kenya and across 
Canada. His work has focused on such far-flung 
taxa as leopard frogs, prairie dogs, burrowing owls, 
rattlesnakes and cougars. 

Ally Stocks (Canada)
MSc student Ally Stocks is studying the 
seahorse populations of Phu Quoc 
Island, Vietnam, to determine their 
vulnerability to target and non-target 
fisheries. She holds a BSc in 
Environmental Science (Hons) from 

UBC. Her undergraduate thesis investigated the 
migration time of juvenile sockeye salmon. Ally has 
worked in both governmental and NGO roles, most 
recently as an Environmental Educator in South Africa, 
interacting at the community level to promote 
sustainability and conservation. 

Tanvi Vaidyanathan (India)
Ph.D student Tanvi Vaidyanathan is 
studying shallow seas conservation 
in India’s Gulf of Mannar. She is 
interested in marine conservation 
and coastal resource management, 
with a focus on marine protected 

areas. She holds a Bachelor of Science degree in 
Zoology and a Master’s degree in Marine Sciences 
and Marine Affairs from. Her work has focused on 
integrated coastal zone management in India, and 
on the impact of climate change
on marine resources.

Xiong Zhang (China) 
Ph.D student Xiong Zhang’s major 
research interests at Project  
Seahorse are quantifying the interac-
tions between seahorses and their 
habitats, evaluating and predicting 
the impact of habitat destruction on 
seahorse species, and identifying 
their critical habitats. He received a 

Bachelor of Engineering from Chongqing University, 
China in June 2010, where he studied Environmental 
Science. He then began his graduate studies at the 
Key Laboratory of Aquatic Biodiversity and 
Conservation at the Chinese Academy of Sciences, 
where he studied endemic fish conservation.
 
Chai Apale (Philippines)

In her role as iSeahorse  
Philippines coordinator,  
Chai manages outreach and 
communications for the  
citizen science project in the 
Philippines. She received a  
BSc in marine biology from  
Mindanao State University-Illigan 

Institute of Technology, where she studied the 
community structures of reef fishes. Before joining 
Project Seahorse, she was a coastal resource  
management trainer for the United States Peace 
Corps in the Philippines. 
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In late 2013, the Philippines was struck by successive 
natural disasters, first a 7.2-magnitude earthquake in October, 

then Typhoon Haiyan (a.k.a. Yolanda), one the strongest tropical 

storms on record, in November. Together they caused  

considerable loss of lives, homes, and livelihoods, and badly 

damaged vital ecosystems.  

The regions worst affected by these twin disasters included 

places very near and dear to Project Seahorse: Danajon Bank in 

northern Bohol Province, Bantayan Island off the northern coast 

of Cebu Province, and Panay Island further west. These are 

places where Project Seahorse and our partner, the Zoological  

Society of London, have collaborated with communities on 

marine conservation ventures for nearly 20 years; places where 

we have many friends; places we love. 

Over 2,000 households in Danajon Bank were badly affected 

by the earthquake, while in two communities on Panay, 

between 80-90% of homes were destroyed by the typhoon. 

Unfortunately, these small coastal villages were the most over-

looked in terms of national and international relief and recovery. 

So, as organizations with close ties to all three places, we 

decided that we had to do everything in our power to help.  

This meant taking the unusual step of providing front-line  

emergency relief. In the first few weeks following the disaster, 

we distributed basic supplies to over 2,500 families across  

10 municipalities in the affected areas. Funded in part by a ZSL 

charity appeal, the relief packs included food, water, medicine, 

soap, and sanitary supplies, as well as building materials to  

help people repair their homes and boats.

Our field staff also assessed the environmental damaged caused 

by the earthquake and typhoon. Though we can’t know for sure 

what the long-term effects will be, the good news is that, in most 

of the coastal areas, the marine ecosystems have proven to be 

fairly resilient. At the time of writing, the recovery process is well 

underway. With support from Project Seahorse, ZSL, and our 

international partners such as Oxfam and Christian Aid, people 

are rebuilding their lives and resuming their livelihoods.  

We are hugely grateful to everyone who is contributing to the relief 

and recovery effort, and we continue to be inspired by the courage 

and resilience of our friends in Bohol, Bantayan, and Panay.   

12

OUR WORK Emergency relief 
in the Philippines
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The University of British Columbia’s Fisheries 
Centre hosts most of Project Seahorse’s 
international team. Director and co-founder Prof. 
Amanda Vincent is a member of UBC faculty. 
www.fisheries.ubc.ca

The Zoological Society of London hosts Project 
Seahorse’s UK team. Project Seahorse 
co-Founder and Field Conservation Manager 
Dr. Heather Koldewey is also Head of Global 
Conservation Programmes at ZSL. www.zsl.org
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