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In the summer of 2003, I submitted my report to the NPS I&M Coordinator for the Southeast Region, in which I documented the fish species I collected on four trips to St. John from 2001-2003.  In my proposal for this project, I had used literature data from St. Croix and Puerto Rico to estimate that there might be 29 species of native and introduced species on St. John.  In the four trips, I sampled 59 potential aquatic habitats, many repeatedly, and collected a total of 33 species.  Most were marine invaders and one was an introduced tilapia.  Several of these species were not listed on previous lists for the Virgin Islands.  Others that have been recorded from the island group, but not from St. John, were not collected but might be expected under different hydrological conditions.


My sampling coincided with a relatively tranquil weather period during which the island experienced no tropical storms or hurricanes that can bring large amounts of rain to this rather dry island.  I had the opportunity to study the effect of a winter rain event in December 2001, which allowed the normally isolated gut pools to connect to the sea.  In October 2001, the pools in Fish Bay Gut had few but large specimens of fishes present.  When I returned in May, 2002, there had been a large inmigration of juvenile fishes that were in all the pools, and I found two species I had not taken previously.


Fishes in the inland habitats of St. John are either marine invaders that inhabit coastal ponds, are tropical peripheral freshwater species that swim up flowing streams to inhabit the pools, or are introduced by humans.  Natural colonization of habitats in the park are fostered by rain events that connect inland habitats to the sea.


In November 2003, a 1-in-100 year rain event occurred on St. John when a tropical system collided with a stalled cold front and dropped an estimated 19 inches of rain in one week.  The rain recharged island aquifers and resulted in normally dry guts connecting to the sea for the first time in years.  Coastal and inland ponds were filled to overflowing.  Nearly a month later, some guts are still flowing and ponds are full.  The effects of this event on the fishes will be observable for months, if not years, both in modifying their habitats and allowing them to move into inland habitats.


Because the NPS inventory has recent data on the physical-chemical and biological conditions of the inland habitats of St. John, a visit in the near future would allow an assessment of the effects of this rare event.  I propose to spend a week on St. John revisiting about 20 of my former sampling sites and collecting physical and biological data.  There is a very good possibility that this event not only reshuffled the fish fauna already present on the island but allowed more species to colonize island habitats from the sea.  How long some species might persist in the relatively few and harsh inland habitats is open to question, but by sampling soon after this event, we can learn which transient species colonized the park habitats, even if they eventually die out.  I am concerned about the possibility that the introduced tilapia at Caneel Bay Resort may have been flushed from that system and is now available to colonize other habitats.  The same species in Puerto Rico is abundant in inland and mangrove habitats there, and the situation on St. John needs to be monitored.    

I propose sampling in the park in mid-January.  Fishes that have colonized the island should then be trapped in the inland habitats and be more readily captured.  VIIS Resource Manager Rafe Boulon assured me that obtaining a collecting permit would be no problem as the park is interested in having this assessment made.  Following the trip, I will process the samples and provide a report of my results to the I&M Coordinator by the end of February.   

Budget


Thanks to NPS friends and colleagues on St. John, the budget needed for this assessment is very reasonable.  I will stay with friends so will not need to claim lodging or full per diem for meals.  Rafe will allow me use of a vehicle over the three-day Martin Luther King holiday weekend, so I will need to rent a vehicle for only 3 days.  The major expenses then are airfare, vehicle, and meals.  My sampling gear from the inventory is on St. John in storage so no additional equipment purchases are necessary.

Non-refundable round-trip ticket – Miami to St. Thomas:    $400.

Taxi/Ferry costs:





$40.

Vehicle rental:






$190.

Meals:







$280.
Total Estimated Costs:




$930.

