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        28 January 2008 

 

Department of the Environment 

10/12 Ambergris Ave 

Belmopan, Belize 

 

 Re: Proposed Cobia Fish Farm, Lark and Bugle Cayes 

 

Dear Environmental Officer: 

 

The Peninsula Citizens for Sustainable Development completely opposes a fish farm of any kind to be located 

at Lark and Bugle Cayes for the following reasons: 

 

¶ Community Opposition:   

 

o Public opposition to the project as amply demonstrated by the public consultation in Placencia 

Village on 24 January 2008 

o Well over 200 signatures on a petition opposing the project (petitions submitted at public 

consultation, additional petition signatures attached) 

o Letters of opposition from tour guides, tour operators, hotels, restaurants and other local 

businesses (letters submitted at public consultation, additional letters attached 

o Letters of opposition from owners of cayes in the area (letters submitted at public consultation, 

additional letters from caye owners attached) 

o Opposition from the following community organizations: 

Á Placencia Village Council (opposition announced at public consultation by Placencia 

Village Council Chairman Brian Yearwood) 

Á Placencia Chapter of the Belize Tourism Industry Association (letter attached) 

Á Placencia Tour Guide Association (letter being separately delivered) 

Á Placencia Tour Operators Association (letter submitted at public consultation) 

Á Placencia Fishermenôs Cooperative (letter attached) 

Á Placencia PTA (letter attached) 

Á Placencia Peninsula Arts Association (letter submitted at public consultation) 

 

¶ Effect on corals and sea grass beds.  As acknowledged by the EIA, corals at Lark and Bugle Cayes are 

extensive and healthy without apparent influence from recent bleaching or disease.  In addition, divers 

and residents/owners in the area report rapidly returning Elkhorn coral and some of the largest and 

healthiest old age corals in the entire area.    (See photographs taken by Lisa Carne on 19 January 2008 

and submitted to DOE at the public consultation for this project on 24 January 2008 in Placencia 

Village.)   Also, black sea urchins, essential to the health of coral reefs and just now recovering from a 

massive die-off beginning in 1983, are abundant in the Lark Caye Range.  (Interview with Lark Caye 

property owners, 18 January 2008).  
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In addition, sea grass beds in the area, particularly near Bugle Caye, are extremely healthy, and the 

Bugle Caye sea grass beds are a part of Seagrassnet, a global project that monitors seagrass health at 

"pristine" sites around the world.  Halophila baillonii, a favorite grass feed of manatees, and very rare in 

this part of the Caribbean, is also found in the Lark Caye Range.   

 

However, the EIA includes no discussion of possible effects of eutrophication in the vicinity of the 

cages, including effects on corals, sponges, mangroves, mangrove root associates, seagrass beds and 

other lagoonal biota.  Instead, the EIA seems to imply that only mechanical damage is at issue (from 

mooring structures), and that eutrophication and pathogens are not likely to be of concern.  This 

assertion is not justified and nutrient loading should have been addressed due to the extreme 

vulnerability of coral to nutrient loading.   

 

Further, the ñmarginalò reefs of the Belize Barrier Reef System are host to an endemic lagoonal biota 

that is just now beginning to be understood, and no impacts should be exacted until there has been a 

thorough biological survey in the region including a phylogeographic assessment of potential endemic 

species and subspecies, and of the local versus proposed introduced cobia population.   

 

o Siting:  SnapperFarm, a Puerto Rico based fish farm that has collaborated with the University of 

Miami Experimental Hatchery to develop and document new technology and techniques for 

farming cobia has this to say about the location of its cobia farm cages: 

 

ñThe deep water farm site is located several miles from shore, in strong currents. The exposed, 

open ocean location means Snapperfarm does not affect the sensitive ecosystems of coral reefs, 

mangroves and coastal areas.ò  http://www.snapperfarm.com/2006/aboutculebrancobia.htm 

 

In addition, an NOAA report on SnapperFarm reports that the location of SnapperFarm was 

chosen because the site had no nearby coral reef or mangrove ecosystems.  ñMany regulatory 

jurisdictions worldwide have decided this is the best means to manage marine fish farms, i.e., 

proper siting and avoidance of habitats of special significance in the immediate area.ò (See 

Modeling Water Column and Benthic Effects of Fish Mariculture of Cobia (Rachycentron 

canadum) in Puerto Rico:  Coba AquaModel, prepared for The National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration, Washington, D.C., by System Science Applications, Jack Rensel, 

Ph.D., Dale Kiefer, Ph.D., Frank OôBrien, Ph.D., 28 December 2006, 

www.lib.noaa.gov/docaqua/reports_noaaresearch/cobia_aquamodel_final_report.pdf 

 

o Effect of nutrient loading on juvenile coral:  Juvenile coral cannot survive intensive fish 

farming.  In a study published in 2005 by Phillipine scientists, juvenile coral was found not to be 

able to survive even a full month near an intensive fish farm.  See Survivorship of Juvenile 

Corals in a Fish Farm Environment, Marine Pollution Bulletin, Ronald D. Villanueva, Helen T. 

Yap and Marco Nemesio and E. Montano, The Marine Science Institute, University of the 

Phillipines.   

 

However, the Cobia farm EIA does not acknowledge that the entire Belize Barrier Reef System 

and associated barrier reefs and atolls are in a state of regeneration from massive bleaching that 

occurred in 1998, and that the major potential impact of the cobia farm will be to compromise 

this regeneration through the effects of nutrient loading on juvenile coral as cited above.  The 

Cobia farm EIA conducted its biophysical assessment of the coral system at Lark and Bugle 

http://www.snapperfarm.com/2006/aboutculebrancobia.htm
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Cayes in a post-bleaching state and current impacts assessed by the EIA should have been 

considered against the likely regenerated state of the lagoonal system, which can be estimated by 

the status pre-1998.  Threats to the existing state of corals are only one consideration and though 

important, are less important than the possibility that the farm and farm associated activities 

could compromise ecosystem resilience and recovery from regional disturbance from both 

natural and anthropogenic sources. 

 

o Fish farm effluent as responsible for coral disease and death:  Marine biologists and coral 

specialists also attribute the almost complete die-off of coral reefs in the Red Sea to the 

proliferation of fish farms that went from 300 tons of fish production per year in 1993 to 3,000 

tons in 2000.  The proposed cobia farm at Lark and Bugle Cayes will produce 5,000 tons of fish 

per year by 2012. 

 

¶ Credibility of Dat a:  Numerous and striking misidentifications of corals occur throughout the EIA.  In 

addition, the EIA attributes the very high organic carbon and copper level test results reported in the EIA 

to ñerrorsò somewhere in the testing line, ñmisreportingò or failure to locate the source of the copper.  In 

addition, local fishermen and caye owners dispute the current data provided in the bathymetry section of 

the EIA, and the EIA assumes that cayes in the Lark Caye Range are not privately owned or occupied, 

despite houses and other structures located on the cayes, and the ability to check ownership records in 

Belmopan.  Tellingly, the EIA consultant apparently had access to The Belize Coastal Zone 

Development Guidelines because they are printed in part beginning on page 12 of the EIA.  These 

Guidelines include an inventory of cayes in the Placencia area, including information on private 

ownership of the cayes, including Lark and Abigail Cayes. Therefore, the consultant could have easily 

discovered some of the private ownership information simply by reading the Guidelines for specific 

cayes in the Lark and Bugle Caye areas.  

 

Further, quite a few Cobia farms are in operation throughout the world, but the EIA fails to present any 

data on actual impacts of the farms, cage densities, feed requirements, etc.   

 

These types of errors and omissions do not induce confidence in the data or conclusions of the EIA, 

especially with respect to very technical data such as provided in the bathymetry section, which can only 

be adequately assessed by a professional bathymetrist. 

 

o Coral misidentification:   

Á p. 104 3rd photo NOT M. cavernosa but M. annularis (same as photo immediately 

above) 

Á p. 105 2nd photo left is not Montasrea spp. but Porites astreoides ( a really common 

coral) 

Á p. 105 2nd photo right is not S. radians but S. sidereal 

Á p. 105 3rd photo right is not Montastrea spp but P. astreides (again) 

Á p. 106 bottom photo not S. radians but S. sidereal 

 

o Caye ownership:  Lark Caye has at least 5 local owners, Norman and Jodie Leslie, Egbert and 

Judith Cabral, Wyatt and Carina Cabral, Joe and Yvonne Coye and Alvin and Maria Cabral.  

Other caye owners in the Lark Caye Range include Jeremy Garcia, Ivan Leslie, Leon Small and  
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o Jeorge Eiley.  Other nearby caye owners include Brian Yearwood (Loggerhead) and Sherry 

Finkbeiner (Saddle).   

 

o Currents:   Local fishermen and caye owners dispute current information provided in the EIA. 

For example, Illustration 56 on page 84 of the EIA shows a strong current flowing south-

southwest to the south of Lark Caye.  However, both Lark Caye and Abigail Caye owners report 

a very strong current flowing to the east and southeast in this area, which would push effluent 

into the Booby Caye, Morris and Little Morris Caye areas.  (Interviews with Lark Caye Range 

owners, 18-23 January 2008) 

 

o Monitoring Plan:  The EIA does not include a complete impact monitoring plan with experimental 

design and hypotheses.   Such a plan is essential in order to either predict or assess the impact of the 

proposed facility.  Data is required BEFORE operation of the facility is to commence or adequate 

accountability cannot exist.  The EIA also does not include a monitoring and safety management, 

mitigation, and restoration plan for escape of pathogens from the captive fish stock into resident 

wildlife. 
 

¶ Other Uses:  The EIA completely fails to acknowledge the importance to the Placencia area of other 

uses of the Lark Caye Range including tourism, mooring and fishing.  Evidence that the developer or the 

EIA consultant realized this mistake at the last minute can be found in the pdf version of the EIA 

published on the Eco-Works Website because page 3 of the Project Description of this pdf version 

contains the following statement which is NOT found in the paper version of the EIA (Compare 

Planning Approach, page 19 of the paper version to page 3 of the on-line Project Description):  

 
ñThe planning approach for this phase of development has been based on the proposed development sites high 
suitability for marine fish cages, and relatively nominal suitability for the endeavors typically practiced in the area 
such as patch-reef diving, fishing and/or residential tourism development. (emphasis added)  Consequently, the 
long term impacts of this planning approach will be to effectively increase the areaôs economic value over and 
above that which may be derived from growth tourism and fishing through enhancement of area fish stocks.ò 
 

In addition, as noted above, the EIA fails to acknowledge the ownership interests in cayes within and 

near the Lark Caye Range despite easy availability of land ownership records to the EIA consultant.  

Consequently, no attempt was made to discuss the proposal with caye owners, nor was any attempt 

made to accommodate their property interests in the planning process, or to assess the impact of the fish 

farm on their property interests. 

 

Further, although studies of the area for the proposed farm have been in progress apparently for five or 

more years ï at least since 2003 -- at no time was any attempt made to discuss the proposed project with 

community members on the Placencia Peninsula. 

 

Finally at no time was any contact made with Belize conservation organizations to obtain data about the 

area proposed for the fish farm ï such as AGRRA data for the site (Atlantic and Gulf Rapid Reef 

Assessment program). 

 

We believe that all of the foregoing demonstrates an evident lack of any real concern for the effects of 

this proposed project on local communities, cultures and the environment. 
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¶ Diseases and Parasites:  Although the risk was recognized, the EIA does not include any detailed 

information on the potential for pathogen concentration and transmission from the cobia farm to resident 

wildlife and the EIA does not include an emergency plan for dealing with this type of problem.   In fact, 

Neobenedenit girella was recently discovered infesting cobia in a cobia farm in Taiwan.  Neobenedenin 

is infamous as a widespread pathogen of many teleost species in aquaculture and is renowned for the 

broad hosts it can infect ï over 100 species in over 30 families from five orders of captive and wild fish, 

including wild grouper.  In addition to Neobenedenia , other major diseases affecting cobia include 

bacterial (pasteurellosis, vibriosis and streptococcosis), parasitic (myxosporidea, Trichodina, and 

Amyloodinium infestations), and viral (lymphocystis). (See Science Direct, Cobia Culture in Taiwan, 

Current Status and Problems, Chiu Liao, Ting-Shih Huang, Wann-Sheng Tsai, Cheng-Ming Hsueh, Su-

Lean Chang and Eduardo M. Leaño).   

 

Clearly, the possible transfer of disease to wild fish in the area is a very serious issue that deserves much 

more attention in the EIA. 

 

¶ Fish Food:  The EIA gives no information on the food the fish will be fed, other than it is expensive.  

Information on its composition, feed rate, wastage, and decay rate is needed to properly assess the 

potential impact of the farm on the marine life in this area.   

 

¶ Hazardous Materials:  In terms of storage of hazardous materials (e.g. petroleum products), mention is 

made of containment for 110% of volume, however, there is no discussion of procedures to be followed 

in the event of a leak or spill and what would happen to the material.  A spill prevention, control and 

countermeasure plan should be required. 

 

¶ Sea Floor:  Mention is made of cage locations being rotated due to changes in water quality parameters. 

However, no discussion of the impacts to the sea floor due to the anchors being moved with the cages is 

provided. 

 

Again, we reiterate our opposition to the proposed cobia fish farm at Lark and Bugle Cayes and urge that this 

proposal be swiftly rejected. 

 

        Sincerely, 

 

Peninsula Citizens for Sustainable Development, 

Ltd. 

 

By:   

 Mary V. Toy, First Vice President 
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