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Conservation at the South Carolina Aquarium

Introduction

· Although South Carolina is just 300 miles across and 40th in size of all the states, it is in the top third of all states in terms of its biodiversity.
· Ultimately, the goal of the Aquarium is to promote the conservation of South Carolina’s habitats and biodiversity, so that they can be enjoyed by future generations of South Carolinians.
· A cornerstone to the Aquarium’s approach to conservation and its related research projects is the sustainable use of natural resources through careful, science-based management plus consultation and involvement with the various stakeholders. 

· Conservation programs and activities at the Aquarium include: 
· Green business practices and operations
· The Sustainable Seafood Initiative
· The Sea Turtle Rescue Program
Green Business Practices

· The Aquarium seeks to encourage others to reduce, reuse and recycle through its own business practices and operations.  Aquarium staff and volunteers are committed to recycling paper, cardboard and aluminum and reducing power consumption.  The Aquarium also chooses recycled products for routine operations whenever possible.
· Caterers are required to choose local seafood that has been caught in a sustainable fashion.  
· Almost all of the exhibits’ life support systems reuse and recycle water.  These practices also help control operating costs and maintain optimal conditions for the diverse living collection. 

· The Aquarium also develops seasonal programs with conservation themes, such as demonstrating ways to reduce waste and recycle around the Christmas holidays.  
Sustainable Seafood Initiative

· Even before the South Carolina Aquarium opened for business in May of 2000, the staff was already involved in promoting sustainable seafood by supporting the “Save our Swordfish” campaign in conjunction with SeaWeb and the Coastal Conservation Association.  

· In 2001, the Aquarium began working with local restaurants, seafood suppliers, conservation groups and universities.  The Sustainable Seafood Education Project (SSEP) was conceived with the goal of developing a consumer-oriented sustainable seafood program for the Charleston area that promoted appropriate local seafood in a positive fashion.  

· SSEP would partner with local restaurants that agreed to remove orange roughy, Chilean seabass, and shark from their menus, due to concern over their status in the wild, and instead seek ways to promote local seafood.  These partners would be promoted at the Aquarium along with SSEP and the Aquarium would provide educational and marketing materials to the restaurant.  

· In October 2002, the Sustainable Seafood Education Project officially launched with 20 of Charleston’s finest restaurants as partners, along with the Coastal Conservation League, the University of South Carolina Baruch Institute, and Johnson & Wales University.  The Aquarium displayed a sign near the Great Ocean Tank describing the program and Aquarium educators incorporated sustainable seafood information into the dive shows.  

· Aquarium education staff also began lecturing at a local culinary university (Johnson & Wales University) about the merits of sustainable seafood and how to determine what is sustainable.  Partner restaurants hosted sustainable dinners to promote the program, chefs prepared sustainable items at the Aquarium for a media launch, and restaurants began to promote the first local Signature Species, wreckfish.  Wreckfish, a little known fish, is landed only in South Carolina (in the U.S.) and is a fully sustainable species similar to grouper and seabass.  Chefs created new dishes with wreckfish that were well received by their restaurant guests.  

· In the fall of 2003 the Sustainable Seafood Project changed the Signature Species to locally farm raised clams and restaurants began to develop and promote new dishes, which were also well received by the public.  

· Ten new restaurants joined the project in 2003, with another ten signing on in 2004.  The Charleston County Public Library partnered with SSEP in 2003 to become the first community partner by displaying a sustainable seafood cookbook in all the branch libraries.  

· Partner restaurants continue to hold promotional and fundraising dinners for SSEP and chefs continue to appear at Aquarium events and fundraisers such as the annual Scuba Do! fundraiser, JAWS: Just Art With Sharks, the Amazonian Iron Chef competition, and the Houses for Homes birdhouse auction.

· In the summer of 2004 the South Carolina Seafood Alliance granted the Aquarium funding for a full time staff person to serve as program coordinator for the project.  

· In early 2005 the name of the project was changed to the Sustainable Seafood Initiative (SSI).  The Initiative now counts 80 restaurant partners, three community partners, and a retail partner (Earth Fare, a healthy supermarket).  

· The effort, now funded by the Aquarium, is expanding outside of the greater Charleston area as chefs and restaurants from Beaufort, Hilton Head, Bluffton, and the Grand Strand express interest and join the Initiative.  

· SSI has been recognized as one of the key sustainable seafood programs in the east and has served as a model for other budding sustainable seafood programs both nationally and internationally.  

· Our success is largely due to the simplicity and regionality of our approach. Chefs find the criteria easy to accept and the educational information helpful.  Fishermen do not feel threatened by SSI; instead they feel supported due to our frequent promotions of local products.   

Sea Turtle Rescue Program

· The South Carolina Aquarium established a sea turtle hospital in 2004.  Prior to this time there was no dedicated turtle rescue and rehabilitation facility in South Carolina.  The nearest rehabilitation centers were in Florida and North Carolina.  The central location of the Aquarium on the South Carolina coastline provides a logistical advantage through which turtles from either end of the state can be handled with a minimum of stress.  Additionally, the state’s longer warm season allows for more cost efficient rehabilitation efforts. 

· The Charleston area has the largest ‘in state’ cluster of knowledge and technology required to hold and help turtles.  The area has three four-year colleges and one research university that provide services and expertise to our conservation efforts, and numerous conservation organizations that provide volunteers and networking opportunities.  Charleston is the home to one of the leading researchers in sea turtle endocrinology, to the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources Office (responsible for sea turtle protection and research) as well as to numerous other marine research groups. 

· Prior to the official opening of the Aquarium, the staff began working with the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources, at that agency’s request, to temporarily hold stranded turtles prior to their delivery to care facilities in other states.  Out of a necessity created by the expectations of the public and various government agencies, the Aquarium expanded its medical capabilities over time and provided immediate and long-term care (longer than one year) to turtles.  

· The Aquarium received an increasing number of turtles each year and housed these sick animals in a small number of backup pools away from the public exhibits.  In 2003, the Aquarium received and provided medical care to nine turtles. 

· With a grant from the National Fish and Wildlife Federation, the Aquarium officially established a sea turtle hospital in 2004, along with educational programs to promote sea turtle conservation.  The hospital now provides high quality care for sea turtles from the South Carolina and Georgia coastline.  Additional funds for the hospital and outreach efforts were secured in 2006.  

Other Conservation Initiatives

Coastal Ecosystem Learning Center

· In February 2001, the Aquarium was designated as a Coastal Ecosystem Learning Center by Coastal America. This designation facilitates collaboration with the federal agencies that make up this active partnership, and between the Aquarium and the 13 other learning centers, especially those in the southeast region.


Urban Sprawl

· The Aquarium has partnered with the South Carolina Coastal Conservation League (SC CCL) to raise awareness concerning the alternatives to urban sprawl. To date, this partnership has involved incorporating pertinent information into the Aquarium’s school program materials and in Tributaries, the Aquarium member’s magazine, and inviting SC CCL to participate in on-site events at the Aquarium.

· The SC CCL also assisted in helping Aquarium staff prepare a team of high school students to participate in the National Student Ocean Summit held in Washington D.C. in January 2004.  This program, sponsored by Coastal America, invited teams from the regions surrounding each Coastal Ecosystem Learning Center including the South Carolina Aquarium.  The students presented at the White House and at NOAA offices before members of the President’s Commission on Ocean Policy and other administration officials.  

Beach Sweep and Adopt a Beach

· Each year the Aquarium participates in the Ocean Conservancy’s National Beach Sweep program. The primary organizers in South Carolina are the South Carolina SeaGrant Consortium and the SC DNR, and Aquarium staff and volunteers assist in the effort to remove debris from local beaches (as well as the banks of rivers as a part of River Sweep).

· In 2006, the Aquarium adopted a six block section of Folly Beach to sweep on a monthly basis.  Aquarium staff volunteers their time to help in this effort.  

Gray’s Reef National Marine Sanctuary

· The Aquarium has partnered with the Gray’s Reef National Marine Sanctuary to promote the National Marine Sanctuary Program, and working with the League of Women’s Voter and SC CCL, has hosted public meetings on marine sanctuaries and mercury levels in fish. Further public forums are planned.

Robust Redhorse Conservation
· In February 2001, the South Carolina Aquarium became the first public aquarium to join the Robust Redhorse Conservation Committee. The robust redhorse is a large and very attractive freshwater fish that was lost to science for over one hundred years, largely as a result of habitat alteration and perhaps overfishing. The conservation committee is responsible for developing a multifaceted conservation effort for the species, involving various state and federal agencies, universities and public and private organizations.

· The Aquarium has displayed the Robust Redhorse with accompanying graphics and has trained docents and staff to interpret the story of this unique fish.  The Aquarium husbandry staff has participated in sampling efforts and captive raising of the animal as well as mark/recapture studies to reestablish the population of this fish throughout its historic range.  

Freshwater Mussel Conservation

· Discussions between the US Fish and Wildlife Service and Aquarium staff in 2003 led to the realization that freshwater mussel species were in peril and, while there was research that had been done in the state, there was no comprehensive research plan or effort.  The Aquarium agreed to help organize a meeting at this time, partnering with the USFWS and the Nature Conservancy.  This meeting was successful and the effort has continued. 

· The third annual South Carolina Freshwater Mussel Symposium was held at the South Carolina Aquarium, January 24-25, 2006.  This event, co-sponsored by the SC Aquarium, The Nature Conservancy and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, brought together state and Federal agencies, consultants, private industry, educational institutions, and NGOs from North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia to discuss freshwater mussel conservation issues in South Carolina. 

· These symposia have been very successful at identifying needed conservation measures for the freshwater mussels of South Carolina.  By bringing professionals together from across the state and opening up avenues for cooperation, this group has been instrumental in conducting surveys, advocating for cleaner waterways, and putting together land protection projects that will protect critical habitats for many aquatic species, especially the federally listed Carolina heelsplitter (Lasmigona decorata).  The group met again in January 2007.  

Oyster Reef Restoration

· The South Carolina Department of Natural Resources initiated South Carolina Oyster Restoration and Enhancement (SCORE) to increase oyster habitat and the SCA has been a partner for some time. There are two major components: oyster shell recycling and community-based restoration.   The public is encouraged to recycle oyster shells so that they can be used in the restoration process, and seven recycling centers have been established throughout the local area.  SCA promotes shell recycling in its volunteer newsletter.  The community-based restoration part of the program works with local citizen groups to conduct habitat restoration projects. The projects include building new reefs with recycled oyster shell and monitoring reef development.  SCA staff and volunteers helped build a reef adjacent to the aquarium and continue to monitor its progress with weekly water quality testing.

Diamondback Terrapin Conservation

· Funding made available through the SC Department of Health and Environmental Control has recently made possible a conservation effort to help the Diamondback Terrapin, a small turtle inhabiting the coastal marshes of South Carolina.  The turtle is often adversely affected by crab traps set to catch the blue crab.  Turtles are able to enter the trap, but cannot escape and drown.  Aquarium staff and volunteers will begin this year to install terrapin excluders into recreational crab traps at sites throughout coastal South Carolina.  
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