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FISH BAY REFLECTIONS 

 

Gail Karlsson 

 

Doing a Darwin Project 

 

I recently received a notice about a plan for a Darwin project on the BVI island of 

Anegada. Local islanders will join with British scientists to map the distribution of the 

many special plants, animals, fish, birds and sea turtles living in and around Anegada. It 

is hoped that the data collected will provide information needed to protect the variety and 

balance of life on Anegada, which has a coral reef system and plants of worldwide 

importance, as well as regionally significant nesting and foraging areas for endangered 

marine turtles, iguanas and birds. 

 

Remote islands often shelter unique types of flora and fauna not found in other places. Of 

course, Charles Darwin’s original studies of the Galapagos Islands, and his observations 

of slight differences in bird species on those islands, famously led him to formulate the 

theory of evolution.  

 

Fish Bay isn’t as remote and exotic as Anegada or the Galapagos Islands, and it is only a 

small piece of St. John, but it is a pretty well-defined area with a number of distinct 

habitats, and I started thinking about the possibility of doing a Darwin project in and 

around Fish Bay. 

 

I know there are many scientists and nature lovers that live here or come to St. John to 

study the local fish and birds and coral reefs. I thought that maybe all their different bits 

of information could be put together to create a profile of what is already known about 

Fish Bay ecosystems. Then we could figure out what more information would be needed, 

and maybe enlist Fish Bay residents and friends to work with local experts to do some 

field studies to start filling in the gaps.  

 

What would be the point of doing this kind of study in Fish Bay? Partly just curiosity, I 

guess. Understanding the place you’re in. I don’t expect to come up with any new 

scientific theories based on observations of Fish Bay, but I do often find myself 

wondering about what’s going on around me, and I would like to know more.  

 

Take the sharks, for example. Everyone knows there are sometimes sharks in Fish Bay. 

Sometimes a lot of sharks. I’ve heard reports that people with a good view from above 

have see 15 or 20 sharks in a day. But what kinds of sharks are they, and what are they all 

doing there? Some may be nurse sharks breeding in the shallows, but I have seen lots of 

small sharks that are definitely not nurse sharks. Are the mothers of those little black tips 

and reef sharks also coming in to Fish Bay to breed? Do the adults only come during 

certain months, or do some of them stay around all year?  



 

My own closest encounter with a large shark took place last summer when I was 

kayaking in very shallow water along the edge of the bay, looking into the mangroves to 

check out the birds. One year I joined in the Audubon Christmas bird count and saw a 

small green heron near there. I would like to know what other interesting birds are living 

in the mangroves. 

 

There is also a coral reef area along the outer edge of Fish Bay towards Cocoloba. There 

have been scientific studies of that area in the past that could be analyzed and compared 

with current conditions. And I have heard about exotic fish and crayfish that live in the 

pools in the Fish Bay gut.  

 

Being from the city, I have so many questions, and so little real understanding of the 

complex natural world I enjoy so much. But besides curiosity, there is another reason to 

study Fish Bay. There is so much development going on now, so many driveways being 

cut and houses being put up, that unless we understand the natural life in the bay area we 

may destroy critical habitats and precious plants and animals without even realizing it. I 

know there are many people who would like to prevent that.  

 

The more we learn about the amazing place we live in, the more likely we are to build 

our homes and live in ways that preserve and protect critical natural areas as much as 

possible.   

 

If you have information to contribute for a study of Fish Bay, or would like to be 

involved in gathering new data, please get in touch with me at 693-7679 or 

gkarlsson@worldnet.att.net.  
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