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Executive Summary

Advancing Seahorse Conservation in Sri Lanka — Expert Workshop” was organized by
Samara Polwatta, a PhD student with Project Seahorse at the University of British
Columbia. Held on July 7th, 2025, the workshop convened Sri Lankan experts in marine
biology, fisheries, and policy to collaboratively identify national priorities for seahorse
conservation. While the Foster and Vincent (2023) “Easier advice for making seahorse
CITES non-detriment findings (NDFs)” framework informed the structure of discussions,
the workshop’s focus extended well beyond trade regulation. Using the framework’s five
guiding questions as a springboard, participants engaged in group dialogue and spatial
mapping to co-create knowledge about seahorse species distribution, pressures, and
conservation opportunities. This initiative marked a foundational step towards
developing a national conservation strategy for seahorses in Sri Lanka, aligned with
Project Seahorse’s mission and Samara’s doctoral research.

The five questions and resulting findings:
QA. Where have the species been found?

Spatial analysis via expert inferences suggested there are six seahorse species in Sri
Lanka: Hippocampus histrix, H. fuscus (synonymized with H. kuda), H. kelloggi, H.
mohnikei, H. spinosissimus, and H. trimaculatus. These records sourced from fisher
knowledge, customs data, museum databases, and bycatch reports indicate that
seahorses are commonly associated with seagrass habitats, particularly in the North
and North-Western regions of the country. Discussions also indicated the lack of
distribution indications on the Eastern coast. Records from the south coast tend to be
mostly bycatch or individual seahorses in drifting algae in offshore fisheries, with only a
handful of records from shallow nearshore areas.

QB: What pressures do the species face? Participants identified multiple pressures,
including destructive fishing practices (especially bottom trawling by illegal Indian
trawlers and local trawlers which operates on Northern and North-western waters,
overexploitation by ornamental fish collectors, habitat degradation, tourism,
unregulated coastal construction and pollution. Climate change was identified as an
emerging pressure.

QC: What measures are in place to manage the pressures?

Experts noted that seahorses are not explicitly protected under Fisheries and Aquatic
Resources Act (FARA) and Fauna and Flora Protection Ordinance (FFPO). However,
indirect protection exists in areas designated as marine protected areas (MPAs) under
Section 40 of the Flora and Fauna Protection Ordinance, and fisheries regulations such
as the Nationwide Ban on Mechanized Bottom Trawling. Sri Lanka also does not provide
CITES export permits to export wild caught seahorses. This has led to a significant
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reduction in export of wild caught native seahorses. Most exports are for the live
ornamental trade using captive bred seahorses.

QD: How well are the management measures implemented?

CITES is implemented by Sri Lanka Customs. Ground level management of habitats and
species is very poor. In addition to funding, capacity etc. there is a lack of collaborative
management that works closely with local communities. A single agency, top-down
hierarchical approach increases workload of agencies such as Department of Wildlife
Conservation, which reduces effectiveness of management

QE: What is happening to wild populations?

Participants shared anecdotal observations of declining abundance and smaller
average sizes among commonly encountered seahorse species. However, due to the
lack of systematic monitoring and baseline data, this question could not be fully
answered.

The workshop illuminated both the depth of expert knowledge and the urgent gaps in
scientific data on Sri Lanka’s seahorses. While seahorses are not explicitly protected
under national law, some indirect safeguards exist through marine protected areas
(MPAs) and a ban on mechanized bottom trawling. These measures offer habitat-level
protection, but enforcement remains limited. Moving forward, the collective challenge
is to transform these insights into action. This workshop marks a critical first step, not
justin understanding the problem, but in shaping the solutions.
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Background and Rationale

Seahorses (Hippocampus spp.) are a genus of threatened species requiring
conservation planning to secure wild populations. Their sparse distribution, low
mobility, small home ranges, slow reproductive rates, and mate fidelity make them
highly vulnerable to overexploitation, habitat disturbance, and population collapse.
(Vincent 1994; Foster and Vincent 2004). Despite their non-food trade significance,
seahorses are subject to intense exploitation and traded dried for use as traditional
medicines and curiosities, and live for aquarium display (Vincent et al. 2011).

Seahorse biological characteristics, combined with fishing pressures, trade and
widespread habitat loss, make seahorses exceptionally susceptible to population
decline (Vincent et al. 2011). An estimated 87million seahorses are caught as target and
incidental catch by at least 33 FAO gear types, primarily as bycatch via bottom trawling
and gillnets, with less than 10% caught in target fisheries (Project Seahorse,
unpublished data, Project Seahorse, 2024).Fisher reports and research observations
from the Philippines, Thailand, and India document declining seahorse body sizes,
reduced catch per unit effort, and shrinking wild populations, all of which indicate
long-term unsustainable extraction rates (O'Donnell 2011 ; Christie et al. 2011; Foster et
al. 2019; Loh et al. 2016; Vaidyanathan et al. 2024).

Habitat degradation is the primary driver of seahorse populations decline in several
other regions (Harasti 2016).Nearly five million seahorses were seized globally between
2010 and 2021, representing an estimated black-market value of more than USD 21
million(Foster et al. 2025) these figures underscore how illegal wildlife trade remains a
persistent and far-reaching threat to seahorses worldwide. Of the 46 known seahorse
species, 16 are listed as threatened on the IUCN Red List (IUCN 2021). Conservation
frameworks must integrate sustainable fishing, trade regulations and habitat
preservation to ensure long-term seahorse population stability (Vincent et al. 2011).

The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES) is a global agreement among 185 Parties designed to ensure that international
trade in wildlife does not threaten species’ survival in the wild. All seahorse species
(Hippocampus spp.) have been listed on CITES Appendix Il since 2002, making them the
first marine fishes to receive this level of global trade regulation (CITES Secretariat,
2004). Appendix Il requires exporting countries to ensure that any international trade is
legal, sustainable, and traceable through the issuance of Non-Detriment Findings
(NDFs) (Foster and Vincent 2016).This listing was driven by mounting evidence that
overexploitation primarily for traditional medicine, curios, and the aquarium trade was
contributing to widespread population declines (Foster and Vincent 2023).Despite the
CITES mandate, illegal and unreported trade continues at significant levels,
underscoring persistent gaps in monitoring, enforcement, and species-specific data
(Lawson JuliaM et al. 2017).
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Project Seahorse is a world-leading authority on seahorse conservation, bringing
together cutting-edge science, policy expertise, and community engagement to protect
these vulnerable species and the coastal ecosystems they depend on (Project Seahorse
2025). They played a central role in securing the CITES Appendix Il listing for all
seahorse species and continue to support countries in meeting their obligations
through practical guidance, monitoring tools, and capacity-building. Its work spans field
surveys, trade analyses, and habitat protection (Foster and Vincent 2023). A key
innovation is the iSeahorse platform, which mobilizes citizen scientists worldwide to
report sightings and contribute to conservation data (Camins et al. 2024).

Among Project Seahorse’s contributions in support of CITES implementation is its
“Easier advice for making seahorse CITES non-detriment findings (NDFs)” (Foster and
Vincent 2023). This approach guides governments through five key questions (5Q):

o QA Where have the species been found?

o QB What pressures do the species face?

o QC What measures are in place to manage these pressures?
o QD How well are management measures implemented?

o QE Whatis happening to the wild population?

This pragmatic assessment functions as a spatial risk evaluation applicable beyond
CITES and beyond seahorses, supporting broader conservation planning such as
national action plans, MPA design, and fisheries management.
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To expand its geographic scope and address critical knowledge gaps, Sri Lanka was
identified as a priority location for initiating a new chapter in seahorse conservation. Sri
Lanka, located within the Indo-Burma biodiversity hotspot, hosts rich coastal
ecosystems coral reefs, seagrass beds, and mangroves that are vital habitats for
seahorses (IUCN 2021). Despite the island's rich biodiversity and its strategic role in
global fishing and trade routes, the conservation status of seahorse species remains
poorly understood. Two resident species (Hippocampus kuda and Hippocampus
spinosissimus) are listed as Vulnerable by the IUCN, yet information on their
populations, habitats, and specific pressures is scarce, and the presence of other
seahorse species is unconfirmed. Addressing these knowledge gaps is crucial for
developing effective conservation strategies (IUCN 2021). Increasing pressures from
coastal development, artisanal fisheries, and climate change further underscore the
urgency of targeted conservation efforts.

In response, the “Expert Workshop on Advancing Seahorse Conservation in Sri Lanka”
was convened to bring together diverse experts to synthesize existing knowledge,
identify priority pressures, and explore how local expertise and observations can
contribute to national conservation efforts for seahorses. Foster and Vincent (2023):
Easier advice for making seahorse CITES non-detriment findings (NDFs) was used as a
conservation planning framework during the workshop. Participants applied the five
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questions to compile existing knowledge on Sri Lankan seahorses, with the
understanding that this pragmatic 5Q evaluation would help generate the information
needed to assess wild populations and move toward adaptive management.

Workshop Objectives

The workshop had four objectives

1. Synthesize existing knowledge on seahorse populations, fisheries, and trade in
Sri Lanka via expert inference

2. Assess conservation prospects, knowledge gaps, and pressures

3. Adapt and apply Foster & Vincent’s (2023) “Easier advice for making seahorse
CITES non-detriment findings (NDFs) Framework” (hereafter referred to as the
5Q Framework) using existing information.

4. Promote the iSeahorse community science platform

Participants and methodology

Title: Advancing Seahorse Conservation in Sri Lanka — Expert Workshop

Date: July 7, 2025

Location: Granbell Hotel, Colombo, Sri Lanka

Organizer: Samara Polwatta, PhD Student, Project Seahorse, UBC

Facilitator: Nishan Perera, Director at Blue Resources Trust Marine Consultancy

Format: The workshop was designed as a full-day dialogue-based convening,
combining presentations, group discussions, and spatial mapping exercises.

Methodology: The workshop was structured around five thematic questions adapted
from the 5Q framework. These questions explored species distribution, pressures,

management measures, implementation challenges, and population trends.

Rationale for Participant Selection: Participants were selected based on their direct

involvement in marine conservation, fisheries management, species monitoring, and
trade regulation. The diversity of perspectives ranging from academic researchers to
frontline enforcement officers and community members was critical to building a holistic

understanding of seahorse conservation challenges and opportunities in Sri Lanka. List

of participants and expertise is attached under Appendix .
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Workshop sessions

Session 1: Welcome and opening remarks

Topic and Objectives: Introduce the workshop’s purpose, participants, and global
context for seahorse conservation.

Format: In-person session led by Samara Polwatta; included video message from
Professor Amanda Vincent, director for Project Seahorse, and introductory
presentations.

Main Points Discussed:
e Samaraintroduced the workshop’s goals and welcomed participants.

¢ Prof. Amanda Vincent emphasized the importance of supporting Sri Lanka and
the workshop’s alignment with Project Seahorse’s mission.

e Samara presented on global seahorse taxonomy, life history traits, IUCN status,
and Project Seahorse’s vision for process-based conservation.

Conclusions:
¢ The workshop was framed as a collaborative initiative.

o Participants were invited to co-create knowledge and explore Sri Lanka’s role in
global seahorse conservation.

Session 2: Sri Lanka’s Seahorse Landscape

Topic and Objectives: To share in situ and ex situ field-based research on seahorse
species, trade dynamics, and associated pressures in Sri Lanka.

Format: In-person presentation by Nishan Perera, Director of Blue Resources Trust.
Main Points Presented:

e Confirmed species: H. fuscus, H. spinosissimus, H. histrix, H. mohnikei; possible
occurrence of H. kuda and H. kelloggi.

e Research findings: From 2009 to 2011, bycatch per unit effort (BPUE) in Puttalam
Lagoon showed clear seasonal variation, with catches consistently biased toward
females

e Pressures:

o Bycatchin lagoon prawn fisheries using push nets and drag nets; historical
bycatch from mechanized bottom trawlers in shallow coastal waters prior to the
2017 ban, with anecdotal reports suggesting continued activity.
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o Habitat degradation in seagrass meadows due to anchoring damage and
eutrophication linked to agricultural runoff from upcountry rice fields.

Conclusions

e Thereis an urgent need for species-level monitoring, improved reporting, and
stronger regulation.

¢ Fisher knowledge and trade data provide valuable insights into species presence
and exploitation patterns.

e Significant opportunities exist for further research, targeted conservation action,
and policy engagement.

Session 3: Introducing the 5Q Framework

Topic and Objectives: Introducing the 5Q framework, its applicability, the key
questions and how it will be used for the workshop.

Format: In-person presentation done by Samara Polwatta

Main Points Discussed:

e Five key questions:

(@]

(@]

Conclusions:

QA Where have the species been found?

QB What pressures do the species face?

QC What measures are in place to manage these pressures?
QD How well are management measures implemented?

QE What is happening to the wild population?

e The 5Q framework is a practical tool for adaptive management and national

planning.

e It supports conservation beyond CITES, including MPAs and fisheries
governance.
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Session 4: Group exercises

Topic and Objectives: Application of the 5Q Framework to gather information

Format: Experts were divided into four groups based on affiliation (NGO, government,
conservation group, academia), to tackle each question one after another, with plenary
held at the end of each question.

Key findings:

QA Where have the species been found?

o A1.What species of seahorses are found in Sri Lanka?

Based on bycatch records and known wild specimens, participants identified the
possibility of six species of seahorses in Sri Lanka:

e H. histrix
o H. kelloggi
° H. kuda

e H. mohnikei (noted from a dead specimen of unknown origin)

e H.spinosissimus

e H.trimaculatus

Species identification remains a challenge in some cases, as noted by the University of

Ruhuna, which received samples from fishing communities that could not be
taxonomically confirmed. Experts made these inferences from samples obtained as live
or dead from fishers, custom consignments, museum databases, and bycatch reports.

o A2.Whatis the regional distribution?

¢ Northwestern and Northern Coasts: Most records originate from these regions,
particularly in shallow waters with seagrass beds.

¢ Southern Coast: Sightings are reported around coral reefs and through pelagic
bycatch.

o Eastern Coast: Data is limited, though Arjan Rajasuriya confirmed seahorse
presence during dives in Trincomalee Harbour.

o Offshore Areas: H. trimaculatus was found in drifting nets, indicating presence
beyond nearshore zones.

Mapping exercises revealed a significant knowledge gap in the Eastern and
Southeastern coastal regions, attributed to limited research activity. Refer figure 2.

o A3.What are some common habitats?

e Seagrass Beds: Consistently identified as the most common and preferred habitat
for seahorses across all regions in Sri Lanka.

o Coral Reefs: Associated with sightings in the Southern and offshore areas.
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Shallow Geomorphological Zones: Anecdotal evidence suggests seahorses are
typically found in very shallow waters, though some specimens have been reported
from deeper offshore habitats.

o A4.What are the common locations based on bycatch reports?

Gulf of Mannar (Northwest): Bycatch records primarily come from shrimp trawling
in deeper, open waters.

Southern Coast: Pelagic bycatch and drifting nets have yielded specimens,
including H. trimaculatus. Unverified samples of seahorses have drifted with
Sargassum clumps

Unverified Locations: 22 sites were identified with unverified sightings due to
limited taxonomic expertise.

o Ab. Are these locations consistent over time, or have there been shifts?

A decline in sightings from Southern reef areas was noted, though it remains unclear
whether this reflects an actual population decrease or reduced observation effort.

Shifting distributions and behavioral changes were observed by participants,
suggesting possible ecological stress, though these trends remain anecdotal
without robust monitoring.

o A6. Who reports these sightings?

Fishers and ornamental fish collectors: Often report sightings through bycatch or
trade channels.

Diving experts and researchers: Contribute firsthand observations, particularly in
regions like Trincomalee.

University and academic institutions: Receive samples from local communities,
though species identification is sometimes unresolved.

Workshop participants: Documented sightings through photographs and fieldwork,
even when seahorses were not the primary research focus.

o A7. Arethere areas where seahorses were once found but are no longer
observed?

Southern reef areas were mentioned as having fewer recent sightings. However, it is
unclear whether this reflects a true population decline or simply reduced
observation and reporting.

The Eastern and Southeastern coasts show a notable absence of verified records,
likely due to limited research rather than confirmed absence.
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Figure 2: This map presents a digitized synthesis of expert inferences generated during the workshop for
the question “QA: Where have the species been found?”, capturing collective knowledge on seahorse
presence and potential distribution across Sri Lanka. Hand-drawn annotations and verbal inputs from
participants were translated into geospatial layers that identify confirmed and suspected occurrence
areas.
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QB What pressures do the species face?

o B1.What are the main pressures in each location?

o Habitat Degradation
Key habitats such as seagrass beds, mangroves, and coral reefs are increasingly
compromised due to pollution, sedimentation, and destructive fishing practices.
The loss of these habitats reduces shelter and breeding grounds critical for seahorse
survival.

o Destructive Fishing Gear

o Bottom trawling: illegal poaching by Indian owned mechanized fishing
trawlers entering Sri Lankan waters from the North and North-Western
regions —this is highly prevalent. Further, there is evidence of locally owned
bottom trawling happening near to the coastal belt in Hendala, Putlam
Lagoon (North-Western region). Bottom trawling indiscriminately damages
the substrate, and there is evidence for bycaught seahorses from these
shrimp trawlers. There is a lobby from local fishers in certain parts of the
country to lift the prohibition on bottom trawling. Several court cases have
filed against the ban to be heard in the Supreme court of Jaffna in October
2025.

o Dragnets: These nets indiscriminately damage benthic ecosystems and
capture non-target species, including seahorses.

o Gill Nets: Seahorses are frequently caught unintentionally, leading to
unrecorded mortality and population decline.

o Dynamite fishing: Dynamite fishing is common in areas of coral reefs where
fishers use it to catch fish and although there is no evidence it has affected
seahorses specifically, there is a probability that it could.

o Unregulated Coastal Development
Infrastructure projects along the coast often proceed without adequate
Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs), resulting in habitat fragmentation,
increased pollution, and disruption of ecological corridors vital to marine
biodiversity.

o Pollution from Marine Accidents
Events such as the MV X-Press Pearl disaster in 2021 released hazardous chemicals
and microplastics into the ocean, causing long-term ecological damage. These
pollutants can disrupt trophic dynamics and bioaccumulate in marine organisms,
including seahorses. Two days prior to the workshop, there was another accident on
the North coast where a chemical accident had occurred, and the impact of the
accident was still on the measurements.
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o B2. Are these pressures seasonal or year-round?

¢ Most of the identified pressures such as habitat degradation, destructive fishing
practices, and unregulated development are year-round pressures.

e« Bycatch from gill nets and bottom trawling occurs throughout the year, although
intensity may vary with fishing seasons.

e Pollution events (e.g., marine accidents) are episodic but have long-lasting impacts
that persist beyond the initial incident.

o B3. How do local communities perceive these pressures?

e Growing Opposition to Mechanized Bottom Trawling
Public and institutional resistance to bottom trawling is increasing. Communities
are becoming more aware of collateral damage to vulnerable species like
seahorses, which has strengthened advocacy and policy discussions around
regulating or banning this practice.

¢ Insomeregions, seahorses are still viewed primarily as commodities; anecdotal
evidence suggests they are used in local traditional medicine to cure asthma.
Seahorses are also gifted as souvenirs due to the cultural belief that seahorses drive
evil spirits away. This highlights a need for awareness-building and conservation
education to shift perceptions toward ecological stewardship.

o BA4. Are there emerging pressures (e.g., climate change impacts, tourism)?

¢ Climate Change Impacts
The 1998 mass coral bleaching event, driven by elevated sea temperatures, severely
affected reef ecosystems across Sri Lanka. Coral loss indirectly impacts seahorses
by eliminating key habitats and altering food web dynamics.

e Thermal Pollution from Coastal Power Plants
Discharges from coastal power plants raise local water temperatures, potentially
stressing marine organisms and disrupting reproductive cycles of temperature-
sensitive species like seahorses.

e Tourism-Linked Development
While not explicitly mentioned, the expansion of coastal infrastructure often linked
to tourism poses an emerging threat through habitat fragmentation and increased
human activity in sensitive marine zones.
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Figure 3: This map presents a digitized synthesis of expert inferences generated during the workshop for
the question QB What pressures do the species face? capturing collective knowledge on pressures to
seahorses across Sri Lanka. Hand-drawn annotations and verbal inputs from participants were translated
into geospatial layers.
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QC What measures are in place to manage these pressures?

o C1. Are seahorses (Hippocampus spp.) a protected genus in Sri Lanka? If
protected, under what Act is it protected?

Not Yet a Protected Genus

Seahorses are not currently listed as a protected genus under Sri Lankan law. They
are not explicitly covered by either the Department of Fisheries and Aquatic
Resources (DFAR) or the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC).

Indirect Protection via Flora and Fauna Protection Ordinance

Under Section 40 of the Flora and Fauna Protection Ordinance, aquatic animals
including seahorses are protected within National Reserves and Sanctuaries. Export
is permitted only with authorization from the DWC and requires a CITES permit.

o C2.What are the regulations and national legislation for seahorse protection
(direct or indirect)?

CITES Enforcement

The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) is enforced
through the Fish and Fishery Product Import, Export, and Re-export Regulations of
2017. This framework helps regulate international trade and prevent overexploitation
of seahorses.

National Plan of Action Against IUU Fishing

As of 2017, Sri Lanka was developing a National Plan of Action under FARA
regulations to combat illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing. This
initiative is critical for protecting marine biodiversity and promoting sustainable
fisheries.

o C3. Are there any legal protections or marine protected areas (MPAs)? Where
are they?

Established MPAs in Northern and North-Western Regions

Sri Lanka has 27 officially designated Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), including
marine national parks, sanctuaries and nature reserves. MPAs in Sri Lanka are
categorized by their level of protection, ranging from strict conservation zones to
multiple-use areas

Prohibited Activities within Marine Protected Areas in Sri Lanka
= Fishing and harvesting marine life (especially in strict zones)
= Bottom trawling, dynamite fishing, and other destructive gear
= Anchoring on coral reefs

= Collection of coral, shells, or marine organisms
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These MPAs encompass vital habitats such as seagrass beds and coral reefs, which
are essential for seahorse breeding and shelter. Legal protection in these zones
helps buffer against habitat degradation and overexploitation.

Potential for Expansion

Other MPAs across Sri Lanka may also serve as viable seahorse habitats. With
targeted ecological surveys and habitat mapping, these areas could be formally
recognized and managed for seahorse conservation.

o C4.What community-based or traditional management practices exist?
information was given about this question.
o Cb. Are there any bans, gear restrictions or seasonal closures?

A Nationwide Ban on Mechanized Bottom Trawling

In 2017, there is a nationwide ban on Mechanized Bottom under section 28 of
Fisheries Act of Department of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (DFAR). This
national ban is a critical step in reducing habitat damage and incidental capture of
vulnerable species like seahorses. It reflects growing institutional and public
opposition to destructive fishing methods.

o C6. How are these measures communicated to stakeholders?

Stakeholder Communication via Fisheries Inspectors

Fisheries Inspectors play a key role in disseminating information to local
communities. Through education and training, they raise awareness about
sustainable fishing practices and species protection.

o C7.What is the responsibility of your respective organization for the
protection of seahorses?

Department of Wildlife Protection: Seahorses within the vicinity of MPA’s, reserves
and sanctuaries are protected. CITES permits are issued.

Department of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources: Not protected particularly under
the Fisheries Act directly

Sri Lanka Customs: Monitored under CITES, seizure of smuggled seahorses (large
consignment was received in 2011), issues permit

Marine Environmental Protection Authority: no specific mandate
National Aquatic Research Agency: no research done on seahorses
Coastal Conservation Department: no mandate

Blue Resources Trust: measured the population dynamics of seahorses in the
Putlam lagoon
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Figure 4: This map presents a digitized synthesis of expert inferences generated during the workshop, QC
What measures are in place to manage these pressures? capturing collective knowledge on measures in
place for direct and indirect management across Sri Lanka. Hand-drawn annotations and verbal inputs
from participants were translated into geospatial layers.
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QD How well are management measures implemented?

o D1. Are the regulations enforced consistently and fairly?

e No Specific Enforcement for Seahorses
Currently, there is no direct enforcement mechanism related to seahorse
conservation in Sri Lanka. Stakeholders are not actively involved in monitoring or
compliance, and enforcement agencies lack clear mandates for species-specific
protection.

¢ Inconsistent Enforcement of Existing Regulations
While Sri Lanka has established regulations governing marine resource use and
international trade, enforcement is often inconsistent. This stems from:

e Unclear institutional mandates
e Limited oversight and accountability

e Uneven application of penalties
These gaps weaken the deterrent effect of legal frameworks and undermine
conservation efforts

o D2.What challenges exist in enforcement?

¢ Resource and Capacity Constraints
Regulatory agencies face chronic shortages in financial resources, technical
equipment, trained personnel. These limitations hinder field-level monitoring, data
collection, public outreach, and stakeholder engagement.

e Lack of Interagency Collaboration
Minimal coordination between key institutions such as DFAR, DWC, Sri Lanka
Customs, and environmental authorities results in fragmented enforcement,
duplication of efforts, and missed opportunities for integrated management.

e Challenges in Enforcing International Trade Regulations

= CITES Enforcement: Limited to legal trade channels, with no mechanisms to
address illegal or unreported trade related to seahorses.

=  Customs Limitations: Officers often lack seahorse species identification
tools and training, making it difficult to detect mislabeling, fraud, or
unauthorized exports.

e Difficulty in Species Identification
Accurate identification of marine species, including seahorses, remains a major
challenge due to morphological similarities. This leads to:

= Misreporting catch data
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= Difficulty enforcing species-specific regulations

=  Challenges in biodiversity monitoring and trade oversight

e Absence of Seahorse-Specific Regulations
The lack of national regulations specifically addressing seahorse conservation,

harvest, or trade:

= Limits monitoring and control of exploitation
= Undermines compliance with international obligations (e.g., CITES)
= Leaves enforcement agencies without clear legal mandates

Safety and Security of Enforcement Officers
Field officers often face pressures, resistance, or unsafe working conditions,
which:

= Undermine morale and operational effectiveness
= |ncrease vulnerability to corruption or intimidation
=  Compromise rule of law in coastal regions
o D3. Are stakeholders involved in monitoring or compliance?

Limited Stakeholder Involvement

Local communities, particularly fishers and coastal residents, are rarely involved
in decision-making or conservation planning. The absence of formal community-
based management structures restricts opportunities for grassroots stewardship
and long-term compliance.

Ineffective Communication with Local Stakeholders
Conservation messages and regulatory updates often fail to reach local
communities, resulting in:

o Lack of awareness of conservation priorities
o Limited understanding of legal obligations
o Reduced participation in sustainable practices

o Decentralized communication and engagement with local leaders are
essential to bridge this gap.

20|Page



QE What is happening to the wild population?

o E1. Based on direct or indirect measures of protection what would be
expected for the change in the wild population?

E2. Are there any trends in abundance, size, or distribution?

E3. What data sources are used to assess population changes?

E4. Are fishers noticing changes in catch rates or seahorse behavior?

o O O O

E5. How confident are we in our understanding of population trends?

Workshop participants reported anecdotal observations of declining abundance and
smaller average sizes in commonly encountered seahorse species: “H. kuda found in
the Putlam lagoon were smaller compared to the consignment samples that came from
India” — Susantha Udagedara, Nishan Perera

Distribution appears to be shifting, with fewer sightings in previously rich habitats
possibly due to habitat degradation, increased water temperatures, and fishing
pressure. Eg: “We saw so many seahorses long time ago in the Southern parts of Sri
Lanka but not many now. It’s probably due to the bleaching incidents” — Sajith
Subhashana, ORCA

However, these trends are not yet backed by systematic surveys or long-term datasets.

Due to lack of previous records on seahorses, it is difficult to assess what has
happened to the wild population hence it was decided that this question to be fully
understood after conducting fieldwork and temporal data.

e Conclusions
o Rich knowledge exists through expert inferences.

o The 5Q framework allows us to gather sufficient information even without
elaborate scientific data collection.

o Indirect protection (e.g., MPAs and bottom trawl ban) and community awareness
offer promise but are insufficient without targeted implementation.

o Fragmented data sources highlight the need for coordinated research and
improved species identification.

o Inclusive, community-based monitoring frameworks are essential for effective
conservation.

o Interagency collaboration is key to ensuring effective conservation schemes.
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Session 5: Introduction to iSeahorse

Topic and Objectives: To introduce the iSeahorse community science platform as a
tool for data entry for conservation efforts from all.

Format: In-person presentation by Samara Polwatta
Main Points Presented:

e Introduction of iSeahorse as a website and smartphone app that allows anyone,
anywhere in the world to contribute to seahorse science and conservation.

e Howto join the application, add, share and contribute

e How the data help for conservation?

Conclusion:

e I|dentification of iSeahorse as a great tool to understand the whereabouts of
seahorses in Sri Lanka where there is no sighting yet.

e Posters and postcards specially created for Sri Lanka in Sinhala, Tamil and English
were distributed amongst the workshop participants to share the word amongst
peers, landing sites, dive centers and other important sites.

Next steps

Moving forward, our collective challenge is to transform these insights into action. By
bridging local knowledge with scientific inquiry and empowering local stakeholders, we
can build a more resilient future for Sri Lanka’s seahorses. This workshop marks a
critical first step not just in understanding the problem, but in shaping the solutions. The
next phase of the project will focus on Samara’s continued data collection across Sri
Lanka to document seahorse fisheries and trade. Guided by stakeholder input, she will
then conduct a rapid population assessment to map seahorse distribution and lay the
foundation for a Species Distribution Model. These findings will be relayed to relevant
authorities to inform a National Plan of Action for Seahorses and contribute directly to
national conservation policy and community science initiatives like iSeahorse.
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Appendix |

List of participants, expertise and affiliation
Name Expertise

. . . Coral reef and marine
Arjan Rajasuriya

ecology
Chathurika Coral and seagrass
Munasinghe ecology
D.D.G.L. GIS, remote sensing,
Dahanayake wetland ecology
Hasantha Wildlife trade and
Kaushalya customs enforcement

Dive-based citizen
Imran Yakoob

science
Jagath Environmental law and
Gunawardena policy

. Syngnathidae ecology
Janamina Bandara ]
and conservation

K.A.C.P.
Kodithuwakku

Fisheries development

Kasun Dalpathadu Marine conservation

Seahorse ecology and
trade

Nishan Perera

P.B. Terney Pradeep .
Marine ecology

Kumara
Prasanna Marine conservation and
Weerakkody outreach
R.H.M.R.S. . .

o Marine conservation
Rajasinghe
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Affiliation

International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN)

University of Peradeniya

Open University of Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka Customs, Director

Sub Aqua Club

Independent consultant

Wildlife Conservation Society — Galle
(WCS-G)

DFAR, Assistant Director

NARA / Department of Wildlife
Conservation

Blue Resources Trust (BRT)

Coast Conservation Department
(CCD)

Ocean Resources Conservation
Association (ORCA)

Department of Wildlife Conservation,
Assistant Director (Marine Unit)



Name

Ramani Shirantha

Ruchira
Kumarathunga

Sajith Subhashana

Samangi
Alawattegama

Sinesha
Karunaratna

Sujeewa
Swarnamali

Susantha
Udagedara
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Expertise

Marine species
monitoring

Fisheries science and
academia

Marine conservation

Dive-based citizen
science

Fisheries management

Environmental Protection
and policy

Seagrass ecosystems

Affiliation

NARA / Department of Wildlife
Conservation

University of Ruhuna

ORCA

Sub Aqua Club

DFAR, Assistant Director

Marine Environment Protection
Authority (MEPA)

Blue Resources Trust (BRT)
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