


LION
HUNTERS

Efforts to combat the invasive lionfish are on
the rise tn the Sunshine State,

By Capt. Dave Lear




MLESS YOU'VE
BEEM wandering,
the plains of
Afnica's Serengpets
Fowr i Last n'u.r;ll»;'
af v o Vi

about the p
licnfish. Ths

flonwing lins that
resemble the
rmangs of male lions, are native o the
Indo-Facific (ceans. Bul thanks to
SOTE € 55 or unioriunate sall
aquariurn owners, likely in South
Florida, pet lonlfiah wene releasad into
thie wild vears ago. And that's where
the problem took roaot
With no natural ].'r'rl."-l.'|‘
CROLES ;'.1F1J}|:'Ii|!ﬂ.- and the akili
fomber than a juckrabbat, Lonfisk mom-
sdied, They are now found
regularly throughout the Caribbean
and MNorth Caroling, south on the

bers exp

Atlantic cosast, and on up to Rhode
Island in thee summer moath=s By 2011

ablimhed in the nocthem
Gulf of & y and have since spread
acros b Texas Lionfish can live m
|,|4_-;'ll;l|.~:. T -'Ir_h,11 FT] ek o 1n the
shialli mear  piers  and | jethies.
There’s very lithe scenhbc data for
guidance, Biobogists aren’l sume how
fionfsh are kept incheck in their native

I a move to eradicate
many as possible,
5 Opern season year-

erwironment or why grouper or sharks
don’l eat them hens Mo sbock assess
ments have been done and populaton
densities vary by habilal. What is
known is that dnvasive lonfish grow
bigger and with mo enemies they can
qui.:kl:.' discimate native fish around
nabural and artificial resfs,

AQUATILC WAR DECLAREL

In a move o eradicate as many as
|I|.'u.g'.ihlr1. it is AT SEAs0n vEar=romarsd
lionfish n Florida wat vith no
@ or size limits, You don’t need a
fishing licenss o harvest them wiath
hancihaelcd pl_ﬂl_' SPEATS 0T Hawaiian
slings, Plomida's Fish and Wildlite
Conservatiom Commisston is actvely
promoting public awareness ol the
issue and lionfish as a tasty seafood
alternative. The combined efforts are
starting Lo pay ofl.
"Last year there were 15 Honfish
derbies that we tracked,” says Meaghan
Faletts, FWC s Honfish outreach coondi-




nabor. “bo far this yvear, we know of
maore tham 40 that are targeting liontish
specifically or hawve them eligible for
prizes. Anglers can cateh them on hook
and line using live pinfish and shrimp,
bt the most effective means of harvest
is by diving and spearfizhing.”

Faletti says lionfigh fournaments,
organized by teams _or inedivibd wal
divers, typically reward prizes for the
most fish brought in, the largest fish
and the somallest boo,

“We encourige the removal of all
sizes,” she explains, Prizes include dive
Eear, nesort E".Il:'k.il!'lr'.\ amd =omebimes
cash. Tourmarments range frovm singhe
iy &y ek I:m::l-;1|1lh-|.'1n;: contests with
e average goal of harvesting &0 fish
I.H:':I' -I.Iﬂ".'.

During the Gulf Coast Lionfish
RFeaund-Up last October in Pensacola, a
dozen divers brought in 2,3%4 lionfish
over a weerkend. Another state-wide

Cleaning a lionfish
is also daunting for
some. Bowman says
she filets them just
like a bass or
any other fish.

Lionfish Awareness Day was held in
May ab sites throughout the state,
il'ﬂ.'[ud:l:'l.g thi epicenter in Pensacola,
whiere marine artist Guy Harvey and
celebrty chefs wene in atbendance,
"Chir goals were to momease overall
Awaneness, give demonstrations on hil-
leting amd cooking and, of course,
removing, as many honfish from the
water as possible,” explains Amanda

WL O TRCC L O

Nalley, FWC's public information spe-
cialist, “"We alsa launched the Reef
Eangers program (reefrangers.com),
new local effort similar o Adopt a
Highwaay, only this time it’s an artificial
reet, Ye've lound that il local groups
take responsibility for a rect Hrough-
out the year by removing Honfish, they
can really have a positive impact on
native wildlife and habieat.”

Individual catches can be reported
through the Florida lionfish app or
online ab bMyFWCoom / Liondiah. Social
media users can also post photos on
Twitter amd Instagram,

DEMAND SKYROCKETING
Besides the public campaign, good
old American enterprise is fueling the
slaughter. Fortunately, lionfish are very
tasty and can be pn:-pa:nt a numbser of

ways, which contributes to a growing
seafood dermand. (see ths Astan Lionlish

TIEd

Tostadas recipe on page 623, That fakes
Flnw‘:.unu.:-l'l' n Bl | ] gkocks and NCTEASEE
the incentive o harvest mone. A 350
galtwater products license s mequined
to harvest commuercially in Florsda and
a Hrn'.-.'in?r_ number of divers are cash-
in:.; i f.spr 'I:I.I._'r'rrl_l'.'l 5]1L‘]:|.!I.'d 14 AN
Apalachicola charter boat skipper
who spears lionfsh on the side.

“We il them around  manmasde
stuff more than natueral rocks  or
[:_x'IJ_"L-H_" E'Iu:r:l.n:l 1=I-.'|1l.|ir|.h. e
spots have hundreds of fish, others 10
fo 15 1 have a theory that thee juvenibs
are carrssd P I'||'1'-|_~h3.' thae l.ru'rp Lurrent
bg'fl_ln-tlw_'r' dmp off amil look for strac-
fure. Maost of the bottom 12 barmen sand
g0 sunken shrimp boats and artificial
reefs meally attract them.”

Grayvson runs as far as 40 miles off-

shore lo target sibes froo T o 140 foet
deep. LGood dives can yvield as many as
M fish of all sizes. For his Iabor,
Shepard earns 53 a pound al wholesale
prices for uncleaned fsh.

"Lionfish are absolutely delickous,”
hie adds. "We have cne restaurant that
serves them whole, with the head on
and it's a very attractive presentation.
The demand is pretty high. People are
calling up the seafpod markets and
:11|v.|||:.!| for more once they've tried
them. | don't expect by make any real

15

money calching liondish, Bul 1 am mak
ing enough that my dive hobby is pay-
i for HselF”

Gravson is not am isolated case
Known atfectionately as the Lion Hum
mess, Rachel Bowmnan was "hooked” on
Homfish harvesting after spearing one on
hier st dive in 201 That enthusiasm
quickly developed inmto her pant-fime
brsirw=s in the Flonda Keys.

“The FWIC is d-::ll!l'lt';, a lot of !I‘I.ill;_.',‘b I
munkir commercial |i-.||'|||;.'_ al honfish s
agy a5 ].uw-ﬂ:l!u." Bovwrman ways, Ttz
the only fish kegal to harvest on o ne-
breather and vou can also get special
|I:'r|1'|||= lo lake Honfish from manne
sanctiancs, | |1-.':.-"r'|.' |.‘u.'|.|.]} CIRCOUTA NG
p-u.lpl-u' lakeer mmme™

From her base m Marathon, Bogwe-
man divies several times a oweek to

depths averaging B0 o 160 feel, Her
cabch is sold before it ever gets back to
the dock and demand is skymocketing,
Bovwman gets less than 510 per poand
for wihioke, ml—:_r'l,lllnl fizh

"My restaurants are fexting me
every day at 7 am. asking il I'm going
out,” she explains, "Plus I'm getling
several new inquiries from  other
restaurants and muarkets each weck,
Bbost of the ime I'm a one-woman
operation doing four dives a day, 1 dio
have some buddies who are very expe-

W joineciLorg

ricnced spear fishermen and when
they o with mae the amount of fish we
can put on the boat & staggenng. I'm in
awe of those guyvs, The spwed and pro-
ficiemcy that they can spear fish is
amazing. It"s like a violent ballet,
they re so gracebul and smooth.”

Bowman is a cheerleader for honfish
consumpticn for altruistic neasons as
wedl,

“1 bive in a tourist destination and |
wank o expose as many people bo lion-
fish as pessible. The reef is 4 nursery
for the ocean,” she said, “It's where the
babies live, so we need to do all we can
ko protect these reels. Besides, spearing
lionfish allows me to be in the water
every day. | haven't made a profil yvel,
but | am paying for tank fills, gas and
my baat payment.”

Bowwman says the blggest hur-
dli to h-u.-:'.in:: E'lt‘l'.l']."rl' o iy lon-
fizh is the misconcephion that
they are poisonous. The spines
are venomaus, bul careful bhan
::ﬁ:nﬁ m:l:gﬂ'.-:".. any chance of
accidents, {l'lu.l:nin;.'_ a lionlish =
alan -:_J.,1'|:||11i:|.__2| far somme, Bowman
wave =l fileb them fust like a
bBass  or any other Bah. And
-,1:_-5|_'\-i'|'||_' I_'I-l_'i:I'lF a reef induditant,
livmfish have mever bested posi
tive for the deadly ciguwatera
toxin, she adds,

“Thiey ame bow In miercury’ levels
and high in the Omega fatty
acids thal are so good [or us”
Bowman says. "Lionfish are cne
off the best fish to eal. They have
the taste of hogfish and the tex-
ture of snapper, with mild, veny
fAaky white meat that's sweet and
delicipus. Amd vou cook them
just Nke you would any othes
fish.

Sacdlv, invvasive Honfish won't
b exbimct .":nf.'h:l'n.-l.' s Bk
thanks fo 4 grovwdng cadne of
divers |:||-:|._'5|1|._'}mr::| and Bowemnn,
a= well as the seafood-loving
public, their numbers are cerlain-
Iy dwindling, So grab a spear and
ﬂlppl;_'r:'. and oL the hunt. O !.'.I'I:IF'I:'.'
i a fork. Either way is part of this
]|1r|1;-l,|-rm solutn. =

Capk, Dhroe Legr 14 an auard-trinning

freclanee wriler and photograier wihose

nilime TS "."M".'I.I_I.I'.r].l m TIDE, and
oblrer rational fshing and ouddoors mags
TS, .l.'.'u:. rowrrirmenl vt sides, Fvlapnr
ol on assrerpiraenl, Ly, o mehired .'u-.'.-r
feackle Il._':.'r'.'l]_'_ carer e I"'L.-lrlr.':' ;n,:.'l'l.'l-_; Floria's
H.iln.: Biemad coastiine w s ciestom skff de
exploring the tidal creeks by kayak



