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Alaska Gets Its First Artificial Reef

By MARY PEMBERTON
The Associated Press

Saturday, May 13, 2006; 4:13 AM

WHITTIER, Alaska -- Fifty feet down in the cold waters of Smitty's
Cove, aconcrete paradise is being built for some of Alaska's most
unusual creatures. It took less than 24 hours before some of them
started checking out the new real estate _the state's first artificial
reef.

"There were two sunstars ... already glommed onto the structure, just
checking them out I'm sure. And there were a couple of copper
rockfish swimming among them," said Brian Lance, a federal
fisheries biologist.

The reef was installed thisweek [ Enlarae This Fhoto
to provide a haven for small
plants and fish near Whittier,
where barges stacked high with
containers bring everything
from road graders to toilet paper
into one of Alaska's busiest
ports.

A group of school children watch as concrete
balls weighing hundreds of pounds each, are
lowered into the water at Smitty's Cove in
Whittier, Alaska Wednesday May 10, 2006 to
make Alaska's first artificial reef. The reef was in
response to damage done when Alaska Marine
Lines expanded its container facility at Whittier
last year. (AP Photo/Al Grillo) (Al Grillo - AP)

The federal government
required Alaska Marine Linesto
mitigate damage the shipping
company caused to marine
habitat when it filled in tidal
waters as part of its container
facility expansion last year. SAVE & SHARE
-
The expansion, which disturbed
alittle less than an acre, forced
baby fish into deeper water
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where they are more vulnerable to being eaten.

The roughly $100,000 reef project is an effort by the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Alaska Marine Lines, the
Prince William Sound Science Center, among other entities.

It involves two types of structures _one built with about 100
concrete pyramids weighing 400 pounds each and the other with
about 100 concrete balls weighing 300 and 400 pounds each, said
Lance, of NOAA's habitat division.

The reef balls are hollow so small fish can use them to hide from
larger fish. They have holes that create mini-whirlpools to help mix
the water column, and are thick on the bottom and thin at the top so
they won't tip in stormy seas. A rough exterior encourages algae
growth.

The pyramid fish havens work on the same premise.

A crane with an 80-foot arm was used to lift the reef balls and fish
havens off a barge and submerge them in the cove.

The two reef styles were installed side-by-side so researchers can
compare how well each worksin coastal Alaska waters. Both the
balls and the pyramids have been used successfully in more southern
waters, but it is uncertain how well they will work off Alaska's coast.

Lance is optimistic. "Fish and invertebrates will start using it pretty
quick," he said.
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