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Abstract

Each year two species of sunfish appear in Cape waters: the ocean sunfish (Mola mola) and the sharptail sunfish (Masturus lanceolatus). Their origins and destinations are unknown. Our Aquarium has periodically displayed these animals since 1995. In 1996, the Two Oceans Aquarium focused its first research/conservation efforts on sunfishes for the following reasons: They are unique exhibit animals; they require considerable husbandry research; standard animals frequently need our assistance; the public expects us to help these animals; very little is known about their biology, status and migration.

Two rehabilitation facilities have been set up at the Aquarium: One inside the building and one in the adjacent basin. They can accommodate a maximum of four adult sunfishes at any one time. Our Rehabilitation techniques have improved considerably and we look forward, not only to extending the stay of animals in the aquarium, but also to releasing many tagged animals back into the wild.

Résumé

Chaque année, deux espèces de poisson lune apparaissent dans les eaux du Cap : le poisson lune océanique (Mola mola) et le poisson lune à queue pointue (Masturus lanceolatus). Leur provenance et leur destination sont inconnues. Depuis 1995, ces animaux sont périodiquement exposés dans notre Aquarium. En 1996, le Two Oceans Aquarium a concentré ses premiers efforts de recherche et de conservation sur les poissons lune pour les raisons suivantes : ce sont des animaux uniques d’exhibition, leur élevage requiert d’importantes recherches, les animaux échoués dans le port ont fréquemment besoin de notre assistance, le public attend que nous aidions ces animaux, et enfin leur biologie, leur situation et leur migration sont peu connues.

Le Two Oceans Aquarium a installé deux centres de réhabilitation : l’un à l’intérieur de l’édifice et l’autre dans un bassin adjacent. Ils peuvent accueillir simultanément quatre adultes poissons lune. Notre technique de réhabilitation s’est considérablement perfectionnée et nous espérons non seulement prolonger le séjour des animaux mais aussi augmenter la fréquence de remise en liberté des ces poissons marqués dans leur habitat naturel.

The Two Oceans Aquarium is situated virtually at the southern tip of Africa and it is here that two oceans meet in spectacular fashion.

Along the east and south coasts of South Africa, the mighty Agulhas current brings warm water from the tropics. On the west coast the water is icy cold from upwellings caused by prevailing southeast winds. The contrasts between east and west are most impressive and the south coast, which extends for over 1000 km, represents a great mixing zone, resulting in great species diversity.

Sunfish visit our western and southern shores during the summer months. We have no idea where they come from or where they go. Before the Two Oceans Aquarium opened its doors to the public, just over five years ago, very few people in southern Africa, apart from fishermen, had ever heard of sunfishes, let alone seen one. Occasionally, badly damaged specimens are found on our beaches, drawing the crowds of curious onlookers.

Knowing that sunfishes frequent our waters, and having heard that Aquariums, such as Monterey and Kamogawa Sea World had succeeded in keeping them for varying lengths of time, sunfishes were included on our species lists for display animals. Fortunately for us, but not for the fish, each year a number of these animals enter our harbours where they often become disoriented and damage themselves against wharfs, ships, and smaller boats. In November 1995 we caught our first specimen and our work on sunfishes began. This massive fish, and the others that followed, allowed us to develop our own capture and transport techniques. Initially we thought of netting these strange creatures, but it soon became evident that a small team of divers could catch them by hand. Once caught, a fish was either brought into shallow water or alongside our boat, placed on a PVC stretcher and transferred to a transport tank.

On arrival at the Aquarium, it would be hoisted up to our Quarantine area on the third floor and put through a freshwater bath to remove ectoparasites. It would then be placed in our largest multi-species display of 2 million litres.

Two species frequent our waters: the ocean sunfish (Mola mola) and the Sharptail sunfish (Masturus lanceolatus). We soon found that the Sharptail sunfish had an entirely different temperament to the ocean sunfish. They would not settle down, they were very skittish and they bumped into walls continuously. Accordingly, we do not attempt to keep this animal for display purposes. Work will, however, continue on rehabilitating specimens ‘caught’ in our harbours.

Our first sunfish was far too big for our display (± 300 kgs) and it was released a few weeks after capture. The following specimens were smaller (50 – 150 kgs). We were successful in getting them to feed, but it soon became apparent that each animal would develop the habit of positioning itself against a wall for varying lengths of time and gently fin into it, thus maintaining its position. This resulted in skin scrapes, which, whilst not infected, concerned our visitors and us. We had no ideas on how to overcome this problem until my visit to Tokyo in 1996. In the heart of Tokyo, Sunshine Aquarium, situated on the fifth floor of a high-rise building, was successfully keeping these animals on display, virtually without a scratch on them. They had achieved this by hanging a weighted clear PVC curtain about half a metre away from the sides of the display tank. This gave their animals something soft and pliable against which to fin.

Having a facility in which we could incorporate the same technique, I rushed back to South Africa with new enthusiasm and installed a PVC curtain in a 9 x 4 x 6 meter tank, which forms the inner structure of our largest display. This became our sunfish “bedroom”. At this time Monterey was training their sunfish to respond to visual signals for feeding. We decided to take this a step further, if possible, and introduce sound signals, transmitted through the water. Whether the sound signals were effective or not, was difficult to gauge in a fairly confined space. Part of our training program included a diver manipulating the sunfish during feeding, turning the fish in several directions and moving its fins. The reason for this was that we wanted to train the sunfish to leave and re-enter its “bedroom” so that it would be on display for limited periods during the day. When the fish was accustomed to this manhandling, the next step was to move it through into another PVC chamber in the exhibit itself. This was made from clear PVC, the intention being that the animal could become accustomed to the other inhabitants and not rush off in surprise and hurt itself.

This process worked well and eventually the second chamber was removed and the sunfish introduced into the display to swim freely. We then made a fatal mistake. The sunfish had become so accustomed to its trainers that it would not leave them. It became very nervous if they attempted to leave it. So, we started to extend the time spent in the exhibit. One day a situation arose in which divers were urgently required elsewhere and they were pulled out of the exhibit. The sunfish panicked and started swimming rapidly into walls and rock faces. It was taken back to its “bedroom”, but not before it had damaged itself considerably. It died a week later. The entire process took us 6 ½ months.

By now you may be wondering what all this has to do with rehabilitation. The answer is simple: we had to develop techniques, which would allow us to rehabilitate these animals, and this was part of the process. We now know that we are able to rehabilitate a fairly battered animal back to peak condition.

With this knowledge, we designed a rehabilitation facility suitable for the harbour in which we could handle three animals at any time. The design has gone through several iterations, but the principal of a “hanging curtain” remains the same.

Since its inception, we have attempted to rehabilitate 11 animals. Some have been in a terrible state and we have lost them within a few days. Others we have spent months on, with varying degrees of success. Five animals have been tagged and returned to sea.

Our work on sunfishes now constitutes our main conservation thrust. We are contributing tissue samples for Dr. Tierney Thys’s genetics project, and this summer we will be collaborating with her in South Africa, on her satellite-tracking project. We, along with other Aquariums world wide, appreciate that this is one of the most fascinating animals in our seas. We also appreciate that very little is known about this species. Hopefully, our collective efforts will teach us more about their biology and, as a spin-off, allow us to display them more successfully than we have to date.
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