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The rich biodiversity in Benham Bank 
– Benham Rise’s shallowest area – could 
aid in ensuring the country’s food security, 
according to a marine scientist.

“What’s amazing about Benham Bank is 
its coral coverage. The region offers a huge 
potential for food resources and is different 
from the typical corals that we see,” said 
marine scientist Marianne Pan-Saniano of 
Oceana Philippines.

Oceana joined the second expedition to 
Benham Bank on May 23 to May 31, 2016, 
providing camera equipment and software 
that helped the divers and scientists gather 
data on the marine ecosystem and the 
bank’s biodiversity from 14 survey sites.
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A team of marine scientists found a                   
dazzling array of soft and hard corals, 
fish, algae, and sponges in Benham Bank, 
during a week-long expedition in May 2016.

They observed one hundred percent 
coral cover in several sites, with an 
impressive field of plate corals.

“We saw terraces of corals, as far as the 
eye could see. It’s so exciting to know that 
we have such a vast and pristine coral reef 
ecosystem within Philippine territory,” said 
Marianne Pan-Saniano, marine scientist at 
Oceana Philippines.

Diverse marine life 
found in Benham
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Oceana senior advisor Alexandra 
Cousteau urged the government to 
ensure that the marine resources 
documented by scientists during the 
2016 expedition would be protected 
from commercial exploitation even 
before their uses are fully known.

The granddaughter of ocean 
explorer Jacques Cousteau capped 
her two-week visit to the Philippines 
as the guest speaker at a media forum, 
held September 10, 2016, in 

Benham Bank 
key to food security

Plates of foliose corals 
look like terraces - a common 
sight in Benham Bank.

Coral assemblage in 
Benham Bank.
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METAMORPHOSEAS By Atty. Gloria ‘Golly’ Estenzo Ramos

Benham Rise: 
Protecting our very own unique and 
precious natural heritage  

Every expedition is always a voyage 
of discovery, more so perhaps when 

done in the still-largely invisible and 
unexplored underwater world.  The  
team members of the two scientific 
expeditions to  the Benham Rise readily 
attest to that. 

From May 23 to 31, 2016, the 
second technical team took off and 
documented a vast mesophotic reef 
ecosystem – coral reefs found at depths 
of up to 150 meters (492 feet), and a 
wide variety of fish species, algae, and 
sponges. 

Oceana’s marine scientist, Marianne 
Pan-Saniano, was deeply moved seeing 
vast and pristine coral reef ecosystem  
with a wide expanse, and in her words 
“as far as the eyes could see.”   That 
such unspoiled abundance still exists 
creates a deep sense of responsibility to 
ensure our ocean’s health and vitality. 
As Oceana’s Chief of Strategy, Margot 
Stiles, remarked: “We know exactly 
what we’ve got, and we can’t believe 
how lucky we are to see it, share it, and 
hopefully protect it.”

Indeed, we at Oceana consider 
ourselves privileged to be part of the 
government-led group that explored 
Benham Bank, the shallowest portion of 
the Benham Rise, 250 kilometers east 
of Luzon, using the research vessel, M/V 
DA-BFAR. 

Our team joined the marine 
scientists, researchers, technical divers 
and videographers from the Bureau 
of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources 
(BFAR), University of the Philippines 
Marine Science Institute (UP-MSI), UP 
Los Baños School of Environmental 
Science and Management (UPLB-
SESAM), UPLB Institute of Biological 
Sciences (UPLB-IBS), Philippine Navy 
(PN) and Philippine Coast Guard (PCG). 

The 2016 expedition was made 
possible with funding support from 
the Philippine Council for Agriculture, 

Aquatic and Natural Resources 
Research and Development 
(PCAARD) of the Department of 
Science and Technology.

We are grateful as well for the 
immense help from the United 
States Government, through the US 
Embassy in the Philippines, which 
made sure that the transport of the 
much-needed and sophisticated 
equipment that Oceana contributed 
for the expedition  – the three baited 
remote underwater video systems 
(BRUVs) from Curtin University in 
Australia and the Remotely Operated 
Vehicle (ROV) from the University of 
North Carolina Wilmington through 
its Undersea Vehicles Program, were 
delivered without hitches. This was 
possible because of the Scientific 
and Technical Agreement that the 
Philippines and the US Governments 
entered into. 

We fully support the government’s 
initiatives to explore and protect 
Benham Rise, with the end in view of 
properly managing and conserving it 
for the benefit of present and future 
generations of Filipinos and the 
world.

Further, we are dedicating this 
special edition of our Oceana 
Newsletter to the men and women 
who took part in the successful 
expeditions (first in 2014 and second 
in 2016), and likewise succeeding 
batches of scientists and researchers 
who will share their expertise, time 
and resources to further explore, 
know, and protect the marine species 
and ecosystems in Benham Rise, and 
other unexplored underwater sites in 
the country.

To all of them, maraming maraming 
salamat po! 

Benham Rise is a unique, precious 
and global natural heritage that we 
owe the world, to protect, as trustee. 

It should never be lost to anyone that 
our oceans, including Benham Rise, 
are very important, not just to the 
Philippines and to small fisherfolk 
and their families, but to the rest of 
the world.

As eminent oceanographer and  
marine scientist, Sylvia Earle, says: 
“We need to respect the oceans 
and take care of them as if our lives 
depended on it. Because they do.”

Solitary oriental wrasse (Oxycheilinus 
rhodochrous) is known to inhabit coral reefs with 
abundant invertebrates, which they feed on.

Benham Bank beauties: Bryozoans or moss 
animals are colonial animals that encrust corals 
and rocky surfaces. Bryostatin, a compound 
produced by common marine bryozoan, is 
under serious testing for possible anti-cancer 
properties.
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The oceans are in trouble, as ocean 
explorer, filmmaker and conservation 

advocate Alexandra Cousteau puts it. 
It is threatening a major source of food 
that feeds the world’s population.

The Philippines is declared by 
scientists as the “center of the center of 
marine biodiversity” because of its rich 
marine life on a per-hectare basis. But it 
is also considered a marine-biodiversity 
hot spot because of the rapid loss of 
biodiversity.

Speaking at Kapihan sa Isla, a forum 
dedicated to ocean conservation 
and fisheries, on September 10, 
2016, Cousteau said unless various 
stakeholders come together to protect 
the country’s troubled oceans today, 
there will be nothing left for future 
generations to enjoy tomorrow. 

Cousteau, a senior advisor of ocean-
conservation advocacy group Oceana, 
visited the Philippines as part of the 
campaign to protect the ocean.

While advances in underwater 
photography and cinematography has 
allowed the world to see the ocean’s 
abundance more, the granddaughter 
of oceanographer Jacques Cousteau 
pointed out that the world has lost more 
than what it is only beginning to discover 
in the last half century.

Cousteau described pockets of 
ocean’s abundance found in the country 
as “treasures,” which the people must 
protect, for the environment, tourism, 
but more important, for food security. 
During her brief two-week visit, she 
explored two of the country’s best diving 
spots at Apo Island in Negros and El 

Nido in Palawan,
According to her, “no other 

people can understand the ocean 
better than Filipinos. You are 
intimately connected to the oceans. 
We must protect the place that we 
call home.”

Cousteau said overfishing, 
illegal fishing and by-catch of 
marine mammals should stop, as 
she underscored the need for the 
establishment of marine-protected 
areas (MPAs) to “Save the ocean, 
feed the world,” which is Oceana’s 
campaign slogan.

Marine key biodiversity areas
Cousteau said laws protecting 

the oceans are already in place in 
the Philippines, pointing out that it 
is a matter of enforcing these laws 
to ensure that the future generation 
would continue to benefit from 
ocean’s abundance.

Oceana Philippines Vice 
President Gloria Estenzo Ramos, 
an environmental lawyer and ocean 
conservation advocate, is leading a 
campaign in Tañon Strait Protected 
Seascape (TSPS) to strengthen local 
marine protected areas or MPAs.

To date, there are 70 national 
and 1,751 local MPAs, according 
to the Biodiversity Management 
Bureau (BMB) of the Department of 
Environment and Natural Resources 

(DENR). Out of the 70 national MPAs, 
33 have proclamations under the 
National Integrated Protected Areas 
System (NIPAS) Act, but only four out 
of the 33 are legislated. On the other 
hand, provincial, city or municipal 
ordinances provide legal framework 
for the protection of local MPAs.

MPAs are considered marine key 
biodiversity areas (MKBAs) and 
priority areas for conservation.

Ramos said that, despite laws that 
protect the ocean, illegal fishing by 
commercial fishing vessels and use 
of destructive dynamite and cyanide 
remain a big problem in many areas, 
which threaten the habitat of fish and 
other marine species.

She agreed with Cousteau that 
the country is facing a big problem 
in protecting its ocean and it would 
require the national government, local 
government units (LGUs) and other 
stakeholders to take a stand a protect 
the marine environment. 

*Editor’s Note: This is an excerpt of a story written by 

Jonathan L. Mayuga, of Business Mirror, published 

on September 17, 2016, highlighting the insights and 

recommendations of Oceana senior advisor Alexandra 

Cousteau and Atty. Gloria Estenzo Ramos on Benham Bank 

and the state of marine protected areas in the country, 

including Tañon Strait.

Protecting troubled oceans
Danny Ocampo

SAVE 
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Alexandra Cousteau (4th from left) answers a query at the ‘Kapihan sa Isla’ media forum on Benham Expedition, 

September 10, 2016, in Makati. Joining her (from left) are: Atty. Gloria Estenzo Ramos, Oceana Philippines vice 

president; Dr. Mari-Ann Acedera, of the Philippine Council for Agriculture, Aquatic, and Natural Resources Research 

and Development (PCAARRD-DOST); Dr. Cesar Villanoy, UP Marine Science Institute deputy director for research; 

Dir. Alma Dickson, representing BFAR director Eduardo Gongona; and Atty. Jay Batongbacal, Director at the UP 

Institute for Maritime Affairs and Law of the Sea. (Photo by Maan Mayo, OCEANA)

F. Edralin



of the ocean and (hopefully) attracts marine 
critters with the delicious smell of bait. 

One of our teammates woke up at 4:00 am 
and went straight to the kitchen to look for 
rotten fish to serve as bait in the BRUVS. The 
smellier, the better. 

The rest of the crew was up by 5:00 am, and 
we reached our study area by 8:30. 

We deployed the BRUVS for their inaugural 
journey and hoped for the best. 

As it turns out, our bait must have been just 
the right amount of rotten because, when we 
retrieved the BRUVS at 3:30 in the afternoon, 
one bait pole was bent and the bait bag was 
lost. 

Clearly, someone enjoyed our snack!
While the BRUVS were luring species into 

the camera sight in the depths, the remotely 
operated vehicle (ROV) team expertly 

BENHAM  DIARIES

Day 1: May 24, 2016

And so the Benham Rise Expedition has 
officially begun! 

We boarded the research vessel, the M/V 
DA-BFAR, in Port Irene, Philippines, and set sail. 

Today, we successfully tested the remotely-
operated vehicle (ROV). We are using an 
ROV from the University of North Carolina 
Wilmington Undersea Vehicles Program. 

 

ROV pilots Lance and Jason will be 
operating this from the boat to capture live 
footage of the seafloor.

The dive crew, two highly experienced 
technical divers from Pro-Tech Philippines, 
performed a final check on their gear. They also 
tested out the chase boat (below), which is a 
rubber boat that the dive team will use to get in 
and out of the water during their dives.

Our gear has all passed muster, and the team 
is raring to go. With the many preparations 
complete, the time has finally come to see 
what’s below the surface. Tomorrow, we 
explore Benham Rise!

Day 2: May 25, 2016

Morale is high on the ship. We had 
successful operations today, all finishing 

early or on time and delivering high quality 
pictures. 

 Today was the first time we deployed the 
three baited remote underwater video systems 
(BRUVS). A BRUVS is made up of a metal frame 
with a bag full of bait and two cameras and a 
light in waterproof housings. 

After the BRUVS is lowered over the side of 
the ship (photo above), it sinks to the bottom Photo shows the ROV being deployed over the side of the ship. 

By Margot Stiles  and Marianne Pan-Saniano 
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navigated the camera/robot setup over 
Benham Bank’s live terrain. 

 

The ROV shows real-time footage on board, 
so our team watched excitedly as the ROV 
glided over a slope covered with all manner of 
marine life including corals, soft sponges, algae 
and fish.  

It was quite a sight to see this array of 
marine life at Benham Rise in real-time, and 
know that it is all living and breathing right 
below us.

After the ROV was pulled back on the ship, it 
was time for the technical divers to shine. 

The bottom current for the day was 30 cm/s, 
which was good news for the divers. Too strong 
a current out in open water and they wouldn’t 
be able to safely dive. 

The divers descended to a miraculous 
60m (197 ft) below the surface and captured 
some incredible images of the life on Benham 

Rise, including the hawkfish 
(Cirhitichthys falco) below.

 

 

It really is stunning to see the type of life the 
ocean can support at such depths.

At 5:30 pm, we wrapped up activities in the 
water and reviewed our footage. Now it is time to 
rest up for another day of exploration tomorrow.

Day 3: May 26, 2016

We woke up at 3:00 am this morning to check 
if the BRUVS batteries were fully charged. 

You can never be sure how batteries are going to 
behave when tossed off a hot and humid ship deck 
into chilly water over one hundred feet below sea 
level, but our batteries held up! They were fully 
charged and ready to go. 

We deployed the BRUVS at 5:00 am 
and left them out for 12 hours. When we 
reviewed the footage later, we saw that 
our smelly fish attracted a marbled ray.

Another highlight of the day came 
from our divers. The dive team explored 
down to 57m (187 ft) for 35 minutes and 
saw dense and diverse coral structures 
like the ones below. 

Each day, the teams meet and share 
pictures, while we play music in the 
background. 

Today, the song “Big Yellow Taxi” by 
Counting Crows came on. When lead 
vocalist, Adam Duritz, sang “Don’t it 
always seem to go that you don’t know 
what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone? They paved 
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paradise and put up a parking lot,” it made us 
laugh. 

We know exactly what we’ve got, and we can’t 
believe how lucky we are to see it, share it, and 
hopefully protect it.

It’s a quiet night on the water, no moon in 
sight. Time to get some sleep.

Day 4: May 27, 2016

BRUVS preparations began at 4:45 this 
morning. Not long after, we deployed the 

ROV for its first of two dives today. 
The first site was full of different types 

of coral with low relief, and the second spot 
boasted beautiful soft corals interspersed with 
sand patches.

The scuba dive today was more challenging 
because of a strong current, but Karl and Miko 
are pros and they managed to capture incredible 
images anyway. 

 

The Benthos team is also busy now preserving 
specimens collected by the Philippine Navy 
during yesterday’s dive. Labeling the specimens 
is important work, but definitely makes for one 
smelly lab!

One of the great things about an expedition 
like this is how teams from different 
organizations pull together to help one another. 

Oceana, the Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic 
Resources, the University of the Philippines Los 
Banos, navy and coast guard and everyone on 
board is working towards the same goal: to learn 
about this incredible place and document the 
vast amount of life it sustains.

Day 5: May 28, 2016

Now that the expedition is almost over, we are 
running like a well-oiled machine. 

We have had a chance to start reviewing film 
and data and can’t believe how productive this 
week has been.  We also covered many more 
stations than expected, more than 12 different 
locations around the Benham Bank.

Diving today was with Philippine Coast 
Guard. Visibility was at 30 meters, not as clear as 
yesterday but lesser current at around 1 knot at 
the bottom. They were able to dive at a depth of 
57 meters for 45 minutes, with a non-stop view 

of hard corals and reef fishes including trigger fish, 
surgeon fish, soldier fish etc.The Navy diver told 
stories of all the retrieval missions that they have 
done, including that of the sunken St. Thomas 
Aquinas. which he described as the most difficult 
retrieval mission he has ever had. There were lots 
of dead bodies and they had to deal with oil spill 
on the water surface. 

Salute to the Philippines’ technical divers!

Margot also had a chance to talk with the 
Navy seals, and they were describing the training 
course and “hell week” which of course happened 
to coincide with a typhoon.  

We feel very safe on the ship because when the 
Coast Guard and Navy are not on diving missions, 
their job is security detail at the base.

We like sending the daily blog because we wait 
for the internet to connect while sitting on the 
flying bridge looking at the stars. 

Day 6: May 29, 2016

Today was a perfect day. We had flat calm, 
clear skies and the ocean surface looked like a 

lake. Currents for diving were not too strong, at a 
depth of 55 meters for a 50-minute bottom time, 
with a total run time of three hours. 

AWESOME! There were endless coral plates 
with lots of captivating marine life. 

 

We visited more gardens of coralline algae and 
discovered an additional site of dense corals with 
high relief, and high diversity of corals and fish.

Marianne helped in specimen preservation 
today, labeling, and sealing the specimen bottles. 
She also helped Marco with his interviews, 
holding the mic and reflector for him. He said she 
did very well!

Everyone is feeling positive about the 
expedition and it’s hard to believe there is 
only one day left.

We have been to twice as many stations 
as originally planned, and seen a wide 
range of habitats. 

Collectively, among the decades of 
experience studying the ocean that we 
have aboard the ship, no one has ever seen 
reefs like this.  

Benham is indeed a special place and we 
feel truly privileged to be here.

Day 7: May 30, 2016

It’s the last day for the surveys today. 
It was bittersweet, as the teams have 

become so used to their daily routines. All 
the scheduled activities were executed 
perfectly.

The baited camera system was deployed 
at 5:30 am and retrieved early today, at 2 
pm. 

The ROV was also deployed for the last 
time and we saw more corals, extending 
the range of the reef mapped during the 
expedition. 

 

We also saw more fish earlier in the day 
than we did later.

Our technical divers went down to 
a maximum depth of 63 meters, with a 
bottom time of 30 minutes. 

 

They dove with Navy divers, who took 
sample specimens. There was no current 
and really good lighting, a nice way to finish 
the trip.

We requested Marco to produce a short 
movie clip, which we showed on the last 
night. 

Everyone was so proud of their 
contribution and they were all happy 
watching the video.

Mar felt so lucky that Oceana chose the 
perfect team for the expedition. 

She hopes to get good management and 
protection for Benham out of this trip. 



To highlight the marine wealth in Benham 
Bank, and push for its protection, Oceana 

Philippines produced a documentary on the 
area.

The video likewise underscores Oceana’s 
strong advocacy to save our oceans, in 
collaboration with government agencies, 
academic institutions, local government units, 
fisherfolk groups, and other civil society 
organizations. 

Biodiversity Management Bureau 
Director Dr. Theresa Mundita S. Lim, former 
Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources 
(BFAR) national director and agriculture 
undersecretary for fisheries Atty. Asis G. 
Perez, Atty. Jay Batongbacal, Director of the 
UP Institute for Maritime Affairs and Law of 
the Sea, and Atty. Gloria Estenzo Ramos, Vice 
President, Oceana Philippines, led several 
key personalities who gave their views on the 
significance of protecting Benham Rise.

Below are portions of their statements 
featured in the documentary:

“If we have intact coral reef areas at the 
eastern side, it can help also buffer from 
climate change.” – Dr. Theresa Mundita Lim, 
Director of Biodivesity Management Bureau, DENR

“The biological resources that are in 
Benham Rise can be consider as a common 
wealth for mankind.” – former BFAR Director 
Atty. Asis Perez

“Benham Bank is very important, not just 
to the Philippines and to our fisherfolks, but to 
the rest of the world. 

“It should have the legal protection that it 
deserves. We should do something to protect 
it, not just for us, but for the generation that 
depend on us to ensure that we have a better 
place to live in. We hope it will inspire us to do 
something for Benham, for the country and for 
the world.

“There is appalling poverty, especially 
among fisherfolk, who are considered as the 
poorest of the poor.  So, you cannot possibly 
restore fisheries, and make them abundant, 
without ensuring that the marine ecosystems 
that they live on are healthy.

“For me, it is a survival issue. It  can be seen 
as an adaptation strategy. Make the ecosystem 
resilient so it has a better way of coping with 
the impacts of climate change.

“It is the perfect time for our decision-
makers, working with stakeholders and citizens 
to craft that (Benham Bank) management 

7

Benham Bank:    Philippines’ legacy for all humanity

framework.” – Atty. Gloria Estenzo Ramos, 
Vice President of Oceana Philippines.

“Benham Rise is essentially an unexplored 
frontier of the Philippines. There was enough 
evidence to show that it was geologically 
connected to the Philippines, and therefore it 
is part of our continental shelf.

“In the meantime, we need to make sure 
that these resources, especially the fragile, 
living resources in this area, are adequately 
protected so that they can also be for the 
benefit of the future generations.” – Atty. 
Jay Batongbacal, Director UP Institute for Maritime 

Affairs and Law of the Sea

“There was more than 100 percent coral 
cover. The corals have the potential to 
reveal a new species that’s never been found 
anywhere else. The spawning fish have the 
potential to help recover fisheries across 
the country. It would be great to be able to 
identify a place where recovery could begin to 
rebuild oceans in the Philippines. 

“The Philippines, in general, is at the center 
of the center of marine biodiversity on the 
planet. 

“However, there is also heavy fishing 
pressure. And because of that fish in the 
Philippines is getting smaller, and getting 
harder and harder for fishermen to make a 
living. 

“Benham could be a source to recover 
these fisheries. We may have even more 
biodiversity than we know of, that fishing here 
is able to continue into the distant future to 
feed many people and help the Philippines 
continue to grow.” – Margot Stiles, Oceana Chief 
of Strategy 

“Benham Bank is composed of mesophotic 
reefs, which are found 50 to 150 meters 
deep. They serve as refuge of fish found in the 
shallow parts of the reefs.” – Marianne Pan-
Saniano, Oceana marine scientist

“There’s a lot of deep sea. We have eager 
people to study them, who will be really 
ahead. 

“It’s not only the natural resources that 
we are protecting. It’s eventually protecting 
everybody.” – Dr. Hildie Maria Nacorda, UPLB 
School of Environmental Science and Management

“It’s surprising as each site that we have 
gone to has its own characteristic. The very 
first site  we landed on was covered with coral 
sheets, overlapping one another.” – Lance 
Horn, chief remotely-operated vehicle (ROV) pilot
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Media plays an important role in 
setting public discourse, and sets 

the tone on which relevant issues are 
productively discussed. It influences our 
public sphere. 

“In particular, the media has recently 
played a significant role in mainstreaming 
the beauty and bounty of Benham 
Bank, the threats it faces, and how we 
can help protect it,” said Atty. Gloria 
Estenzo Ramos, vice president at Oceana 
Philippines.

“We therefore thank our media 
friends who helped us tremendously 
in promoting through print, broadcast 
and online the May 2016 Benham Bank 
expedition,” she added. 

“With the wise use of science and law, 
and together with media, we can work 
harmoniously in protecting Benham 
Bank -- for our sake, and the future 
generation,” noted Ramos.

Oceana was invited to join scientists 
and researchers from the Bureau of 
Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (BFAR), 
Department of Science and Technology 
(DOST), and the University of the 
Philippines Marine Science Institute and 
UP Los Baños School of Environmental 
Science and Management (UPLB-
SESAM) in exploring the many wonders 
of Benham Bank. 

“We shared the use of modern 
equipment like remotely-operated 
vehicles (ROVs) and Baited Remote 
Underwater Video Systems (BRUVS), 
and deployed a technical team to 

vividly document marine life, corals and 
the seascape of Benham Bank — whose 
stories, sights and sounds reached tens 
of thousands of Filipino and international 
readers, viewers and ‘netizens’ of the 
media through print, television, and social 
networks,” said Ramos. 

Dozens of stories were published in 
major newspapers, uploaded on social 
media, and broadcast on major television 
networks, three of which are mentioned 
below:

GMA News TV, in its State of the Nation 
news program, on June 7, 2016, broadcast a 
10-minute report by Marisol Abdurahman, 
entitled “Benham Rise na bagong bahagi 
ng teritoryo ng Pilipinas, hitik sa yamang-
dagat.”

It featured an interview with Oceana’s 
marine scientists Marianne Pan-Saniano 
and Jimely Flores, and Department of 
Foreign Affairs (DFA) assistant secretary 
Charles Jose. Photographs below show 
State of the Nation host Kara David (left) 
and Marianne (2nd from left).

ABS-CBN followed suit on June 8, 2016, 
airing in its Bandila news program a two-
minute report by Abner Mercado, entitled 
“What scientists found on Benham Rise.” 
He is shown below (3rd photo) interviewing 
Marianne.

Finally, on June 23, 2016, Rappler, 
the country’s leading online social news 
organization, had a 25-minute ‘live stream’ 
interview of Marianne by news anchor 
Zak Yuson (right), entitled ‘Rappler Talk: 
Surprises from the Benham expedition.’

Benham Bank 
Widely Covered by Media

Oceana/UPLB

Oceana provided a remotely operated 
vehicle (ROV) and baited remote 
underwater video system (BRUVS) that 
took underwater images, as well as 
technical divers who took photographs and 
videos of marine life in the Benham Bank.

“We have good reason to be excited as 
we share with our people, including key 
decision makers, images of a very special 
pristine unique global heritage,” said Gloria 

Estenzo Ramos, Vice President for Oceana 
Philippines, during the premiere showing 
of a video about the 2016 Benham Rise 
expedition.

“The Philippines has not been spared the 
same kind of degradation that has happened 
all over the world. I’m excited for all of us to 
come together, and find ways to protect the 
ocean because it is a treasure,” Cousteau said. 
(Oceana)

Protect Benham Rise   ... Continued from  page C1
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BENHAM   RISE    

Makati, where scientists and government officials 
discussed preliminary findings from this year’s 
expedition to the shallowest part of Benham Rise.

“Today is the day we take enforcement 
seriously. We need to take science seriously,” said 
Cousteau, who was named a National Geographic 
Emerging Explorer for her work in oceans 
conservation.

Dr. Hildie Maria Nacorda of the University 
of the Philippines in Los Baños-School of 
Environmental Science and Management thanked 
Cousteau for gracing the occasion, saying, “We 
feel that you symbolize breakthroughs in science 
and management for the new generation.”

Benham Bank is the shallowest portion of 
Benham Rise, which includes an outer section 
recognized by the United Nations’ Commission 
on the Limits of the Continental Shelf as the 
Philippines’ newest territory in 2012. The vast 
seamount lies off the eastern coast of Luzon.

Dr. Cesar Villanoy of the University of the 

Agriculture and Natural Resources Research and 
Development (PCAARRD) and the Department 
of Science and Technology (DOST).

“We are happy to note that DOST and 
PCAARRD are investing and will continue to 
invest in the discovery of diverse life and of 
marine genetic resources in our new territory,” 
Nacorda said. 

She noted that a group of experts is 
interested in discovering the potential natural 
products from the arborescent sponges found 
in Benham Bank, which have not been studied 
before. 

Students are also beginning to study the 
relationship of life forms on the offshore 
mesophotic coral ecosystem with those found in 
shallow reefs, Nacorda added.

Dr. Mari-Ann Acedera from PCAARRD 
stressed the need for various sectors to come 
together, such as technical divers from the Coast 
Guard and Philippine Navy who assisted in 
collecting specimen from the deep sea reefs. 

“For a huge asset like the Benham Rise 
region, partnership and collaboration is indeed 
one modality in achieving the present goal of 
understanding our shared living resources,” she 
said.

Dr. Alma Dickson of the Bureau of Fisheries 
and Aquatic Resources, which provided the 
research vessel M/V DA-BFAR used for the 
expedition, said Benham Bank can serve as 
a refuge and nursery for many economically 
important fish. 

“We must intensify our collaborative efforts 
and strengthen our partnership to assess the 
entire potential of the Benham Rise region. We 
must, as fellow protectors of the world’s oceans, 
explore and manage Benham Rise together,” she 
said.

Protect Benham Rise   ... Continued from  page 1 

Scientists found that the underwater sea 
mount, located on the eastern cost of Luzon, is 
blanketed with terraces of corals and algae. This 
serves as a natural refuge for a variety of fish and 
other sea creatures.

Saniano stressed the importance of protecting 
Benham Bank, a pristine habitat from destruction 
or poor management. She said the big issue at 
stake was ensuring the country’s food security 
and coral reefs have a large role to play in the 
food supply chain.

“If the reefs will be destroyed, this will elimi-
nate the economically important fish and other 
food sources underwater,” she said.

Exploration and conservation
The team documented a large mesophotic 

ecosystem – an area under water that’s not too 
shallow, but not too deep and where light still 
shines – that has facilitated the growth of the 
table corals. Because the reef is at a depth of 50 
meters, it has not been damaged by surface waves 
or typhoons.

Elsewhere in the Benham Rise, however, there 
is interest in the oil and natural gas reserves 
underneath. This could increase the threat to the 
region’s biodiversity. But, Saniano believes explo-
ration and conservation can co-exist if managed 
well.

Benham Bank key ... Continued from  page 1 
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2014 Benham Bank Expedition leaders Dr. Cesar Villanoy (1st from left, 1st row) 

of University of the Philippines Marine Science Institute and Dr. Hildie Nacorda 

(rightmost, 2nd row) pose with their composite team of researchers and divers from the 

UP-MSI, UPLB-SESAM and Institute of Biological Sciences, UP Mindanao, UP Baguio, 

Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (BFAR), and students from Ateneo de Manila 

University and Xavier University. (Photo by G. Jacinto, UP-MSI)

2016 Benham Bank Expedition team leaders Dr. Cesar Villanoy (middle in green-

collared shirt, 3rd row) of the University of the Philippines Marine Science Institute 

(UP-MSI) and Dr. Hildie Nacorda (in front of Dr. Villanoy) pose with their colleagues 

of scientists and researchers from UP-MSI, UPLB-SESAM, and Bureau of Fisheries and 

Aquatic Resources (BFAR), led by chief scientist Rhoda Bacordo (at Dr. Villanoy’s left), 

and technical divers from the Philippine Navy and Philippine Coast Guard. The team 

from Oceana was led by Margot Stiles (rightmost, 2nd row) and Marianne Pan-Saniano 

(8th from left, 2nd row). (Photo by A. Simon, UPLB)

Philippines-Marine Science Institute, who led 
the expedition, said their studies in the past two 
decades have shown that the seas in Benham Rise 
are controlled by currents coming from the south, 
resulting in warmer waters and less chlorophyll 
that are associated with marginal fisheries.

However, they have also measured temperature 
fluctuations caused by mesoscale eddies, or 
large rotational systems that supply the ocean’s 
nutrients, in Benham Rise. “These eddies can 
potentially also help in supporting fisheries 
productivity,” Villanoy said.

In a video presentation, the expedition 
participants from UPLB reported that aside from 
the pristine reefscapes earlier documented, they 
found sandy seafloor habitats teeming with a 
variety of marine life. 

The number of reef fish species recorded this 
year had also tripled from their observations 
during the first exploratory cruise in 2014.  Both 
trips were funded by the Philippine Council for 
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She was part of the second expedition 
team — composed of fisheries and algae 
experts, microbiologists, oceanographers, 
ecologists, technical divers and 
videographers from the Bureau of Fisheries 
and Aquatic Resources (BFAR), University 
of the Philippines Marine Science Institute, 
UP Los Baños School of Environmental 
Science and Management, and Oceana — 
who explored Benham Bank, on May 23 to 
May 31, 2016. 

The first expedition was conducted in 
May 2014, with the team covering five 
stations in Benham Bank, and taking video 
footages and photographs

On both occasions, the expeditionary 
teams were on board M/V DA-BFAR 
research  vessel.

A seamount, Benham Bank is 50 meters 
above sea level and the shallowest portion 
of Benham Rise, which is located 250 
kilometers east of Luzon. With an estimated 
area of 13 million hectares, Benham Rise 
was recognized by the United Nations’ 
Commission on the Limits of the Continental 
Shelf as the Philippines’ newest territory in 
2012. 

ROV, BRUVS
This time, with the aid of a remotely-

operated vehicle (ROV) and a baited remote 
underwater video system (BRUVS) brought 
in by Oceana, the second expeditionary 
team members were able to extensively 
study the underwater terrain of Benham 
Bank, covering 12 research stations and 
taking hours of video footage and dozens 
of underwater photos of the rich, diverse 
marine life.

Technical divers from the Philippine Navy 
and the Philippine Coast Guard assisted 
the researchers in collecting samples from 
Benham Bank’s seabed.

The expedition team documented a vast 
mesophotic reef ecosystem – coral reefs 
found at depths of up to 150 meters (492 
feet). Scientists believe such deep sea reefs 
can serve as a potential refuge for shallow 
reef fishes that could be affected by climate 
change.

“Collectively, among the decades of 
experience studying the ocean that we have 
aboard the ship, no one has ever seen reefs 
like this. Benham is indeed a special place,” 
said Margot Stiles, Oceana’s director of 
science and strategy.

“Benham Bank holds tremendous 
potential for discovering more unique 
species and outstanding samples of 
marine resources. Based on the huge 
success of this expedition, and the inspiring 
collaboration among the partners, we 
foresee government and stakeholders 

working together to protect and sustainably 
manage this extraordinary natural heritage 
which is now part of our territory,” said 
lawyer Gloria Estenzo Ramos, vice 
president of Oceana Philippines.

The 2016 expedition was funded by 
the Philippine Council for Agriculture 
and Natural Resources Research and 
Development (PCAARRD), while the 
DA-BFAR shared the use of the research 
vessel. 

Oceana provided the ROV and BRUVS, 
as well as technical divers who took 
photographs and videos of marine life in 
Benham Bank. (By Yasmin Arquiza and Candeze 
Mongaya, Oceana Philippines)

Traditional fishing area
Benham Bank is one of the traditional 

fishing grounds of coastal dwellers on the 
northeastern coast of Luzon.

“This could serve as a new alternative 
fishing grounds for Filipino fishermen, since 
the area is known as the migration path of 
fish, including tuna,” BFAR chief scientist 
Rhoda Bacordo said.

“We are hopeful that whatever new 
discoveries will be made in this expedition 
can serve as the basis for crafting a 
management and conservation plan for this 
new territory,” Oceana Philippines marine 
scientist Marianne Saniano said.

Based on oceanographic explorations, 
there are more than 50 species of fish and 
tiered plate corals in Benham Bank.

The area is part of the spawning grounds 
of the highly-valuable Pacific bluefin tuna, 
which are known to swim to the US and 
Mexico, but came back to spawn in the 
western Pacific including in the Benham 
Rise.

The Biodiversity Management Bureau of 
the Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources (DENR-BMB) said it plans to 
organize a workshop on management 
strategies for the sustainable use of 
resources in Benham Rise considering the 
need for complete baseline assessment of 
the region.

One of the options being considered is to 
declare Benham Rise as a marine managed 
area, with Benham Bank as the core zone 
with protected status.

Government initiatives and explorations 
started in 2013 as the Benham Rise plays 
a big role in the fisheries sector because 
the shallowest area has shown primary 
productivity.

The DA-BFAR continues to undertake 
oceanographic studies in the vicinity of 
Benham Rise alongside the implementation 
of fisheries assessment in an attempt to 
mark the country’s territories. (By Louise 
Maureen Simeon, The Philippine Star)

“We hope that a good management plan 
will be given to Benham Rise, and protection 
be given to Benham Bank as its core zone,” said 
Saniano.

The Philippines is recognized around the 
world as a hotspot for biodiversity. The coun-
try’s archipelagic waters lie within the coral 
triangle that includes the waters of Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Papua New Guinea, and East Timor.

Aside from being rich in beautiful coral 
reefs, it is also a commercial source of food, 
most especially the bluefin tuna and other 
in-demand fish species.

Scientists have warned, however, that 
overfishing in these waters is exerting undue 
pressure on the ecosystem and may lead to the 
total depletion of fish stock. Maintaining the 
region’s rich biodiversity is the only way to pre-
vent this from happening, according to them.

“Higher biodiversity is equivalent to a 
stronger ecosystem. Without biodiversity, 
there will be an imbalance. There will be 
overpopulation of species underwater 
and extinction for some,” added Saniano.

To keep the area protected, Saniano 
said it is important to have the right laws 
in place, survey the area from time to 
time, and monitor activities in the area.

For the general public, Saniano called 
for teaching the youth about environmen-
tal protection and discipline, so that they 
know that small actions like throwing 
trash in bins instead of on the street, can 
help protect the environment from harm.

“The ocean’s carrying capacity is not 
limitless. If we don’t take care of it, we 
won’t have food for the future. If we 
manage it properly, we can make sure to 
have food for today, for tomorrow. People 
should also observe simple things like not 
polluting the oceans,” said Saniano.

“If you save the oceans, you feed the 
world,” she concluded. (By Mary Gleefer 
Jalea, Rappler.com)

Diverse marine life  ... Continued from  page 1 
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A miniature Philippine flag rests beside a 
coral on Benham Bank’s seafloor — a quaint 
reminder to divers and explorers that the 
underwater region is part of the country’s 
new territory.
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