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COR A L

Guam’s coral reefs are
among the world’s best
to explore, but these
beautiful ecosystems are
quickly degrading due
to mass coral bleaching.
Meet the people seeking
to reverse this trend

FIGHT

By Dana Ter
Photography Fruhlein Econar

86

P H I L I P P I N E A I R L I N E S .C O M | M A B U H AY

F E AT U R E S | G U A M

YPAO BEACH PARK
BUZZES WITH LIFE
AT EIGHT IN THE
MORNING

THIS SPREAD,
CLOCKWISE
FROM TOP
Tumon Bay; Marie
Auyong; Ypao
Beach Park

on a Sunday. Families chat happily under
gazebos, unwrapping meat from shiny
aluminum foil to barbecue. The sun casts
a golden light on stretches of grass. The
sand, powdery from afar, is made up of
coarse white corallite – tiny pieces of
coral that have broken off and washed
ashore from the Pacific Ocean.
The 3.2km curve of Tumon Bay ranges
from sandy bottoms with dramatic reef
breaks further north to shallower waters
with rock-shaped corals, known as mound
corals, at Ypao Beach Park. In the
turquoise waters, the mound corals
resemble enchanting emerald shadows.
“It’s going to get Guam’s version of
crowded later,” Marie Auyong, my
snorkeling guide for the day, warns.
Raised in California, Marie moved to
Guam a decade ago. “My mother is
Chamorro,” she tells me, pushing aside
her long, dark hair and tracing with her
fingers the outline of a Chamorro spear
tattoo below her collarbone. “The
Chamorro are an ocean people and it’s
good to be in touch with that.”
Marie holds snorkel clinics most
weekends under the University of Guam’s
Sea Grant, a United States Department of
Commerce-funded program to conserve
marine life. Held in swimming pools, the
clinics familiarize locals with snorkeling
equipment and etiquette so that they are
comfortable in the water. “No one really
teaches snorkeling here,” she observes.
“You either learn how to swim and get
really good at it, or one incident from
your childhood traumatizes you [and you
don’t learn it at all].”
GUAM, A 50KM-LONG ISLAND, sits at the
periphery of the Coral Triangle, a region
that has the highest coral diversity in the
world. Guam alone has almost 400 coral

species – compared to Hawaii’s mere 80.
But in 2013, the worst coral bleaching
event in Guam’s recorded history
impacted over 80% of its corals.
Bleaching, caused by warming oceans
from June to November, prompts
previously colorful corals to turn white
and sometimes die. While Guam’s corals
have recovered from past bleachings,
repeated bleachings over the last five
years have deprived them of the
necessary recovery time and have
slowly led to degradation.
Global warming is a key factor in
bleaching, and direct human actions
exacerbate it. Snorkelers who step on
corals, for instance, are often unaware
that they are alive, and that the pressure
can stress and even kill corals. Along with
the country’s marine biologists, Marie’s
role is crucial in educating the public and
fostering respect for the ocean.
Marie and I follow the “look but don’t
touch” rule as we plunge into the warm,
crystal-clear ocean and glide above
pinkish lettuce coral and orange-hued
staghorn coral. A school of graceful,
elongated silver needlefish and a lone,
bright-striped pipefish swim past us,
while a giant porcupine fish hides under a
big green mound coral upon getting a
glimpse of our passing bodies.
We make sure to swim to sand bottoms
when we need to stand and talk, careful
not to squish the balate (slimy black sea
cucumbers) across the seabed. Marie also
uses hand signals to communicate with
me; she points to white-tipped staghorn
corals and makes an “OK” finger sign to
explain that the tips are new growth, and
when we swim by corals that look like
concrete, she makes an “X” with her arms
to indicate dead coral.
WHEN I MEET MY NEXT HOST, University
of Guam environmental science graduate
student Maria Cruz, the crowd at Ypao
Beach Park is picking up and the smell of
fresh barbecue beckons. Maria recalls
snorkeling with her cousins as a kid,
before furthering her skills and learning
Chamorro terms for various marine
species at Marie’s snorkel clinics. “It was
more meaningful knowing the [Chamorro]
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“
I’ve been showing
people around Guam
since I was a kid. I want
people to enjoy our
waters, but I don’t
like seeing coral
destroyed

”
names of fish and corals, and that’s when
I realized I wanted to do something to
help Guam,” she says. “Other people just
come here to snorkel, but I live here.”
Maria notes that local schools
historically taught students about
geography and ecosystems in the
continental United States rather than
Guam. Advocates have worked hard to
change this, and public schools have
gradually implemented environmental
outreach programs. Maria proudly notes
her school-age cousins now learn about
Guam’s coral reefs in the classroom. “It’s
good because it brings us back to our
Chamorro culture,” she adds.
THE NEXT DAY, A 15-MINUTE DRIVE FROM
Tumon brings me to Agana Bay in
Hagatna. I walk along the windswept,
coconut-tree-lined sidewalks, pass
docked boats and signs for scuba dive
tours to a cozy, pink-walled café where I
meet Marybelle Quinata and Paige
Moñeka, who introduce me to the
Guam Community Coral Reef
Monitoring Program.
“As program coordinator, it’s my job to
translate scientific knowledge into
terminology that regular people
understand,” Marybelle explains. The
organization implements various
initiatives such as the Adopt a Reef
program, where participants choose one
reef to monitor over time, recording
overall health and notable changes. It
involves residents, mostly non-scientists,

in coral reef observation and monitoring,
and includes classroom lectures and
weekend beach visits.
A program participant and marine
biology student at Guam Community
College, Paige says such scientific
knowledge enlivens her snorkeling
experience. “Now, instead of saying,
‘That’s pretty,’ I say, ‘That’s one healthy
coral,’” she laughs. Her eyes light up as
she relates snorkeling at Ypao Beach Park
last September, when she saw coral
spawning – a rare occurrence since corals
usually mate early in the year. “It was so
beautiful, like stars twinkling
underwater,” she adds. Bleached corals,
however, are entirely distressing. “You
feel like holding an umbrella above them,”
Paige laments.
Marybelle is glad that young local
people like Paige are starting to see
marine biology as a viable career option.
“Guam lacks Chamorro role models, as

THIS PAGE
Scenes from one
of Marie Auyong's
snorkel clinics
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many marine biologists are from the US
mainland,” Marybelle points out.
OUTSIDE THE CAFÉ, MURALS OF LOCAL
birds and fish include a black bird with
white stripes. “That’s the koko bird,”
explains Jose Castro of Tropical Tours
Guam when we drive by on yet another
sunny morning on the island. Koko is the
Chamorro name for the Guam rail, an
endangered bird species. “Soon, a lot of
fish will be endangered too,” he says.
Jose drives me to nearby Fish Eye
Marine Park, where he explains to visitors
how to use their masks and snorkels, and
reminds us not to step on any coral. The
water is a darker blue than at Ypao Beach
Park and up to 12 meters deep, courtesy
of bombs dropped by Japan during World
War II. This part of the ocean is
accordingly named Piti Bomb Holes.
“I’ve been showing people around
Guam since I was a kid,” Jose says. “My
friends and I would see these military kids
– children with families in the US Navy
– and ask them if they wanted to come
with us to see some places.” These days,
Jose takes visitors to the same caves and
cliffs he went to as a boy. He wanted to
be a marine biologist, but he had a tough
science teacher in high school. “She killed
my interest!” he laughs.
We wade underneath a boardwalk
leading to an underwater viewing tower
where there’s a sudden drop-off.
Snorkeling out to deeper waters, a
medium-sized green sea turtle flaps its
flippers and beckons me to follow, so off
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ISLAND FEAST
Chomp down at one of these meat-centric eateries

Proa Restaurant
Their two locations in
Tumon and Hagatna offer
stunning ocean views and
classic Chamorro dishes
with some Japanese and
Hawaiian influences. The
hibachi (grilled) short ribs
are a favorite, as well as the
Hawaiian rock-salt-pressed
ribeye steak. fb.com/
proaguam

Churrasco Brazilian
Steakhouse
Located in the heart of
Tumon, Churrasco Brazilian
Steakhouse serves traditional
barbecue that’s fit for a
gaucho (South American
cowboy) with nearly 10
cuts of beef to choose from.
This style of barbecue has
its roots in 1800s Brazil.
churrascoguam.com

Meskla Chamoru
Fusion Bistro
This place serves Chamorro
cuisine reinvented for an
upscale setting by the beach
in Hagatna. Try the fried
parrotfish with finadene (a
mix of cucumber, vinegar,
onions and pepper) sauce
– don’t be afraid to dig in
with your hands. fb.com/
mesklaguam
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“
There’s a moral responsibility to
document corals. If we thought
spreading awareness was futile, we
wouldn’t be in this line of work

”
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Fish Eye Marine Park;
Jose Castro of Tropical
Tours Guam; one of
the tours on offer at
Tropical Tours Guam

goes the snorkel and we free dive
towards purple and orange mound coral
where fluorescent blue starfish rest.
The joy is short-lived, however, when
we swim to shallower waters and see a
rope tied to a coral tip. Jose explains that
some dive companies tie ropes to corals
to assist beginner scuba divers, despite
knowing the harm this causes. “It defeats
the purpose of being in the water.” While
releasing the rope, he discusses the
trade-off between snorkeling and coral
protection. “It’s a tough choice,” he says.
“I want people to enjoy our waters, but I
don’t like seeing coral destroyed.”
BACK IN TUMON BAY, Jose’s cousin, Frank
Cruz, eagerly asks me about turtlespotting at Piti. “There’s always a turtle
swimming around there,” he says with the
confidence of a frequent snorkeler. A
University of Guam marine biology
graduate student, Frank’s research
focuses on coral genetics, in particular,

isolating genes and creating species that
are more resilient to coral bleaching and
putting them out on the reef. He also
researches rabbitfish, a species that eats
coral-harming algae.
In fact, Frank’s love of snorkeling is
why he noticed that coral and fish
numbers have diminished in recent years
– a fact that prompted him to study
marine biology. “My elders taught me
about the ocean, and it’s time to pass
that on to the next generation.”
Community outreach is a key part of
the University of Guam Marine
Laboratory’s efforts. The lab is situated at
the bottom of a fern-filled hill overlooking
Pago Bay’s gigantic swells.
Here, marine biologist Laurie
Raymundo, a 13-year resident of Guam,
works on a reef restoration program
where scientists gather data on coral
species with better chances of survival,
nurture them in the lab and eventually put
them in the ocean. She hopes more
community members will join the effort.
“It’s a slow process,” she says. “But we
don’t want to proceed in a way that will
kill any corals.”
Laurie’s colleague, David Burdick,
agrees. His office is full of models of
coral, and while picking up a staghorn
coral model, he muses: “There’s a moral
responsibility to at least document corals
and understand them.” A 14-year resident
of Guam, David conducts long-term
monitoring of reefs, and regularly updates
a blog that he began in 2004 with
pictures and descriptions of healthy,
bleached and dead corals. Clicking
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All shopping in Guam
is tax-free and there
are always stores offering
discounts. For the ultimate
experience, head to Micronesia
Mall, the island’s largest
shopping center and home to
Macy’s, Ross Dress for Less
and over 120 more
merchants.

through pictures of algae-covered corals
that recently died, he says, “If we thought
spreading awareness was futile, we
wouldn’t be in this line of work.”
OUTSIDE, THE BAY IS TURNING FROM
roaring to calm as the rain ebbs. Despite
Guam’s beauty, Frank says many of his
classmates want to leave the island and
pursue better paying gigs elsewhere.
“But I chose to stay because I wanted to
address Guam’s issues,” he says.
Cleaning my mask after snorkeling solo
at Gun Beach, in northern Tumon, on a
deserted weekday afternoon, it’s hard to
fathom why anyone would leave Guam.
Jungle thickets and a rocky cave surround
me, but it’s the underwater world – with
its turtles, starfish and little Christmas
tree worms that dart in and out of corals
– that fascinates me the most. Where
would they go if Guam had no corals left?
Concerned residents, tour operators
and marine biologists are doing their part
to reverse this. And amid scientific
progress, Guam’s residents are also
reconnecting with the ocean. I think back
to what Marie said about the importance
of teaching the Chamorro fish names:
“Just because things are the way they are,
it doesn’t mean things were always that
way, or are how they always will be.”

POOLS AND PONDS
Plunge into these uninhabited natural swimming holes in Guam

Tarzan Falls
Just off Highway 17 in
Santa Rita is the Tarzan
Falls trailhead. The trail is
relatively straightforward,
though muddy, and leads
into a beautiful jungle with
small waterfalls, swimming
holes and a natural
waterslide.

Urunao Beach
Urunao Beach’s clear waters
are worth the bumpy drive.
Though most of the land
is privately owned, one
section, Coco Palm Garden
Beach, is open to the
public. Besides snorkeling,
there are bamboo forests
and ancient stone pillars.

PAL flies between Manila and Guam daily.

Inarajan Pools
Swimming with fish and
other marine creatures in
the natural saltwater pools
of Inarajan, in the sparsely
populated south, certainly has
a castaway appeal. Jagged
cliffs and vegetation surround
the pools, which look out into
the Pacific Ocean.

Website: philippineairlines.com
Facebook: fb.com/flyPAL
Reservations (Manila):
+63 2 855–8888
Swingaround tour package:
swingaround.
philippineairlines.com
GUAM

94

P H I L I P P I N E A I R L I N E S .C O M | M A B U H AY

