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With increased global connectivity through shipping and travel, one 
of the major players altering coastal marine environments are invasive 
species. Without natural predators, invasive species like damselfish 
can damage natural environments and threaten ecosystems on 
which humans rely for food and economic livelihoods. It is believed 
damselfish were brought to the Gulf of Mexico by the inter-ocean 
transfer of ballast water carried by oil rigs. Unfortunately, there is still 
very little known about the spread of species this and their impact. 

A generous gift supported Melanie Esch, a graduate student at Florida 
International University, which enabled her to conduct dissertation 
research exploring the ecology and distribution of invasive damselfish 
(Neopomacentrus cyanomos) spreading throughout the Gulf of 
Mexico. N. cyanomos is a non-native species from the Indo-Pacific 
region, and has the potential to displace native reef fish, such as the 
Brown Chromis (Chromis multillineata). 
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“THANK YOU for your 
generous support. 
The experience I gained will 
allow me to be more successful 
as a field researcher and 
scientist throughout my career 
in graduate school 
and beyond.”

UNDERSTANDING DAMSELFISH INVASIONS 
IN THE GULF OF MEXICO 
Big questions...human impact

STRI is grateful for the 
support that funded student 
research in Mexico. Financial 
support is a significant 
investment in the next 
generation of scientsts 
who will advance our 
understanding of tropical 
life and the environmental 
threats our planet faces. 

Thank you! 

Melanie’s goal was to investigate the microhabitat 
features of N. cyanomos species and their physiological 
tolerances in order to forecast their spread and 
potential impacts throughout the Greater Caribbean. 
Her 14-week journey included three research sites: 
the city of Veracruz, the small fishing village of Sisal 
and the remote reefs of Alacranes National Park. 
STRI Staff Scientist Dr. Ross Robertson advised 
Melanie on her research and she collaborated with 
other researchers from the Universidad Autónoma 
de México. She pursued a variety of techniques and 
data collection, which in combination was critical to 
forecast the invasive range expansion of N. cyanomos 
and the potential impacts that it will have on native 
communities.

Beyond the intrinstic value of a more comprehensive 
understanding of our natural world and humans’ impact 
on it, Melanie’s dissertation research can ultimately 
provide scientific, evidence-based information for 
environmental management strategies.  
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