
ABSTRACT
Volunteer-based citizen monitoring has increas-

ingly become part of the natural resources monitor-
ing framework, but it is often unclear whether the
quality from these programs is sufficient for integra-
tion with traditional efforts conducted by profession-
al scientists. At present, the biological and physical
characteristics of California’s rocky reef kelp forests
are concurrently monitored by two such groups,
using similar methodologies – underwater visual
census (UVC) of fish, benthic invertebrates, and reef
habitat, though the volunteer group limits their sam-
pling to transects close to the reef surface and they
use a more constrained list of species for enumera-
tion and measurement. Here we compared the data
collected from 13 reefs that were sampled by both
programs in 2008. Both groups described relatively
similar fish communities, total fish abundance and
abundance of the dominant fish species, though,
there were some differences in the measured size-
distributions of the dominant fish species.
Descriptions of the benthic invertebrate community
were also similar, though there were some differ-
ences in relative abundance that may have resulted
from the less detailed sub-sampling protocols used
by the volunteers. The biggest difference was in
characterization of the physical habitat of the reefs,
which appeared to result from selection bias of tran-
sect path by the volunteer program towards more
complex structured sections of a reef. Changes to
address these differences are relatively simple to
implement and if so, offer the promise of better inte-

gration of the trained volunteer monitoring with that
of professional monitoring groups.

INTRODUCTION
Citizen-based groups are increasingly contribut-

ing to ecosystem monitoring (Foster-Smith and
Evans 2003, Pattengill-Semmens and Semmens
2003, Schmeller et al. 2009, Léopold et al. 2009,
USEPA 2010; http://yosemite.epa.gov/water/vol-
mon.nsf/Home?openform). These data can be col-
lected at a reduced cost, as citizens volunteer the
work and often supply their own equipment (e.g.,
Levrel et al. 2010). These data can fill spatial and
temporal gaps in traditional monitoring programs
conducted by academic or governmental professional
scientists (Sharpe and Conrad 2006, Delaney et al.
2008, Schmeller et al. 2009. Other benefits of vol-
unteer monitoring programs include increased inter-
actions between the public and the scientific commu-
nity, education about ecosystems and resource man-
agement, fostering of local stewardship, and
increased scientific literacy of the general public.

The biggest impediment to incorporation of
these volunteer monitoring programs with profes-
sionally collected data is concern about data quality.
A number of studies have demonstrated that trained
volunteers can produce data of comparable quality to
professionals for a variety of parameters and habi-
tats, including beach microbiology (Noble et al.
2003), subtropical reef fauna (Halusky et al. 1994),
or freshwater macroinvertebrates (Fore et al. 2001).
However, there are also many volunteer programs

Comparing volunteer and professionally
collected monitoring data from subtidal
rocky reefs in southern California

David J. Gillett, Daniel J. Pondella II1, Kenneth C. Schiff,
Jan Freiwald2, Jennifer E. Caselle3, Craig Shuman2 and
Stephen B. Weisberg

I Vantuna Research Group and Department of Biology, Los Angeles, CA
2 Reef Check California, Pacific Palisades, CA
3 University of California, Marine Science Institute, Santa Barbara, CA

Comparing monitoring data collection from southern California rocky reefs - 219

    



for which data quality has not been assessed. In
absence of comparative examinations, anecdotal
concerns about data quality or methodological mod-
ifications to simplify data collection have led vol-
unteer efforts to be underutilized in management
decision-making.

One type of sampling for which volunteer and
professional have not yet been compared, is for sub-
tidal rocky reef/kelp forest ecosystems. In southern
California, professional scientists at a series of
research institutes routinely monitor the biological
and physical components of rocky reefs, sometimes
for permit compliance interests or for regional
assessments, such as the Partnership for
Interdisciplinary Studies of Coastal Oceans (PISCO)
(http://www.piscoweb.org/research/science-by-disci-
pline/ecosystem-monitoring/kelp-forest-
monitoring/subtidal-sampling-protoco) and the
California Department of Fish and Game’s
Cooperative Research and Assessment of Nearshore
Ecosystems (CRANE; e.g., Tenera Environmental
2006, Pondella 2009). In 2008, these groups of sci-
entists came together to conduct a probabilistic sur-
vey of rocky reef ecosystems in the Southern
California Bight using a unified methodology and
sampling protocol (Southern California Bight
Regional Monitoring Program); referred to hereafter
as the Bight program (Bight ’08 Rocky Reef
Committee 2008). Starting in 2005, the non-profit
Reef Check Foundation created a state-wide volun-
teer monitoring program referred to as Reef Check
California (RCCA). The RCCA program was
designed to draw upon the large number of recre-
ational SCUBA divers in California, many of whom
have interest in protecting natural resources. RCCA
provides the volunteers with extensive training and
certification in survey techniques and species identi-
fication (Dawson and Shuman 2009).

RCCA uses the same general sampling protocols
as the professional monitoring programs, which
involve SCUBA-based UVC of fish, benthic inverte-
brates, algae, and physical habitat structure in rocky
reef ecosystems (Bight ’08 Rocky Reef Committee
2008, Dawson and Shuman 2009). RCCA protocols,
however, include several modifications to the spatial
sampling schemes and the extent of taxa recorded to
simplify the process and increase quality of the data
collected by volunteers. Thus far, there has been no
comparison of the data obtained by these two
groups. Here we compare measures of habitat char-
acterization, species composition and abundance of

fish and benthic between data collected at the same
reefs by RCCA-trained volunteers and Bight-
Program professional scientists.

METHODS

Bight Sampling Protocol
The Bight sampling program was developed to

provide a comprehensive assessment of the fish, ben-
thic invertebrate fauna, benthic algae, and physical
habitat characteristics of a rocky reef (summarized in
Table 1). This protocol is based on protocols previ-
ously developed by PISCO and used by the CRANE
program (Bight ’08 Rocky Reef Committee 2008).
A particular reef, or sub-sections of large contiguous
reefs, is divided into 4 depth strata: inner (~5 m
deep), middle (~10 m deep), outer (~15 m deep),
and, when present, deep (~25 m deep). Within each
stratum, SCUBA divers conduct transect-based,
visual surveys of the biota and physical habitat.
Within each stratum there are two 30-m benthic
transects, along which physical habitat characteris-
tics (vertical relief, substrate, and benthic cover),
benthic invertebrate fauna, and benthic algae are
measured. Physical habitat characteristics are meas-
ured using the uniform point contact (UPC) method.
Vertical relief, substrate type, and benthic cover at
1-m points along the length of the transect, while
benthic invertebrates and algae are counted in a 2-m
swath along the length of the transect. Fish abun-
dance and length are recorded along four 30 x 2 x 2
m bottom transects, four 30 x 2 x 2 m mid-water
transects, and four 30 x 2 x 2 m transects counting
fish just below the kelp canopy (when present).
This yields a maximum of eight physical habitat,
eight benthic invertebrate, and 48 fish transects at
each sample site (Table 1). All transects within a
given stratum are conducted along isobaths where
depth is kept constant, ±2.5 m. When the benthic
invertebrates are surveyed, data are recorded in 10-
m intervals along the transect. If the abundance of
an individual species is greater than 30 within an
interval, the distance at which 30 individuals is
reached is recorded. No other individuals of that
species are counted within that interval, and the
abundance was scaled for the entire 10-m interval.
The size of all fish <15 cm total length (TL) are
visually estimated to the nearest 1-cm interval,
while those fish >15 cm TL are estimated to the
nearest 5-cm interval. Bight divers record all
species of fish that occur, but only identify a set list
of algae (21 taxa) and benthic invertebrates (87
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taxa), comprised of common taxa that can be identi-
fied underwater without magnification (Appendix 1).

RCCA Sampling Protocol
The RCCA sampling program was designed to

mimic the PISCO/CRANE protocols as closely as
possible, with some minor spatial modification
intended to make the program accessible to trained
volunteers (Dawson and Schuman 2009; Table 1).
An area of reef approximately 250 m in shore length
and 250 m wide (perpendicular to shore) with a max-
imum depth of approximately 18 m is divided into
inshore and offshore strata. Within each stratum,
SCUBA divers swam three 30 x 2 m transects, meas-
uring the physical characteristics (UPC method),
benthic invertebrates, and algae. Fish abundance and
length were measured along nine 30 x 2 x 2 m bot-
tom transects; three over the same transects for ben-
thic invertebrates/physical habitat and an additional
set of three on either side. This yields a maximum
of 6 physical habitats, 6 benthic invertebrate, and 18
fish transects at each sample site. When measuring
the benthic invertebrates, if the abundance of an
individual species is >50 for a transect, the distance
along the transect where the 50th individual occurs is
recorded and no more are counted. The measured
abundance can then be extrapolated to the 30-m
length of the transect. The RCCA divers are only
trained to record the presence of a constrained list of

fish (33 potential species), benthic invertebrates (28),
and macroalgae (8) in an effort to simplify the
amount of required taxonomic skill and to focus on
taxa that are most commonly observed, protected,
actively fished, or of ecological importance (Dawson
and Schuman 2009; Appendix 2). The size of most
fish are visually estimated into small (<15 cm),
medium (15 to 30 cm), and large (>30 cm) size
classes, with the exception of larger species (e.g.,
Ophiodon elongates or Sebastes paucispinis), which
have bigger medium (15 to 50 cm) and large (>50
cm) size classes.

Data Selection
Though both programs sample a greater number

of sites, we focused our comparative analyses on 13
sites (sections of reef where transects were conduct-
ed) that were sampled by both the Bight and RCCA
programs in 2008 (Figure 1). Some sites were sam-
pled multiple times throughout the year, so sampling
events were selected to minimize the number of days
between sampling visits by the two programs (Table
2). Furthermore, comparisons were limited to data
collected in common between the two programs, so
only data from bottom transects were considered.
The mean depth of the bottom fish transects was
used to match a stratum from the Bight program
(typically inner and middle) to the inshore and off-
shore depth strata in the RCCA sampling scheme.
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The shallower strata will be referred to as the inner
strata and the deeper strata as the outer depth strata
(Table 2). Comparisons were also limited only to the
list of fish and benthic fauna measured by RCCA
(Appendix 2). Any data from un-matched Bight
strata (typically outer and deep strata) and from mid-
water or canopy transects were excluded from our
analyses, as they did not have comparable data with-
in the RCCA dataset. Though algae composition and
abundance data are measured by both programs,
these data were excluded due to the incomplete
nature of the data set at the time of analysis.

Data Analysis
The physical structure of the reefs was compared

as measures of vertical relief, which were reported
categorically as flat (0 to 10 cm), low (10 cm to 1 m),

Figure 1. The 13 sample sites located throughout the
Southern California Bight. The inset shows the region
in relation to the western coast of North America. Site
abbreviations are in Table 2.

Table 2. Comparisions of transect depth and site sampling date at the paired sites and strata between the RCCA
and Bight sampling programs. ∆ date and ∆ depth are the RCCA value - that of the Bight value.  As such, nega-
tive values indicate a deeper transect or later sampling date at the respective Bight site-stratum.



moderate (1 to 2 m), and high (>2 m), and as sub-
strate types of sand, cobble, boulder, or bedrock.
These data were compared using a Mantel-Haenszel
Chi-Square analysis of mean frequency along repli-
cate transects within a stratum, using SAS v9.2
(Stokes et al. 2000).  Community structure of the
fish and benthic invertebrates were compared with a
one-way analysis of similarity (ANOSIM) with
dataset as the treatment variable, using Bray-Curtis
similarity values calculated from square-root trans-
formed abundance data.  These data were also graph-
ically analyzed using a non-metric multidimensional
scaling (nMDS) ordination plots.  All multivariate
analyses were done using Primer-e v5 (Clarke and
Warwick 2001).  For these, and all subsequent com-
parisons, strata (inner vs. outer) were analyzed sepa-
rately to reduce the influence of depth on any
observed similarities or differences.

Species richness (S), Shannon-Weiner Diversity
(H’) of fish and benthic invertebrates, as well as total
abundance of fish within each stratum were com-
pared between the two sampling programs using a 2-
way analysis of variance (ANOVA) in SAS v9.2,
with site and dataset as the treatment variables
(Littell et al. 2002).  Data were transformed when
necessary to maintain normality and homoscedastici-
ty of the model residuals.  Post-hoc comparisons of
Tukey-Kramer adjusted least square means (α =
0.05) were done to compare differences between the
two sampling programs and site-specific interaction
terms.  Because of the taxonomic constraints of the
RCCA program, all measures of species richness,
diversity, and abundance do not reflect the complete
fish or invertebrate communities of the reef ecosys-
tems, but only the dominant taxa.

Taxon-specific abundance of the top seven most
frequently observed fish (Chromis punctipinnis,
Embiotoca jacksoni, Girella nigricans, Hypsurus
caryi, Oxyjulis californica, Paralabrax clathratus,
and Semicossyphus pulcher) and benthic inverte-
brates (Strongylocentrotus purpuratus, S. francis-
canus, large anemones [e.g., Urticina spp.,
Anthopleura spp.], Patiria miniata, Muricea spp.,
Pisaster giganteus, and Lithopoma spp.) was com-
pared within each stratum between the two sampling
programs using a two-way general estimating equa-
tion (GEE) with site and dataset as the treatment
variables in SAS v9.2.  The GEE models were fit
with a negative binomial distribution to minimize
overdispersion of the data due to the count nature of
the data, the large number of zeros in the dataset, and

because the variance in each treatment was greater
than the mean (Stokes et al. 2000).  Post-hoc compar-
isons of the treatment levels were made with Tukey-
Kramer adjusted least square means (α = 0.05).
Species-specific size distributions of the top 7 most
abundant and frequently observed fish across all 13
sites using a Mantel-Haenszel Chi-Square analysis
between the two programs in the inner and outer
depth strata (Stokes et al. 2000).  For comparison, the
size-class data collected by the Bight program
(reported in 1- or 5-cm intervals) were combined into
the small <15 cm), medium (15 to 30 cm), and large
(>30 cm) intervals used by the RCCA program.

RESULTS
Physical Habitat  

Substrate type was significantly different
between the two sampling programs in both the inner
and outer strata (Figure 2), with RCCA reporting a
greater incidence of bedrock than the Bight program.
Conversely, the Bight program reported greater
amounts of sand and boulder habitat, with both pro-
grams reporting relatively little amounts of cobble-
dominated habitat (Figure 2a,b).  Similarly, there
was little agreement in measures of vertical relief
between the two sampling programs.  In the inner
strata, RCCA reported a greater incidence of low and
moderate relief habitat, while the Bight program
reported a greater incidence of flat habitat.  In the
outer strata, RCCA reported a greater percentage of
low relief habitat, while the Bight program reported
more flat habitat along the transects (Figure 2c,d). 

Benthic Invertebrates  
Both programs reported relatively similar benth-

ic invertebrate communities, though the RCCA data
was dominated by the urchins S. purpuratus and S.
franciscanus, whereas abundance in the Bight data
was more evenly distributed among species (Table
3).  The orange sponge Tethya aurantia and the
stalked tunicate Styela montereyensis were the only
relatively abundant taxa (~5% of total abundance)
observed in the Bight program that were not on the
RCCA targeted species list (Table 3; Appendix 1).
The ANOSIM analysis, which takes into account the
abundance and species composition of the entire
community on a sample-by-sample basis, indicated
that the benthic invertebrate communities described
by the two sampling programs were not significantly
different in either the inner and outer strata (Figure 3).
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The very low R values (<0.100) in the ANOSIM
analyses and the ordination from the nMDS, which
had stress values >0.1, are indicative overlap of
species composition between the communities,
despite some differences in abundance noted below
(Figure 3).  

There were some significant, though inconsistent
between strata, differences in the univariate measures
of benthic invertebrate community structure between
the two sampling programs.  Benthic invertebrate
species richness was significantly greater for the
RCCA in the inner strata, but the outer strata were
similar between the programs (Figure 4a).  There
were significant differences in the site-dataset inter-
action from the inner and outer strata because of the
greater site-to-site variation in the species richness
measured by the Bight program (Figure 4a).
Shannon-Wiener diversity was significantly greater
in those communities from the Bight program along
the inner transects, but there was no difference in
the communities observed by the two programs in
the outer strata (Figure 4b).  The significant site-

dataset interactions among the inner and outer strata
was, like the species richness, a reflection of the
greater variability in species diversity among sites
observed by the Bight program compared to that
observed by the RCCA program (Figure 4b) and
results from the dominance of urchins in the RCCA
data (Table 3), which reduces diversity but does not
affect species richness.  

There were several differences in the abundance
of the dominant benthic invertebrates when taxa
were compared individually (Table 3).  The RCCA
program reported significantly more S. purpuratus in
both the inner (p <0.0001) and outer (p = 0.0185)
strata and S. franciscanus in the inner strata (p
<0.0001).  The Bight program reported significantly
greater abundances of anemones from the inner (p
<0.0001) and outer (p = 0.0008) strata, P. miniata in
the outer strata (p <0.0186), Muricea spp. from the
outer strata (p = 0.0119), and P. giganteus from the
inner strata (p = 0.0006).  There were no differences
in the abundances of Lithopoma reported by the two
programs, nor P. miniata and Muricea spp. from the
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Figure 2  Paired site-by-site comparisons of substrate (a and b) and vertical relief (c and d) measured along tran-
sects by the Bight and RCCA sampling programs.  The heavy line represents a theoretical 1:1 agreement between
the datasets.  Results from Mantel-Haenszel Chi-Square analysis testing differences in mean relief or substrate
between the Bight and RCCA sample programs are also presented in each panel.



inner strata, or P. giganteus from the outer strata.  At
four of the five sites where there were large differ-
ences in depth or sample date (Table 1), there were
some differences in the abundance of at least one of
the dominant benthic invertebrates between the pro-
grams, but there were no consistent patterns in those
site-specific differences.

Fish  
There were even fewer differences for the fish

than there were for the benthic invertebrates col-
lected by the two sampling programs and the goby
Lythrypnus dalli was the only numerically domi-
nant fish species observed by the Bight program
that was not on the RCCA species list (Table 4).
The ANOSIM indicated that there were statistically
significant differences in the community composi-
tion of the fish observed by the Bight and RCCA
sampling programs in both the inner and outer stra-
ta, but with low R values (<0.100).  This is consis-
tent with the nMDS ordination plots (Figure 5a,b),
which showed no clear visual separation of the
communities sampled by either program and had
large stress values (>0.20).

There was significantly greater species richness
of the fish observed along transects from the inner
strata by RCCA than by Bight, but there was no sta-
tistical difference observed between the two programs
in the outer transects (Figure 4c,d).  Additionally, the
site-dataset interaction term was significant for the
inner and outer strata, indicating greater site-to-site
variability in species richness observed by the Bight
program compared to the RCCA (Figure 4c).  RCCA
also observed fish communities with significantly
greater Shannon-Weiner diversity along transects
from both the inner (p = 0.0058) and outer (p =
0.0372) strata.  The site-dataset interaction was also
significant in the inner (p = 0.0085) and outer (p =
0.0052) strata, again due to the greater site-to-site
variability within the Bight dataset (Figure 4d).  

There were no significant differences in the total
abundance (log10+1 transformed) of fish observed by
the Bight and RCCA sampling programs along tran-
sects from either the inner (p = 0.1213) or outer (p =
0.3267) strata, though there were significant differ-
ences among the site-dataset interaction term for
total fish abundance for both the inner (p <0.0001)
and outer (p = 0.0014) depth strata.  This was due
primarily to greater site-to-site variance in total
abundance observed by the Bight program.  Of the
seven most abundant species of fish observed across

all 13 sites, only G. nigricans and H. caryi differed
significantly between the two programs (Table 4).
The RCCA program observed more G. nigricans
along transects from both inner and outer depth stra-
ta than did the Bight program.  The Bight program
observed more H. caryi along transects from the
inner strata.  

The size distribution of fish observed by the
two programs differed significantly (p = 0.0007) in
the inner strata, but not in outer strata (p = 0.5564).
When the individual species were analyzed sepa-
rately, there were no consistent differences between
the two programs (Figure 6).  There were signifi-
cant differences in the size distributions of C. punc-
tipinnis and O. californica from the inner strata,
where the Bight program reported smaller fish than
the RCCA, but this difference was not apparent in
the outer strata.  There were also differences in the
distribution of the P. clathratus and S. pulcher from
both strata, where the Bight program reported larg-
er fish than the RCCA program.  There were no sta-
tistical differences in the size frequencies for the
other species. 

DISCUSSION
We found differing degrees of agreement

between the two sampling programs for the three
sampling elements, with the greatest agreement for
the fish, lesser agreement for the benthos and poor
agreement for the physical habitat descriptors.
These differences are likely related to three types of
error or bias in the data and in our analyses.  The
difference in the physical habitat variables likely
result from procedural differences in how the two
programs select respective transect starting points
and directions, which can bias the micro-habitats
(e.g., boulder fields or sandy patches) that are sam-
pled.  The RCCA haphazardly selects the direction
of a transect, while the Bight transects are based on
pre-determined compass headings.  The RCCA
transect selection allows for active selection of
more “interesting” habitats (i.e., greater relief or
structural complexity) by volunteer divers, which
would account for the greater amounts of bedrock
and boulder substrates with greater relief in the
RCCA dataset.  This bias in physical habitat could
propagate to some of the observed differences in
benthic invertebrates.  Bias in transect selection
would have comparably less influence on the fish
community, due to their relative mobility, as we
observed in the data.
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Another procedural difference between the Bight
and RCCA sampling designs that could explain some
of the observed differences is how they estimate the
abundance of high density invertebrates and the size-
spectra of fish.  The extrapolation procedure and the
spatial scale used by the RCCA (50 individuals/30 m)
and Bight (30 individuals/10 m) likely influenced the
estimates of the most abundant benthic invertebrates.
With organisms that have patchy distributions, like
urchins, counting a limited number and extrapolating
to a larger area or length can produce erroneous, typ-
ically over-inflated, estimates of total abundance
when a high density patch is encountered (e.g.,

Schroeter et al. 2009).  Though both the Bight and
RCCA programs use this approach, the smaller dis-
tances and multiple measures per transect used by
the Bight program lessen the error associated with
extrapolating across patchy distributions compared to
the RCCA protocol and create a divergence in the
abundance estimates of the two programs.  Similarly,
the way the two programs estimate the size of fish
(fine- and course-grained) may account for some of
the differences that were observed for the larger,
more mobile taxa.  It bears noting, the greater num-
ber and finer-grain size classes of the Bight contain
more information that can be essential for estimating
fish population structure/productivity (e.g., Pauly
and Morgan 1987) and assessing the habitat quality
of rocky reefs (i.e., Bond et al. 1999, Oakes and
Pondella 2009).

A second underlying cause for observed differ-
ences between RCCA and the Bight program could
be related to observer error in the datasets.  Previous
studies (Halusky et al. 1994, Mumby et al. 1995)
have demonstrated that trained volunteers, particular-
ly those with less experience, are less accurate than
trained professionals in taxonomic identifications
and the sorting of data into size classes.  RCCA vol-
unteers are not novice SCUBA divers and they
undergo a thorough training process (Dawson and
Schuman 2009), but there is still typically a mix of
experience-levels among divers conducting the sur-
veys.  This could explain some of the fish size differ-
ences we observed since some RCCA divers would
be less experienced in correcting for underwater par-
allax, particularly under varying surge and visibility
conditions.  Diver experience could also have led
to some of the greater diversity observed in the
RCCA dataset, since less experienced divers will
often actively seek out the rare and more interest-
ing species. Moreover, the errors associated with
individual divers can be additive, as RCCA typical-
ly uses multiple divers for sampling different repli-
cate transects on a reef, whereas all replicates are
typically surveyed by a single pair of divers in the
Bight sampling.

A third source of the difference between the two
programs could be related to our study design.  This
comparative study was conducted in a post-hoc man-
ner, assembling data that were not synoptically col-
lected, but were from the same reef.  This led to both
small scale spatial and temporal differences in site
pairings, but we were able to address them.  The two
programs sampled most of the sites within an aver-
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Figure 3.  nMDS plots of benthic invertebrate communi-
ties observed by Bight and RCCA sampling programs in
inner (a) and outer strata (b).  Results of ANOSIM analy-
ses where sampling program (Bight vs. RCCA) was the
treatment variable are also presented.  All calculations
were based on Bray-Curtis similarity values calculated
from square root-transformed species abundances.



age of 31 days from each other, but four sites were
sampled more than 60 days apart (Table 2).  Patterns
in both fish and benthic invertebrates (species rich-
ness, diversity, and abundance) were compared
between the programs at these four sites, but there
was no apparent influence of the time between sam-
pling in the differences between the RCCA and
Bight programs at these four sites compared to the
others.  There also exists the possibility that the two
programs were sampling different parts of a given
reef, particularly as the RCCA divers typically
accessed the reef by swimming in from shore, while
the majority of Bight sampling was done from
anchored boats.  We were unable to test the geospa-
tial aspect specifically due to a lack of precise lati-
tude-longitude data, but we were able to compare the
influence depth on the fish and benthic invertebrate
data.  Most of the transects were an average of 1.3 m
in depth from each other within a given depth stra-
tum, but the difference between three sets of tran-

sects were greater than 3 m.  However, site-specific
differences in the fish and benthic invertebrate com-
munities were not consistently different at those sites
compared to those that were closer together in depth.
As such, we believe the differences in time and
depth that arose from our study design had minimal
influence on our comparisons, but the geospatial
location on the reef had unknown impact.  This type
of error, much like the transect bias, would most
severely affect the physical habitat characterization
and the differences observed in the benthic inverte-
brate communities.

When the results of our study are considered as a
whole, there was reasonable agreement between the
data collected by the two programs and the observed
differences were likely a product of biases and error
inherent to the sampling programs and our analyses.
The results suggest that some changes to the RCCA
procedures are advisable if data collected by volun-
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Figure 4.  Comparison scatter plots of mean species richness  (S; a and c) and mean species diversity (H’; b and
d) for benthic invertebrate and fish communities observed by the CRANE and RCCA sampling programs.  Dataset
results from a 2-way ANOVA, with site and dataset as treatment factors, are presented for each stratum.  The solid
line represents a 1:1 agreement between the datasets.  Species richness and diversity values are based upon only
those species on the RCCA species lists, not the entire community of rocky reefs.
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teer and professional scientists are to be integrated;
particularly the use of a predetermined, random tran-
sect selection procedure by RCCA.  However, any
decision about the extent to which data from these
programs can be merged ultimately depends on the
intended use of the data.  If the management of an
ecosystem as a whole (either structurally or function-
ally) is of primary interest, than monitoring pro-
grams like the Bight, PISCO, or CRANE programs
that collect a wide variety of detailed biological and
physical data would be most appropriate.  The sam-
pling reductions to accommodate volunteers (elimi-
nation of the mid-water habitat and outer transects,

more limited targeted species list) will preclude
extensive use of RCCA data.  Conversely, if manage-
ment and monitoring of select components of the
rocky reef ecosystem (e.g., community dominants or
stress tolerant/indicative taxa) is of primary interest,
than the RCCA data collection may be a cost effec-
tive manner for achieving such assessments.  Our
analyses and those of others (e.g., Fore et al. 2001,
Pattengill-Semmens and Semmens 2003, Léopold et
al. 2009) suggest that trained volunteers can be
taught the appropriate skills to produce similar data
to professional scientists, as long as there is suffi-
cient guidance and supervision, a rigorous sampling
scheme, and that the taxonomic scope of the work is
constrained.  If the differences identified in this
paper are addressed through minor procedure modifi-
cations, then managers of Southern California’s
rocky reef ecosystems should be able to use the data
collected by the trained volunteers of the RCCA pro-
gram in concert with those data collected by profes-
sional scientists.  
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Figure 6.  Relative abundance (%) of the seven most abundant/frequently observed species of fish reported by the
Bight and RCCA programs from the inner and outer strata.  Differences in size-class distribution were compared
using a Mantel-Haenszel Chi-Square analysis, the results of which are presented in each panel.
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Appendix 1.  Species lists used by the Bight sampling program for algae, benthic invertebrates, and fish.  Algae
and benthic invertebrates lists are a limeted to conspicous or taxa of interest.  The fish list is all taxa observed
by the Bight program participants across the entire southern California Bight, over multiple years.
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Appendix 1.  Continued
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Appendix 2.  Species lists used by the RCCA program for algae, benthic invertebrates, and fish.  All lists are lim-
ited to taxa selected by RCCA as commercially, ecologically, or culturally important.


