Fish:

Bioindicators of the Sea


A biological indicator, or bioindicator, is a plant or animal that allows scientists to know approximately how polluted an area is. Bioindicators can include any type of organism ranging from algae to whales (however, they are not all water dwellers). Bioindicators are much more sensitive to their environments than humans, so if there is a slight change in their environment, they can die.
 The relationship between bioindicators and their environments is not always this direct though. Plants and microorganisms die because the water and soil they live in is contaminated. Then, the bigger animals that eat them die because they (the larger animals) have no food, and so on. When scientists notice that a large population of a specific bioindicator has died out, they know that there is a pollutant in that area.


One of the most common and useful bioindicators are fish, because they live in oceans, lakes, and rivers. Fish are great bioindicators because unlike frogs, they spend all of their lives in water and they are constantly surrounded by it. They are very common and easy to catch and identify. Also, different species have different tolerances to pollution, but most of them can recover enough so that their species doesn’t die out completely. Two examples of bioindicator fish are the spotted sunfish (below), and the war mouth (front cover).
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