Gallati Dive Centre, Bulgaria.
Not mythical, and not even tropical; seahorses are highly unusual fishes that inhabit the coast of Europe. I currently study the connectivity of European seahorse populations using DNA differences between individuals, so that we can determine the best way to preserve and manage them.
As a PhD student studying marine biology I am always interested when I get questions on species identification. One of these identification tasks led to an extended field trip for my current research. Initially I was excited to hear about a population of seahorses in the Black Sea, because the environmental conditions are different to both the Mediterranean Sea and Atlantic Ocean where past sampling has taken place. I became more enthusiastic about the area as I communicated with Thomas the owner of Gallati dive centre. After a couple of months of planning I set off with an assistant to look at the Gallati seahorses, arriving at the resort with great ease.
Donning Scuba gear before our first dive was filled with in trepidation, what if the seahorses were not there? Had we come all this way for nothing? Thomas volunteered to guide us to the best place to see the seahorses and 15 minutes into the dive, there it was, the first Bulgarian seahorse. It was about half the size and a bit different in shape to ones I have seen at other sites, but as seahorses are cryptic with the ability to change colour and skin filaments this was no surprise. After taking a few photographs for later analysis, I set about collecting a small tissue sample and taking some measurements. 
Further dives revealed a sizable population of seahorses (Hippocampus guttulatus), and we were able to collect the tissue samples needed for laboratory analysis. We also started doing a rapid population assessment, but unfortunately due to uncharacteristically bad storms were unable to complete the survey. During the storms however Thomas and I chatted about recent trends in the seahorse population. He explained that because we were diving on a private beach there was a lot less fishing in the area. Less fishing generally means less disruption to the seabed, especially in the case of trawling and dredging methods.

Following further discussions with Thomas we agreed to keep in touch and he is happy to provide me with information on population trends and other changes in the environment. I am very thankful for the initial contact by Andrew Seaman for species identification, who agreed to act as my assistant, and took many useful photographs (below), and the welcome, local knowledge and enthusiasm for the project by Thomas. I never would have expected to have seen seahorses and such a varied life before this trip and so I remain forever in their debt.
Watch this space for more information on the seahorses as the genetic information is processed, and for more information on seahorses see www.projectseahorse.org.
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