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Martha Watkins Gilkes was appointed Ocean Ambassador for Lionfish University, based in California, in 2022, 
in recognition of her work as coordinator of the first International Lionfish Derby in Antigua and Barbuda. The 
appointment reflects a broader, post-2020 body of work in which Martha has become a regional pioneer of 
lionfish hunting as a conservation tool, addressing an invasive Indo-Pacific species that damages coral reefs 
and threatens marine ecosystems throughout the Caribbean.

The Threat

Lionfish are voracious predators of juvenile native fish, and their unchecked spread reduces the populations 
that keep reef ecosystems in balance. For Antigua and Barbuda, the invasion was especially urgent: the 
islands' reefs are not only environmentally vital but central to fisheries, coastal protection, tourism, 
snorkelling, diving and the wider identity of the nation.

Organising the Derby

Rather than simply raising the alarm, Martha drew on her long professional association with the diving 
community and reached out to divers and fishermen to organise an island-wide underwater clean-up: the 
Antigua Barbuda Lionfish Derby. The event took place in 2022, after COVID-related delays, following two 
years of unpaid volunteer planning. It became a major event for both the marine environment and the fishing 
community, with more than 40 Antiguan fishermen and women taking part.

863
Lionfish removed

40+
Fishermen & women

US$30,200
Total budget

US$15,000
Prize money

The budget included US$15,000 in prize money for fishermen, US$2,250 for a chefs' cook-off and US$900 for 
a schoolchildren's art competition — the largest-ever prize purse in Antigua for this type of cash-prize 
competition, with trophies awarded to those who caught the most lionfish.

Working With Fishermen, Not Against Them

The use of prize money was a deliberate way of valuing fishermen's skill, creating a practical incentive for 
lionfish removal, and demonstrating that conservation could work with local livelihoods rather than against 
them. In other environmental campaigns, Martha has at times been accused by opponents of acting against 
fishermen's interests; the lionfish derby shows the opposite, giving fishermen an additional reason to hunt 
lionfish while raising public awareness of the threat to native fish stocks and opening up possible commercial 
uses.



Beyond the Derby: Education and Public Awareness

● Published information on the destruction lionfish cause to fishermen and reefs.

● A lionfish recipe, co-written with an Antiguan chef and presented on Antigua Television, to help 
restaurants add lionfish to their menus under an “eat them to beat them” message.

● A schoolchildren's art competition inviting students to design posters on the beauty of lionfish, their 
impact on marine life, and how their numbers could be controlled.

● Engagement with a high-level network of marine expertise, from the US Office of National Marine 
Sanctuaries to marine biologists and the founders of Lionfish University in California, with Martha 
serving as Project Coordinator and Festival Administrator.

Scientific and Policy Contribution

Data collected during the Derby contributed to a major scientific report on the local lionfish population, 
produced for use by Antigua Fisheries — giving the event a lasting evidentiary legacy beyond the weekend 
itself.

Recognition

Martha serves as an Ocean Ambassador for the California-based Lionfish University and is featured as 
“Mermaid Martha” in the Lionfish Central educational comic series. She was presented with a certificate of 
appreciation from Lionfish University for her work.

  

“I am a mega-conservationist and do not like taking any endangered marine life — but lionfish hunting is 
the opposite: you are helping the marine environment. It’s an exciting outing in the hope of bringing 

home a tasty meal while helping rid the reefs of these invasive fish.”
— Martha Watkins Gilkes

Summary

Martha's lionfish campaign was constructive, visible and measurable: 863 invasive lionfish removed, more 
than 40 local fishermen and women mobilised, schoolchildren and chefs engaged, restaurants encouraged to 
serve lionfish, and the fishing community given a prominent role in protecting Antigua's reefs. It stands as an 
example of direct environmental action combined with science, public education, policy-relevant evidence 
and accessible public engagement.

Lionfish Control — Web Links

Antigua Lionfish Report (scientific report, PDF) — lionfishuniversity.org

“Mermaid Martha” comic profile — lionfishcentral.org

Antigua Lionfish project — antigualionfish.com (2022)



ABS-TV video clip — YouTube


