Fear not the sea: How to handle, avoid and bury jellyfish 
Being stung by one of these large creatures is no fun, but understanding them is one way to make the most of long, hot summers at the beach 
Hannah Wettig -Daily Star staff 
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Touching a jellyfish is no problem for Mohammed al-Sarji. “They’re beautiful creatures. I even kiss them,” says the president of the Lebanese Union of Divers. Only the strings on the bottom of the jellyfish sting, so the umbrella (the top half of the jellyfish) can be touched without harm, he explains. 
Most ordinary swimmers, however, have a different view. When venturing to the beach these days, many complain about the sea creatures; some even refrain from swimming in the Mediterranean for fear of being stung. 
Lebanon has seen a steady increase in the numbers of jellyfish in recent years ​ a development Greenpeace campaigner Wael Maidan attributes to the disappearance of sea turtles over the past few decades. 
“Sea turtles are the natural enemy of jellyfish,” he says. 
However, with the documented sea turtle population growing in the last two years ​ especially in Lebanon’s South ​ he hopes that the number of jellyfish will decrease. 
Sarji has not observed a general decrease in jellyfish yet, but when diving recently he saw many dead on the bottom of the sea, half-eaten by turtles. His prediction: “We’ll have a lot at the beginning of summer, but they won’t stay long, because the turtles will eat them.” 
Sarji and Maidan have not heard of any study on jellyfish, but Sarji recalls that there was never a problem with jellyfish before the war. This has also been the observation of marine biologists in Turkey and Haifa. 
The jellyfish species inhabiting the Eastern Mediterranean nowadays were first spotted in the 1970s. Rhopilema nomadica is of Indo-Pacific origin, according to marine biologists Ahmet Kideys and Ali Guecue, writing from the Middle East Technical University in Icel, Turkey. It can weigh up to 10 kilos, and its umbrella can reach a diameter of 60 centimeters. 
Since the mid-80s it has appeared in huge swarms along the coast of the Levant, forcing out the common jellyfish, which previously lived in the area. 
This is an unfortunate development for swimmers, as the sting of the rhopilema nomadica is more severe than that of the common jellyfish. 
Marine biologists assume that the high reproductive potential of the rhopilema nomadica is responsible for its drastic increase, but environmental factors also come into play. 
In 1995, Kideys and Guecue found that the concentration of rhopilema nomadica was much higher in the Bay of Iskanderun, near Anatolia, than on other coasts of Turkey. They attributed this phenomenon to the higher pollution around Iskenderun. High pollution levels can cause increases in certain types of organic growth. 
“Only with a substantial amount of plankton and other organic matter (in the water) can the high biomass of jellyfish be sustained,” the scientists wrote in their report Rhopilema nomadica: A Poisonous Indo-Pacific Scyphomedusan new to the Mediterranean Coast of Turkey. 
But it’s not just industrial pollution that can cause the proliferation of jellyfish. 
“Ordinary garbage, like plastic bags, threatens sea turtles,” explains Greenpeace campaigner Maidan. 
“They think the bags are jellyfish, and when they try to eat them, they choke. Baby sea turtles often get trapped in garbage laying on the shore.” 
Climatic change may be another factor. It could be responsible for the transport of jellyfish into this region, the Turkish scientists argued in their report. 
Sarji recounts that he spotted jellyfish in the water during the past two winters: “We thought that they only come in summer,” he says. 
Maybe this is a result of global warming, Maidan proposes. 
According to a study by Rivka Ginsburg posted on the Haifa University website, these jellyfish appear during two peak periods annually. 
“The summer phase is usually between June-August and the winter phase between January-March. Swarms can include millions of specimens, frequently in a very high density, and can be found from the water surface down to at least 20-30 meters,” she writes. 
The best way to protect oneself from being stung, according to Sarji, is to watch out for them. 
“They only come in swarms,” he explains. “If you see one, you better stay out of the water.” 
They can be easily spotted when swimming underwater wearing goggles, but not when you are wading into the water. 
“It’s best is to inspect the water from above, like by standing on a rock,” suggests Sarji. 
Once you have been stung, vinegar or diesel helps, the professional diver says. 
“If you rub it on, the burning goes away after a couple hours,” says Sarji. When not treated, a sting may hurt for a couple days. 
Rough weather sometimes dumps jellyfish onto the beach. 
“Some people hit them with sticks,” says Sarji. “That’s really harmful, because the strings will be scattered all over the beach and sting people walking barefoot.” 
He advises just to bury them under the sand: “They melt and disappear within a day.” 

