
 

UF research shows coral reefs can be saved

December 18 2013, by Brad Buck

(Phys.org) —Although some scientists suggest that coral reefs are
headed for certain doom, a new study by University of Florida and
Caribbean researchers indicates even damaged reefs can recover.

In a 13-year study in the Cayman Islands, warm ocean temperatures led
to bleaching and infectious disease that reduced live coral cover by more
than 40 percent between 1999 and 2004. But seven years later, the
amount of live coral on the reefs, the density of young colonies critical
to the reefs' future health, and the overall size of corals all had returned
to the 1999 state, the study showed.

Much of the reef surrounding Little Cayman Island is protected, so
damage from fishing, anchoring and some other human activities is
minimized, said UF researcher Chuck Jacoby, who helped with the
study.

"Nevertheless, all coral reefs, even those that are well-protected, suffer
damage," Jacoby said. "Little Cayman is an example of what can happen,
because it is essentially free from local stresses due to its isolation, small
human population and generally healthy ecology."

Tom Frazer, a professor of aquatic ecology, and Jacoby, a courtesy
faculty member in UF's Soil and Water Science Department, said the
study shows reasons to protect coral reefs, even though some scientists
believe there's little point in putting more resources into reef
management.
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"There's a debate over how resilient coral reefs are," said Frazer, director
of UF's School of Natural Resources and Environment, part of the
Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences. "Some say it's a lost cause.
We believe there's value in making sure coral reefs don't die."

Despite occupying less than 0.01 percent of the marine environment,
coral reefs harbor up to 25 percent of the different species of marine
organisms, yield about 25 percent of the fish caught in developing
nations and generate up to 30 percent of the export earnings in countries
that promote reef-related tourism, the study said.

Overfishing, runoff containing sediments and nutrients, coral mining,
tourism and coastal development have long threatened coral reefs. Now,
scientists say, global warming is accelerating the destruction.

Despite these travails, the new UF study offers hope for coral reefs ─ if
humans pay more attention to protecting them.

"In addition to saving the living organisms that make coral reefs their
homes, safeguarding the habitats could ensure millions of dollars for the
fishing and tourism industries, not to mention maintaining barriers that
protect coastal areas and their human inhabitants from tropical storms,"
Frazer said.

The study, published in the November online publication Public Library
of Science, was later highlighted in the "Editor's Choice" section of last
month's issue of the journal Science.

From 1999-2012, scientists, including Frazer and Jacoby, studied reefs
around Little Cayman Island, an area known for its healthy reefs.
Researchers wanted to see how well the reefs stood up over time under a
variety of stresses that included, for example, increased sea surface
temperatures.
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Researchers attributed the reef's ability to recover to its relative
isolation, limited human disturbance and relatively healthy fish
populations, including young herbivorous fish that help keep competing
seaweed at bay.
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