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Coral Reefs and  

Conservation 
Coral Reefs are home to 25% of the oceans plant and 
animal species even though they take up less than 1% 
of the ocean floor. Scientists have found more than 
3,000 different species living on one reef!  

They are very sensitive to change due to the very 
nature of their composition, as coral itself is a living 
organism made up of two different organisms (polyps 
and an algae) living symbiotically.  

 

WHY WE NEED THE REEFS 

• Oceans provide 50%  of the worldÕs Oxygen supply ; living corals provide more oxygen 
than all of the worldÕs land-based rainforests. 

• People living on Pacific Islands rely on the reefs to provide 90% of the protein in their 
diets . 

• Some people are calling coral reefs the Medicine Cabinets Of The 21 st Century . E.G: 
o ANTIVIRAL DRUGS have been developed from extracts of sponges found on a 

Caribbean reef, and were one of the earliest modern medicines obtained from coral 
ecosystems.  

o The limestone ÕskeletonÕ of corals produced by the polyps, is being tested for use in 
BONE GRAFTS FOR HUMANS ; rates of rejection by the body is lower than grafts 
with artificial agents.  

• Coral Reefs are estimated to provide $350 billion per year  from goods and services. 

KEY FACTS 

35 million acres  of coral reef has been 
destroyed by human activity.  

• 10% of the worldÕs reefs died within 
1999 and 2003. 

• In 2010 it was said that 20% of the 
reefs had been destroyed, with another 
15% in a critical condition. 

• If the rate of destruction continues, then 
an estimated 70% of the worldÕs reefs 
will have disappeared by 2050 . 

• For the last 20 years Indo -Pacific  coral reefs have shrunk by  

 1% each year   
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each year , equivalent  
• to nearly 600 sq miles. This rate is about twice as fast as the rate of tropical rainforest 

loss. 

• In February 2011 a new assessment on the state of reefs was released called ÔReefs 
At Risk RevisitedÕ. It showed that 75% of the worldÕs coral reefs are current ly 
threatened in one way or another.  

KEY PROBLEMS  

• OVERFISHING rates has increased massively over 
the past 50 years, and the damage inflicted on coral 
ecosystems has resulted in a loss of other species 
and of the coral itself.  

o In 1927 over 100 tonnes of Black-Lipped 
Pearl Oyster was fished from reefs on the 
North-West HAWAIIAN ISLANDS. In 1930 
there were still several hundred individuals 
present, but by 2000 there were only 6 
individuals remaining. 

 
• EUTROPHICATION of reefs results in a loss of environment. Increased nutrient levels 

in the water causes mass algal bloom. In turn, oxygen levels are depleted which 
results in death of organisms.  

o In CURACO, untreated sewage pumped into the sea, rain runoff and 
groundwater seepage has caused mass eutrophication in the reefs. 

 
• AGGRESIVE FISHING METHODS such as DYNAMITE fishing and CYANIDE fishing 

can wipe out entire populations. The fishermen who are using these methods say that 
stunning the fish is the only way they 
can catch enough fish to survive due 
to dwindling numbers. 

o In Tanzania, 441 blasts were 
recorded in a two month period 
in 1996, and at one point 100 
blasts were recorded in a 6 
hour period on one reef. 

 
• BLEACHING  of the corals occurs 

when temperatures are too high for the 
algae (Zooxanthellae) in the coral 
tissues to survive. The coral turns 
white and will eventually die. Due to 
the increase in global temperatures, 
bleaching has become more common, 
resulting in not only loss of the coral 
itself, but also the organisms which 
rely on it to survive.  
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o In the INDIAN OCEAN in early 2010 a large pool of super-hot water swept into 
the eastern Indian Ocean, and by October 2010 around 80% of Acropora 
colonies and 50% of colonies from other species had died of bleaching in Sri 
Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia. 

• BLEACHING can also occur when concentrations of chemicals in the water rise beyond a 
level that algae can survive in. Increased run off of herbicides and oil spillages has 
caused localized bleaching of corals. 

• The CROWN OF THORNS STARFISH is a 
natural predator of coral reefs. They feed on 
the coral, reducing biodiversity and 
encouraging the growth of algae. It can take 
decades for a reef to recover from an 
infestation.  

o The area of HURGHADA, Red Sea, 
suffered a Crown Of Thorns outbreak 
in 1998. Research has shown that the 
rate of recovery for the reef has been 
between 7.69 and 17.5% in 7 years, with an estimate of 64.9 years for the hard 
corals to fully recover. 

 
• POACHING of reefs involves the removal of corals (such as Black Corals in the 

Philippines, which are tree like corals with dark skeletons) from the ecosystem.  
o Only 5% of the PHILIPPINES reef habitat remains in good condition. Of the 

25,000 sq km of reef area in the country, only 1,000 sq km is healthy. In May 
2011, an area over twice the size of London (five times the size of Metro 
Manila, Philippines) was poached for its black corals, turtles and shells, 
estimating at around £508,000 worth of goods. 

 
• TOURISM often has a negative impact on coral reefs around the world. Irresponsible 

divers and snorkelers regularly walk across reefs, crushing coral, catching fish or 
removing shells. Feeding the fish interrupts the natural food chain, disrupting natural 
predation and resulting in changes in the make-up of the ecosystem. Corals are 
removed to be sold as souvenirs, and piers are built directly on top of reef sites. 
Feeding fish to attract them for photos results in changes of behaviour. 

o In 2010 nearly 2 million people visited the GREAT BARRIER REEF, a number 
that has been steadily rising over the years. Hotels along the shoreline are 
piping their sewage and waste directly into the sea, increasing the nutrient 
levels at detriment to coral survival. Anchors are dropped onto corals, 
destroying them instantly. 

 

 

 



!

SUCCESSFUL EXAMPLES OF CONSERVATION  

RAS MOHAMED is a National Park on the Sinai of Egypt which conserves both the reefs and 
the land they connect to. They maintain the health of their reefs  while still allowing the 
public to enjoy it: 

o Preventing coastal urbanisation  nearby the reefs prevents land run off and pollution, 
so reducing the human impact on the reef and its inhabitants.  

o Fishing is forbidden  in the park, preventing the loss of important trophic levels of the 
food chain.  

o The park has created permanent boat mooring sites  away from the reef plates so that 
no anchors are laid onto the reef itself. 

o Ras Mohamed has been gradually reducing the number of dive sites  accessible to the 
public, allowing the reef to recover from any damage that may have occurred. 

ST. LUCIA, a Caribbean island, experienced increased population pressures in the 1980Õs, 
which reduced the health of its fringing reefs due to over-fishing and pollution. The Soufriere 
Marine Management Area was set up in 1994  by government agencies and community 
groups. Since then fish populations in the area have tripled.  

CORAL FARMING  is an exciting prospect to enable reefs to be restored ; it is claimed that 
propagating a natural reef with farmed corals can reduce the recovery time by over 100 
years!  

o THE OCEANOGRAPHIC INSTIUTE OF DOMINICA is a coral farm  on the island of 
Dominica in the Caribbean. It aims to propagate and grow Caribbean corals to be 
returned to the natural reefs  to reduce the damage created by natural disasters, and 
also to sell them for use in private aquariums.  

o The BAHRAIN ENVIRONMENT SOCIETY  in Bahrain is trying to create artificial coral 
reefs .  

PROJECT AWARE  is a diver-based foundation dedicated to protecting the oceans. It is 
currently working on ocean clean -ups . It has information on its site to allow divers to 
undertake their own debris monitoring and input their findings into an online database. They 
also provide grants to a few grass root  projects  to aid the conservation efforts. However, 
considering the size of the foundation, they have very few examples of this type of project.  

HOW CAN WE HELP?  

REEFCHECK, founded in 1996, is an Ôinternational coral 
monitoring programÕ  which works in 82 countries to 
Ôscientifically monitor restore and maintain coral reef health Õ 
with the help of volunteer professional and amateur divers. It works 
with communities and business sectors like tourism and diving to 
set up conservation efforts without compromising income, such as 
Marine Protected Areas.  

After the Tsunami in 2005, COUNTERPART INTERNATIONAL  
moved into SRI LANKA  to begin the restoration of damaged reefs. 
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It works with Non -Governmental Organisations (NGOÕs)  and local communities to help 
produce Community Marine Based Projects  to Ôrestore degraded reefs and enhance 
reef -based fisheries Õ. Counterpart International provides shellfish such as Giant Clams, and 
plants propagated corals onto rubble zones, with the aid of the community. 

REEFDOCTOR is a small UK not -for -profit organisation based in Madagascar  which 
works with volunteers and local communities to research and manag e local reefs . It aims to 
educate communities  to teach them to become stewards of their own environment. It 
provides jobs  within the community; is setting up a fishing council  made up of locals; and 
monitors the health and biodiversity of the reefs around the south-west of Madagascar. The 
organisation relies on volunteers  to upkeep their science programmes and to help within 
local communities. 

 

WHAT WE CAN DO 

There are coral reefs in SRI LANKA, VIETNAM, HONDURAS and MALASIA, where AWF 
projects are based. We will seek active collaboration with the aforementioned organisations 
to develop possible projects in these countries. For example, we can :  

o Set up reef maintenance projects, removing rubbish and infestations of 
predators such as the Crown Of Thorns Starfish  

o Set up groups to map reef areas, fish counts and monitor areas for any 
changes to biodiversity  

o Work with and educate the community in sustainable fishing, attempts at 
reducing the number of dynamite or cyanide fishing cases  

o Set up coral propagation units, growing corals to replace areas that have been 
damaged by bleaching or human impacts  

o Set up reef restoration units, placing concrete blocks in damaged reefs to 
encourage the growth of new coral  

 

 

 

 


