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FLORIDA'S

Coral Reets
Are Imperiled

By FRED WARD
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“Christ of the Deep” statue
Fouled waters and thoughtless
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took centuries to form.
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the snorkeling alien to behold
birth and death
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Divers' rest stop that appears to
be bare rock (helow) is actually
an overturned stund of coral.
Boaters who ran aground (left)
were fined according to a
Sformula that considers coral
density, damage, recovery
potential, and degree of negli-
gence. Ignoring rules against
touching the coral, divers paw
through a dying stand of
elkhorn in search of lobsters, In
1989 three persons caught with
399 lobsters were fined more
than $4,000 apiece for violating
size and bag limits
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Death can be shockingly swift in
a coral reef that took some 6,000
years to grow. Thirty feet down
in Molasses Reef, boulder coral
(top, at left) and branches of
elkhorn, at right, were suffering
in 1983, but much of the area re-
mained alive. Just six years later
the boulder coral was seriously
eroded, and the elikhorn had
nearly succumbed.
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A wondrous realm unfolds in

a panorama taken by Jerry
Greenberg at Carysfort Reef
in 1960 (top). Golden branches
of elkhorn coral stand beside
brain caral, at lower right. In
the same regi 29 years later,
coral was reduced to a mass of

stumps. To compare such areas,

author Fred Ward (abave) uses
laminated old photogruphs
Earth’s largest formations
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made by living organisms, coral
reefs are the handiwark of small
marine animals called polyps.
which reproduce asexually.
After a polyp dies, it leaves
behind depasits of calcium car
bonate upon which tive potyps
build, When marient levels soar
from such sources as human
sewage and fertilizers washed
from farmland, algae can over-
whelm and smother the polyps
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Small but feisty, o damselfish
guards its turf (below). By
picking at polyps, the fish kill
patches to create algal lawns
(left), In defense, a “chimney™
of new growth appears (above)
If habitat is destroyed, the fish
swarm to nearhy reefs, where
coral destruction is intensified.
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The ruddy glow of its branches
reflects the health of a sea fon
(right), which grows best in
warm, clean water with a low
nutrient level. A dying coral of
the same species haunts the
deep like a specter (faving
page), perhaps the victim of
parasites or polluted water.

Lifeless white limestone dis-
colors a branch of elkhorn coral
after the spread of white band
disease (hottom left), whose
cause remains a mystery. Pro-
duced by bucteria, black band
disease, here infecting a star
coral (center right), can kill o
200-year-old formation in two
manths. Experiments to stop the
disease and treat infected coral
so fur have fuiled

Kriown as golf ball corul,
Fuvia fragum (bottom right) is
smothered by algae, which then
use the remains as a hase for
further growth

Life on a reef is typically bal-
anced, with a variety of corals
coexisting with coral-cating
puarrotfish, algae, sea urchins,
and damselfish. Normally cor-
als have the ability to cleanse
and heal themselves of disease
and impact wounds. At
Pennekamp the reefs may no
longer be able to withstand the
stresses of their environment,

“There Imost no butterflic
eft where the county s
I'he number of birds has

declined because thei

Killed in the proce

mesguitoe
Carl N

pick up those pe
WALEr SHIm

rates, corals may

trength to 1

130

tresses of people, boat torms

silt, chemicals, Anythin
{

sl them over the ec
That fatal

come fru

nything" car

1 almost anywher

ard Curry, resource m

wement coordinator for Bi
cayne National Park, repor
“We pick waper plants’ res
dues from the Midwest brought
down by the
the Mizsissippl River, mixed in
the Gulf

ountry's sewer

if Mexico, and ca

here by the Gulf Strear

proviuct that pes

Every
make i3

f around o includ-

g far too many nutrients

A

Nutrient |
the Florida Keys ree
first in the

humans, " w
juality expert wi
orida Kevs Lane

Calling the keys an "eco

sfunction,” he note
‘Coral reefs thrive only it
1 low-nutrient environment

Pollution is pushing Florida

onal Geographic, July 1090

Copyright © 1997 National Geographic Society, All Rights Reserved






