Pollution, overfishing
and global warming
havegravely .
~endangered reefs.Help = -
is finally onthe way, .
" and thistimetheUS.is -
taking thelead B

BY ERYAN WALSH

ORAL KEEFS ARE THE RAIN FORESTS
of the sea: they’re beautiful, they’re’
host to a wealth of biodiversity—
_and they’re dying. A comprehensive as-
sessment by the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration, released-
July 7, found that half the coral reefs in,
U.S. territory are in fair or poor condition,
asignificant drop since the last survey, in
2005. Another study, published recently
in Science, found that almost one-third of
- coral species—the tiny polyps that build
the underwater reefs—are threatened -
. with extinction, up from less than 2% a
. decade ago. That'sbad news for the vast va-
riety of sea life that depends on reefs for a
home. “Coral reefs hold more than 25% of
- -the world’s marine species,” siys Kent Car-
- penter, head of the Global Marine Spegies
Assessment, whichi carried out the Scierfee
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Reefs on the Rocks. Corals are found close
to Iand within reach of human damage
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study “The potennal loss of blodwersny
is permanent

Buthelp for the corals has come froman - -

unhkely source: the White House.Infune -
- 2006, President George W. Bushcreated the
Papahanaumokuakea Marinie National

‘Monument, a 140,000-s¢-mi. (360,0008q | In K
 corals can't, and they effectively choke 1o

' death. Otlier toxins ride the runoff and:
‘poison corals that are far from thecoast;a
Tecent study in Austialia found that heavy
fains can transport pollutants as far as.
" 8omiles(r30 km)away from the shoreline.
The greatest threat to the coral, how- -
ever, is one that’s just as threatening to -
“human beings: cimate change. Healthy'

" km) natienal park off the noithwest coast
of Hawaii. Bigger than all other US. nation- |
alparkscombined,thereserve protects 10%.-
. of the shallow reef habitats in the country.
" Corals inside the moriument are safe from

. ‘Bumar interference, and the vast protected. .
" area could provide a model for future coral-

-conservation efforts. “The corals here are

- -out of harm’s way;” says Brian Huse, execu-

‘tive director of the Coral Reef Alliance.

That harm comes in a lot of forms but
- from just one source: us. As humans ex-
pand their presence in the warm coastal -
- waters where reefs thrive—through fish--
- ing, tourism, even snorkeling—the corals
suffer. Commercial-fishing boats sailing:
over corals can damage or destroy réefs
that have taken centuries to byild, while .
overﬁshmg disruptsthe delicate ecologxcal
. ‘balance that allows corals to thrive. Even -

* smaller récreational boats can obhterate

reefs in shallow seas, especially iftheships ™
‘ran. aground—as happens at-least oo "
“timnes a year in Miami's Blscayne Nationak

Park. Worse may be the practice of hunting - -
*.in thé atmosphere don’t help

“for tropical fish that are sold to habbyists

. batk home, The fish may look healthy in.
" the pet store, but many of them have hadto -
suryive deliberate poisoning first, as they

- are dosed with cyanide to'stun'them and

‘make them ‘gasy to catch. Long after the- -
* 'figh have bieen netted, the coralsare left to

+.-deal with the poiso. Set-asides like the ong:
- off Hawaiiate the only sure way to protect
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L -.Human act1v1ty far from the oceans can
> damage corals too. Fertilizer runoff—like

the mighty stream of nitrates and phos- "
phates flowing into the Gulf of Mexico— -
can create vast algae blooms that suck all .

theoxygen out of surroundmgwaters Fast- ..

moving fish can escape the dead zones, but -

corals have a symbiotic relationship with =
algae, which live inside them and provide

energy through photosynthesis—notte .
mention the brilliant colors that are the . < . -

‘hallmark of reefs. But warmer ocean tem-

 peratuiresdue toman-made clunatechange‘ o
can stress the corals, causing them to eject
. their algae tenants. It's not clear why this.

happens—though scientists theorizethat <

- one cause may be infectious bacteriat

-thnve in wariner waters—but the resu
is sickly loeking white, or “bleac

"corals that are vulnerable to dls»ease ;
_ ¥nass die-offs like the one that occurredin

98, one of the hottest years pnrecord
reased concentrations of carbon diok

ead to more actdlc seas, whl ]

 coralsfrom these threats. “Weneedtoscale . 3 2
" up regional protected areas,” says Rager -

© ‘McManus, vice pre31dent for Conservatiun L

International’s marine programs.

. But preserves alone aren’t the answet, )
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