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Carlbbean coral suffers record

By SETH BORENSTEIN
The Asscciated Press

WASHINGTON — A cone-
two punch of bleaching from
record hot water and disease
has killed ancient and deli-
cate ¢oral in the bigpest loss
of reets scientists have ever
seen in Caribbesn waters,

Researchers from around
the globe are scrambling to
fipure out the extent of the
loss, Early conservative esti-
mates from Puerto Rice and
the U.5. Virgin Istands find
that about one-third of the
goral in official monitozring
sites has recently died.

C“Its a&n unprecedented
die-off," said Nationai Park
Service fisherles biologist
Jeff Miller, who last week
checked 40 stations in the
Virgin Islends. “The mortal-
ity that we're seeing now is of
the extremely slow-growing
reef-huilding corals. These
are corals that are the foun-
dation of the ceef ... We're
talking colonies ihat were
here when Columbus came
by have died in the pasi three
to four months.”

Some of the devasiated
coral can never replace itself
hecause it only grows the
width of one dime a year,
Miller said. Coral reefs are
the basis for a multbillion-
dollar tourism and com-
mercial fishing economy in
the Caribbean. Key figsh spe-
cies use coral as habitat and
feeding grounds. Reefs jimit
the damage from hurricanes
and tsunamis. More recently,
many tout them as possikle
sources for new medicines.

If corzl reefs die “you
lose the goose with golden
eges” that are key parts of
smizll island economies, said
Iidwin Hernandez-Delgado,
& University of Puerto Rico
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Thie Fab. 15 phutu which the Natronal F’ark Senm:aa {NF‘S} pravided shows U5, Geological
Survey research technician Erinn Mulier examining the coral raef In the Buck Island Reef
MNational Monument in 5t. Croix, ¥irgin {slands, after blagching from record hot watar foltowed
by disease has killed ancient and delicate Caribbean coral.-

biclogy researcher.

Cn Sanday, Hernandez-
Delgady found 2 coleny
of B00-year-old star coral
— maore than 13 feet high
— that had just died in the
waters off Puerio Rico.

“We did lose entire colo-
nies,” he said. “This Is some-
thing wec have never scen
before.” :

On Wednesday, Tyler
Smith, coordinator of the
11.5. Virgin Istands Coral Beef
Manitoring program, dived
at a popular spot for taurises
in St. Thomas and saw an oid
chnnk of brain coral, about 3

feet in diameter, that was at

least 90 percent dead from
the disease called “white

plague.”

“We haven't seen an event
of this magnitude in the
Caribbean before." said Mark
Eakin, coordinator of the
National Oceanic and Atma-
spheric  Administration’s
(MOAA] Coral Reef Waich.
The Caribbean is actually
better oft than areas.of the
[ndian and Pacific ocean
where mortality rates —
mostly from warming waters
— have been inthe 90 percent

. Tange in past years, said Tom

Goreau of the Giohal Caoral
Reef Alliance. Goreau cailed
whst's bappening worldwide
*an underwater holocaust”

With global warming, sci-
entists are pessimistic about
the future of coral reefs.

"The prognosis is not

good,” said biochemiatry
professor M. James Crahbe of
the University of Luton near
London,

In early April, he will
investigate corat reef motal-
iy in Jamaica. "If you want
to see a coral reef, go now,
because they just won't sur-
vive: in their current state,”

For the Caribbean, it afl
starteg with hot sea tem-
peratures, first in Panama in
the spring and early summer,
and it got worse.

New NOAA sea surface
tomperature figures show
the sustained heating in the
Caribbean last summer and
fall was by far the worst in 21
years of satellite monitoring,
Eakin said. :




