
An environmental group 
on Thursday filed notice 
of plans to sue the federal 
government to protect the 
habitat of two species of 
coral found off southeast 
Florida.

Elkhorn and staghorn coral, 
which occupy a range that 
extends from the Caribbean 
Sea to Broward County, 
were listed as threatened 
species by the federal 
government last year under 
the Endangered Species Act. 
The Endangered Species 
Act requires the government 
to designate critical habitat, 
which is subject to higher 
legal protection, within one 
year of adding a species to 
the list, and the government 
missed the May 9 deadline.

Since the 1970s, the two 
coral species have declined 
by  about  97  percen t , 
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according to the National 
Marine Fisheries Service. 
Among the reasons are global 
warming, which causes coral 
bleaching, pollutants washed 
into the ocean, and vessel 
groundings, said Stephania 
Bolden, fi sheries biologist 
with the fi sheries Service.

The Center for Biological 
Diversity, a San Francisco-
based group that’s aggressive 
about taking the federal 
government to court over 
endangered species, filed 
a 60-day notice of intent 
to sue the National Marine 
Fisheries Service for failing 
to meet the critical habitat 
deadline.

“Coral reefs are the most 
imperiled ecosystems in 
the world, and they will 
disappear within our lifetimes 
if we do not act immediately 
to stop global warming,” 
said Miyoko Sakashita, staff 
attorney with the Center for 
Biological Diversity, in a 

written statement. “The law 
imposes a clear duty on the 
government to protect coral 
habitat, and further delay 
could commit these corals 
to extinction.”

Bolden acknowledged 
missing the deadline but said 
she and her colleagues are 
working as quickly as they 
can on a two-pronged effort 
to protect the corals. They 
are working on gathering 
the biological information to 
designate critical habitat, she 
said. And they’re drafting a 
rule that would provide 
these corals, which are listed 
as threatened, with some 
of the same protections 
against harm given to species 
classifi ed as endangered.

“It’s probably taken us a 
little longer because we 
want to get them both right,” 
she said. “But we certainly 
haven’t forgotten about 
critical habitat.”
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