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New coral deadline set
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Senior Staff Writer

Elkhorn, staghorn likely getting more protection

Federal fi sheries managers have 
agreed to a four-month deadline 
to propose plans to further protect 
threatened staghorn and elkhorn 
corals.

A decision by the National Marine 
Fisheries Service on whether to 
seek critical-habitat designation for 
the corals must be announced by 
Jan. 31 under terms of a settlement 
reached in a legal complaint fi led by 
the Center for Biological Diversity.

“While it seemed NMFS was 
gathering some information [on 
coral protection] ... we didn’t see 
any end in sight in terms of them 
putting out a decision,” said Miyoko 
Sakashita, a staff attorney for the 
center.

Staghorn and elkhorn corals, among 
the most spectacular branching 
corals on the Florida Keys reef tract, 
were designated a protected species 
under the Endangered Species Act 
in May 2006. The corals are rare in 
continental U.S. waters outside the 
Keys.

At local hearings in the Keys in 
summer 2006, federal staff said 
they aimed to issue draft proposals 
by January 2007. No proposals have 
been released.

“We have been working on [coral 
protection] steadily since those 

public meetings,” said Bob Hoffman, 
chief of the Endangered Species 
Branch for the Fisheries Service’s 
southeast offi ce.

“To do it right takes a lot more 
information and it took a while to 
get that information,” Hoffman said. 
“Now we pretty much have what we 
need.”

DeeVon Quirolo, executive director 
of the Reef Relief group in Key West, 
welcomed the news of the settlement 
but said the federal government’s 
delay may have caused additional 
harm to the corals.

“So another year passes with 
elkhorn and staghorn corals - which 
grow only in Florida, the Bahamas 
and Caribbean - being damaged by 
sewer outfalls, agricultural runoff, 
heavy use and warming sea oceans,” 
Quirolo said.

Hoffman said a determination on 
whether to seek critical-habitat rules 
could be issued before Jan. 31. If the 
decision is to go forward, federal 
offi cials will return to the Keys later 
in 2008 for hearings on a fi nal rule.

Hoffman said he believes the 
federal proposals “will add a lot 
of conservation benefi ts for the 
corals.”

At the Keys sessions held in 2006, 
local dive-industry leaders including 
Bob Holston, Todd Firm and Spencer 
Slate questioned whether rules 

would stem the effects of global 
warming and weather damage. 
“Nothing they can do here is going 
to solve that,” Holston said.

But closing off some reef areas 
to access could harm the local 
economy, they said.

Sakashita said so much coral has 
already been lost to warming waters 
and disease, “the species need as 
much protection as they can get 
from all threats. That could include 
pollution discharges or boating and 
fi shing activities that are harmful to 
the corals.”

Existing laws prohibit coral 
harvesting and damage. Boat 
anchoring is limited in reef 
preservation areas enacted as part of 
the Florida Keys National Marine 
Sanctuary.

Sakashita said many biologists 
believe global warming makes the 
corals more susceptible to disease 
and increased ocean acidifi cation - a 
possible result of increased carbon-
dioxide levels in the atmosphere.

The settlement also covers the 
small-toothed sawfi sh, a threatened 
fi sh species native to South Florida, 
and a Pacifi c sturgeon. 


