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Federal agency cuts coral protection area

By CHRISTINE STAPLETON
Palm Beach Post Staff Writer

A proposal to make the ocean fl oor 
off the coast of Palm Beach County 
a protected area for threatened 
corals was sliced by more than half 
Wednesday when a federal agency 
ruled that only waters south of 
the Boynton Inlet provide critical 
habitat for staghorn and elkhorn 
corals.

“They excluded so much area that 
they had previously chosen to 
include,” said Miyoka Sakashita, 
attorney for the Center for 
Biological Studies, which sued the 
National Marine Fisheries Service 
in 2007 for failing to set boundaries 
for the protected corals.

Sakashita said Friday that in 
response to the federal agency’s 
latest ruling, her group has already 
fi led notice to sue the agency 
again. 

The ocean fl oor that will not be 
designated a federally protected 
area hugs 30 miles of vulnerable, 
and controversial, beaches in 
northern Palm Beach County. 
Environmentalists and wealthy 
oceanfront landowners have faced 
off for years - in courtrooms, public 

hearings and even at the voting 
booth - over the impact of beach 
renourishment on the coral reefs 
off these beaches.

Had these reefs been included in the 
protected area as initially proposed, 
getting permits to renourish beaches 
north of the Boynton Inlet would 
likely be more diffi cult, time-
consuming and costly. 

“This is a politically driven 
decision, that’s my opinion” said Ed 
Tichenor, director of Palm Beach 
County Reef Rescue. Divers with 
the group spent more than 1,000 
hours surveying the reefs south of 
the Boynton Inlet and found over 
20 colonies of staghorn coral - 
designated a threatened species in 
2006.

However, Reef Rescue spent only 
about eight hours surveying the 
reefs north of the inlet. With more 
time, Tichenor believes they would 
have found staghorn there, too. At 
least two other divers have reported 
staghorn sightings north of Boynton 
Beach, and others have found 
the skeletal remains of staghorn 
colonies, Tichenor said.

The fi sheries service originally 
proposed an area that would have 

protected 3,301 square miles off 
the coast of Florida, from the Palm 
Beach County-Martin County 
line to the Dry Tortugas. The 
fi nal protected area announced 
Wednesdaycovers only 1,329 
square miles.

“It will lead to more forethought 
and awareness on the proposals 
that may affect these areas,” Sarah 
Heberling, a natural resource 
specialist with the fi sheries service, 
told the Sun Sentinel. “I think this 
is another great step forward for 
these two species.”

But Sakashita said the fi sheries 
service ignored considerable 
research on global warming’s effect 
on the corals and why the protected 
area needed to include potential, 
future habitat. The fi sheries service 
mentions global warming once 
in its 38-page ruling, saying it 
cannot protect an area based upon 
“speculation.”

“This seems very in tune with the 
Bush Administration - let’s skirt 
around global warming,” Sakashita 
said. “It appears they did not use 
the best available science.”


