
More than 1,300 square miles of 
ocean fl oor from Boynton Beach to 
the farthest islands of the Keys were 
designated a federal protected area 
for coral Wednesday, in a conserva-
tion action that could affect beach-
widening, fi shing, shipping and oth-
er activities along the coast.

Elkhorn and staghorn corals, once 
among the most abundant reef-
building corals, have declined by 
90 percent in many areas because 
of global warming, ship ground-
ings, storm damage and overfi shing, 
according to the National Marine 
Fisheries Service.

The service protected them as 
threatened species in 2006, making 
them the fi rst corals given that des-
ignation, and as part of that process 
the government is required to des-
ignate habitat that is critical to their 
survival.

The designation does not mean 
immediate limits on any activities 
or the establishment of no-fi shing 
zones. But it adds a level of scru-
tiny to government actions, such as 

issuing permits for a beach-widen-
ing project that could smother coral 
in sand; what types of fi shing gear 
to allow; or whether to ban fertil-
izers that could be washed into the 
ocean.

“It will lead to more forethought 
and awareness on the proposals that 
may affect these areas,” said Sarah 
Heberling, natural resource special-
ist for the fi sheries service. “I think 
this is another great step forward for 
these two species.”

The entire protected area designat-
ed Wednesday encompasses 2,959 
square miles along the coasts of 
southeast Florida, Puerto Rico and 
the U.S. Virgin Islands.

But the Center for Biological Diver-
sity, a San Francisco environmental 
group that had fi led the original peti-
tion to have these species protected, 
said the designation of critical habi-
tat falls short, because it fails to call 
for steps to combat global warming, 
which threatens coral habitat.

Higher ocean temperatures con-
tribute to coral bleaching, and the 
ocean’s absorption of carbon diox-
ide from the burning of fossil fuels 
contributes to ocean acidifi cation, 

which makes it more diffi cult for 
corals to grow.

“The critical-habitat rule exposes 
the Bush agenda to ignore global 
warming, while rising temperatures 
are driving corals extinct,” said Mi-
yoko Sakashita, an attorney with the 
Center for Biological Diversity.

“Critical habitat protection can be 
an important factor leading to the 
recovery of our coral reefs, because 
changes to the ocean habitat are 
some of the primary threats to the 
corals,” Sakashita said. “This rule, 
however, misses the mark by ignor-
ing the simple fact that carbon di-
oxide pollution is degrading coral 
habitat and killing coral reefs.”

Heberling said the federal govern-
ment was not ignoring global warm-
ing and planned to address it in the 
recovery plan for the two species.

A 17-person team is working on a 
plan that will address global warm-
ing, she said.

David Fleshler can be reached at 
dfl eshler@sun-sentinel.com or 954-
356-4535.
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