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S T.  T H O M A S  -  F e d e r a l 
regulations to protect the staghorn 
and elkhorn corals that are rapidly 
disappearing from Virgin Islands 
waters will go into effect later 
this month.

The two species of corals were 
listed as threatened under the 
federal Endangered Species Act 
in May 2006. They were the fi rst 
coral species to ever be listed.

Once a species is listed under 
the federal law, a unique set of 
rules and regulations must be 
developed to protect it. While 
many species listed under the 
Endangered Species Act have 
built in protections, they do 
not automatically apply to 
threatened species unless the 
federal government fi nds such 
protections necessary for the 
conservation of the species.

“The regulation just passed 
outlines the protections for these 
species,” Rafe Boulon, chief of 
resource management at the V.I. 
National Park on St. John, said. 
“There’s some strength behind 
the law now to protect them.”

The new rule, published in the 
Federal Register by the National 
Marine Fisheries Service, extends 
the full protections provided 
under the act to the two species 
beginning Nov. 21.

Under the rule all “take” and 
trade involving the two branching 
types of coral will be against the 
law. Any collection or activities 
that harm the coral are considered 
to be take. Other prohibited 
activities include:

- Removing or damaging the 
coral or their habitat.

- Polluting or contaminating the 
corals’ habitat

- Boating or fi shing activities that 
harm or break the corals.

Boulon said that the park 
will begin a public education 
campaign now that the rules 
and regulations have been made 
law. He said while scientists are 
studying the other threats to the 
corals - disease, bleaching and 
ocean acidification - the law 
will help reign in the amount of 
damage done by humans.

The process to develop the rules 

and regulations for the coral was 
led by the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration, 
which has jurisdiction over ocean-
living plants and animals.

To develop the regulations, 
NOAA held meetings with 
local fishermen, scientists, 
environmentalists ,  divers, 
researchers, developers and 
others whose activities and 
livelihoods may be affected by 
the new protections.

The proposed rules were put up 
for public comment for 90 days 
before they were accepted and 
fi nalized by the National Marine 
Fisheries Service.

Elkhorn and staghorn coral 
typically live in water depths 
of no more than 30 feet and 
feature antler-like protrusions. 
The coral reefs of which they 
are a part provide habitat for fi sh, 
crustaceans and other marine 
life.

NOAA offi cials have said that 
in some areas around Florida 
and the Caribbean, elkhorn and 
staghorn corals have declined as 
much as 97 percent since 1985.

NOAA now working on recovery plan



Boulon said NOAA is now 
working on a recovery plan to 
bring the elkhorn and staghorn 
corals back.

The two coral species were listed 
as threatened after the Center 
for Biological Diversity fi led a 
petition in 2004.

Miyoko Sakashita, a staff attorney 
with the center, said the species 
is threatened by global warming 
and ocean acidifi cation as well as 
human activity.

The warming of the water leads 
to bleaching of the coral and 
the acidifi cation - the increasing 
levels of carbon dioxide in the 

ocean - limits the amount of 
calcium the coral can draw 
out of the water to build their 
skeletons.

“Ocean acidification is global 
warming’s evil twin,” Sakashita 
said.

Sakashita said scientists have 
predicted that most of the world’s 
coral reefs will disappear by mid-
century unless carbon dioxide 
emissions are greatly reduced.

The new coral regulations do 
not prevent scientifi c research 
or restoration activities aimed at 
saving the species.

The Center for Biological 
D ive r s i t y  i s  a  nonpro f i t 
conservat ion organizat ion 
d e d i c a t e d  t o  p r o t e c t i n g 
endangered species and wild 
places.

- Contact reporter Aldeth Lewin 
at 774-8772 ext. 311 or e-mail 
alewin@dailynews.vi.


