
Two species of coral that live in
South Florida waters were pro-
posed for protection Thursday un-
der the federal Endangered Species
Act, a powerful law that has never
been used before to defend coral.

The National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration announced
it would propose designating
elkhorn and staghorn corals as
threatened species, making it a
felony to harm them and requiring
the federal government to protect
their habitat.

These branching corals live
among the shallow reefs of Palm
Beach, Broward and Miami-Dade
counties, as well as in the Keys and
throughout the Caribbean. They
have suffered declines of 97 per-
cent in most of their range since the
1980s, said Marta Nammack, a
fisheries biologist who coordinates
the agency's endangered species
listings.

The declines were the result of
global warming, disease and an in-
creased number of hurricanes, she
said. When sea temperatures rise,
corals become stressed and expel
the tiny algae that help them gener-
ate energy. This is called coral
bleaching and scientists consider it
a leading cause of coral decline.

Protection under the Endangered
Species Act would require the fed-
eral government to prepare recov-
ery plans and protect critical habi-
tat. It could make it more difficult
for anyone to engage in activities that
could harm the corals, such as us-
ing fish traps. It also could make it
more difficult for local governments
to engage in beach-widening
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projects that could smother corals
or harm them with sediment.

Brent Plater, a staff attorney with
the Center for Biological Diversity,
which filed the original petition to
protect the corals, said the desig-
nation would force the Bush admin-
istration to confront the role of glo-
bal warming in the decline of spe-
cies. The center recently filed a pe-
tition to protect the polar bear,
whose decline it also blames partly
on global warming.

If the designation as threatened
species wins final approval, he said
it could force the federal govern-
ment to consider the impact on
coral when it makes decisions that
could increase global temperatures.
These decisions could include rules
on pollution from power plants and
automobiles, the leading generators
of heat-trapping gases.

The Endangered Species Act al-
lows citizens and organizations to
go to court to force the federal gov-
ernment to enforce it.

"If the administration refuses to in-
vestigate the link between global
warming and coral decline, citizens
can step up to the plate and do it
for them," Plater said.

The Center for Biological Diver-
sity, a non-profit group, has filed
dozens of lawsuits against the fed-
eral government to force it to pro-
tect plants and animals.

Once the proposal is published
in the Federal Register, within the
next month or so, there will be a
comment period and possibly a
public hearing.

The agency will then consider the
comments before making a final
decision, probably by April 2006,
Nammack said.

Corals are tiny animals that draw
calcium from the sea to construct
limestone skeletons, which in turn
form reefs. Considered the most
biologically diverse habitat of the
oceans, reefs provide habitat for
fish, sea urchins, crabs, sponges and
many other creatures.

"A lot of other species depend on
these corals," Nammack said.
"They provide habitat for fish and
invertebrates. They form barriers
along shorelines, offering protection
from storms."


