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Outline on Coral Reef Ecosystems

I. What Is a Coral Reef Ecosystem?

A.
Structure

1.
Coral reefs are limestone structures formed by the skeletons of tiny coral polyps.
2.
Each coral polyp is a sea anemone-like animal that secretes a calcium carbonate skeleton.
3.
The largest structures on Earth built by an organism, polyps grow in groups called colonies.
4.
Have existed for about 25 million years.
B.
Locations

1.
Found in tropical oceans around the world; require temperatures at least 72º F.

2.
Located in shallow waters; require sunlight because within the polyp are tiny photosynthetic algae called zooxanthellae.

II. Importance of Coral Reefs

A.
“Biodiversity”

1.
Biodiversity is the total number of different species in an ecosystem.
2.
About 25% of ocean species live in coral reefs; thousands of species.
B.
Natural Resources

1.
Source of food and shelter for many species.
2.
Protect coasts by reducing wave energy from hurricanes and storms.
3.
Many medicines, health and beauty products made from coral reef organisms.
C.
Economy

1.
Important source of income for fisheries and coastal communities.
2.
Tourists enjoy scuba diving, snorkeling, and fishing on coral reefs.
3.
Scientists are researching new medicines and other products.
III. Effects of Humans

A.
Coral reefs are in danger: experts predict that 60 percent of the world's coral reefs may die completely by 2050, due to effects of human actions.
B.
Pollution from coastal development: sewage, fertilizers, and pesticides can lead to fast growth of algae; thick algal mats can smother the reef.
C.
“Bleaching”
1.
Individual polyps eject the zooxanthellae, coral turns white. 

2.
Caused by increasing ocean temperatures.
D.
Over-fishing (exploitation)

1.
Many fish are collected for food.
2.
Dangerous fishing methods

a. Explosives sometimes used to stun and kill fish; may shatter the reef structure.
b. Chemical poisons (including bleaches and soaps) is common.
3.
Corals and fish are collected for aquariums.
E.
Divers and snorkelers cause damage to reef structures.










































