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Different conservation groups have the last couple of
decades brought our attention to the destruction of
the world’s tropical coral reefs. These reefs are visited
by millions of tourists and are the livelihood for many
more millions of people. However, some of the largest
coral structures in the world are found in the cold and
gloomy waters of the deep-sea. These are also under

increasing threat.

Over the last few years, cold
water corals have been discov-
ered all around the world. These
reefs are often found in deep
water, which means they are
inaccessible to all but scientists.
Cold-water corals, just as their
warm-water relatives are under
serious threat. These mysterious
and generally deeper living than
their better known warm-water
cousins in the tropics, are far more
widespread and numerous than
had previously been thought.

Cold-water coral findings are
not confined to waters in the
northern hemisphere off places
like Canada and Scandinavia, as
many would think. Scientists have
found thriving cold-water corals
in waters off the coasts of more
than 40 countries including Spain,
Surinam, Brazil, Angola, Indonesia
and the Seychelles.

Man-made threats

It seems odd that corals, which
usually are found at depths
between 200 and 1000 metres,
should be in danger. In confrast
to the shallow reefs in the tropics,
deep water reefs are not directly
threatened by, for example,
tourism or pollution. The biggest
threats to these deep cold-water
reefs are still man-made, as most
of them show signs of damage
from heavy deep-sea fishing
gear. Pipelines and petfroleum
exploration also poses a threat to
these delicate reefs. As oil prices
and profits are on the rise, and
the world gets ever hungrier for
oil-based products, the search
for more oil is increasing. This will
put a further strain on many coral
reefs, both in cold and tropical
waters. Warm-water coral reefs
have a recreational value, too,
for example, for scuba divers,
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Scouring marks from trawl on the seabed

and are often a good source

of income for poor nations, by
providing a focus for tourism in
their area. Cold-water reefs also
have economical value. They
are important to fish stocks, and
therefore, to the fishing industry,
which makes it self-contradic-
tory to continue with the use of
destructive gear, for example,
bottom trawlers. Both warm and
cold-water coral reefs are impor-
tant feeding grounds for fish, and
provide habitat for numerous
marine creatures.

Protected
Norway was the first country to
implement protection meas-
ures for cold-water corals in
European waters. In Norway,
especially large amounts of the
cold-water coral Lophelia have
been detected. The presence of
coral reefs along the Norwegian
coastline has been known for
quite a long time. The existence
of these deep-water coral reefs
has been known for centuries
both by Norwegian fishermen
and scientists, but it was not until
recently that the scientists and
the government became aware
of how widespread and large the
reefs were.

Some of the cold-water coral
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Closeup of Landsat image showing mud trails from bottom frawling

off the Louisiana coast

reefs are huge structures. The
largest Lophelia reef, which was
discovered in the North Atlantic, is
on the Sula Ridge off the coast of
Norway. This reef is more than 13
km long, 15 metres high and up
to 400 meftres wide.

Research on deep-water coral
reefs by the Institute of Marine
Research (IMR) in Norway started
with a pilot project in 1997 to
test methods for detection and
mapping of the reefs. They have
documented that about 30-50
percent of the Lophelia reefs in
Norwegian waters have been
damaged or impacted by frawl-
ing.

The rising awareness of the
necessity to protect the cold-

55 X-RAYMAG:16:

water reefs has reached inter-
national organizations, and the
movement has gained momen-
tum. The International Coral Reef
Initiative (ICRI) arranged its third
symposium on deep-sea corals in
December 2005. These ongoing
scientific missions have shed light
on the global significance of this
overlooked ecosystem. The sym-
posium and other gatherings of
scientists will help foster exchange
of information and research
results about the deep-sea cold-
water coral reefs. In addition, the
UN has engaged in work of pro-
tecting this valuable resource.

In 2003, the UNEP Coral Reef
Unit (CRU) established a cold-
water coral reef initiative with the

Cold water corals grow very slowly
and are just as vulnerable to environ-
mental impact as their fropical cous-
ins. Human activities, such as frawling
in the fish-rich reefs, have already left
their mark and have devastated many
coral assemblies before scientists have
had a chance to assess their full distri-
bution and ecological role

governments of Ireland, Norway
and the UK, and the World
Wildlife Foundation (WWF).

Slow builders
Cold-water coral reefs are mainly
found at depths between 200
and 1,000 metres. But they have
been located as shallow as 40
meftres, and in great depths as
deep as 6300 metres. Cold-water
coral reefs grow slowly, with
a growth rate of 4-25 mm
per year, while warm-
water reefs can grow
up to 150 mm per year.
Additionally, the
composition of the
cold-water reefs
conisists of only a
very few reef build-
ing species—only about
six. Warm-water coral reefs
are, on the other hand, com-

Lophelia
cold water
coral from
deep reefs



Global distribution of cold water reefs (as of 2004). The maps shows where reefs have been identified, but the red
dots do not refer to actual size or stage of development of each reef

posed of up to 800 different species. Cold-water corals
do not possess symbiotic algae as their counterparts do
that live in the shallow reefs, which are exposed to sun-
light. These corals feed on plankton and other organic
matter. Even though they are out of reach of the sun,
the cold and gloomy waters of the deep ocean are not
void of living creatures. In addition to fish, crustaceans,
fish, sea urchins and brittle stars also form a part of the
rich and diverse community, which thrives on cold-water

coral reefs. m

SOURCES: UNITED NATIONS ENVIRONMENT PROGRAMME (UNEP), INSTITUTE OF MARINE RESEARCH (IMR),

NORWEGIAN FISHERIES AUTHORITIES

NOAA / MARK AMEND
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What is cold-water coral?

Cold-water coral reefs are similar to coral
reefs in fropical seas except that they don’'t
need sunlight to survive and so can live in
the depths of the North Atlantic Ocean.
Unlike their tropical relatives that mainly
rely on microscopic algae in their tissues for
sustenance, cold-water corals feed by cap-
turing food particles from the surrounding
water.

Lophelia pertusa is the most common
cold-water coral species and is formed by a
colony of organisms called polyps that pro-
duce a hard carbonate skeleton. It is nor-
mally found at depths of between 200 and
1000 metres.

On average the coral structure grows at
the rate of Tmm in height per year, and the
highest reefs found so far have been meas-
ured at an impressive 35m at Sula Ridge off
the Norwegian coast. Reef structures take
centuries to form and fragments taken from
the reef at Sula have been dated as being
8500 years old. m

SOURCE: ICES

Grand-prix of the Golden Dolphin Festival 2007 - Darek Sepiolo. www.dareksepiclo.com

The Moscow International Festival

“Golden Dolphin”
www.goldendolphin.ru
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