Winter 2016 Newsletter
Moving into the next stage of Our Florida Reefs: Join the conversation!
Meghan Balling, Fishing, Diving and Other Uses Coordinator
Daron Willison, Our Florida Reefs Program Assistant
Since March of 2014, the Our Florida Reefs Community Working Group (CWG) members have been meeting monthly
to draft, edit, and supplement management recommendations that seek to establish a better balance between the use
and protection of coral reef resources in the Southeast Florida Coral Reef Initiative (SEFCRI) region (comprised of the
northernmost part of the Florida Reef Tract). During this process, the CWG members have shared their expertise and
experiences from a wide range of personal and professional backgrounds in a collaborative effort to improve our
coastal and ocean ecosystems. The next step in the process will be sharing their ideas in a series of Community
Meetings in January and February 2016, where they will be reaching out to the community at large to gain feedback
and input on the Recommended Management Actions (RMAs) they have drafted. This is a very exciting opportunity for
the public to get involved and include their perspectives into these recommendations for reef management strategies.
In order to engage as many members of the community as possible, there will be a total of 12 meetings held in all four
counties in the SEFCRI region. At these meetings, the public will have the opportunity to learn about all 68 draft RMAs,
ask questions, and provide written feedback. This feedback will then be going back to the CWG members who will review and incorporate any pertinent information into their final prioritized list of RMAs, which will be recorded in a final
report and will be subsequently distributed to the applicable agencies for their consideration in June 2016. Public
input and feedback is also possible through our website at www.OurFloridaReefs.org until March 1, 2016.
See below for dates and locations of upcoming community meetings. All are welcome! Please print and/or email and
distribute widely.
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Southeast Florida Coral Reefs Health Update
Ana Zangroniz, Awareness and Appreciation Coordinator
Karen Bohnsack, Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary Liaison
During the summer and fall of 2015, the Florida Reef Tract (FRT) experienced widespread coral bleaching and an unprecedented level of coral disease. In coordination with many partners, the Florida Department of Environmental Protection’s Coral Reef Conservation Program (CRCP) conducted a significant response effort to better understand the
prevalence and impacts of these stressors.
Large-scale mass coral bleaching events are driven by extreme sea temperatures (warm or cold) and are intensified by
sunlight stress associated with calm, clear conditions. The warmest water temperatures usually occur between August–
October. However, the water can start heating up as early as June and last as late as November. The summer of 2015
proved to be another unusually warm season for the FRT with flat, clear, calm conditions that resulted in warmer water
temperatures that favored coral bleaching.
Coral bleaching is a stress reaction of the coral animals that happens when they expel their symbiotic algae, zooxanthellae, which is their main food source. Bleached corals are still living but are less likely to reproduce, are more susceptible to disease, predation and mortality, and are less able to resist or recover from other stressors. If stressful conditions subside soon enough, the corals can regain their zooxanthellae and survive the bleaching event; however, if
stresses are severe or persist, bleaching can lead to the death of corals.
While records show that coral bleaching events have been occurring for many years throughout South Florida, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) indicates that bleaching events have steadily increased in frequency and severity during the last few decades, and that the Caribbean region (which includes Florida) is in the middle
of a three-year bleaching cycle. The CRCP monitors bleaching events through the SEAFAN BleachWatch program (a citizen-driven early warning network for coral bleaching) and by teaming up with The Nature Conservancy and many partners that conduct Florida Reef Resilience Program Disturbance Response Monitoring (DRM) surveys at sites throughout
the FRT, documenting coral bleaching and disease. Preliminary DRM results classified the 2015 bleaching event as
“moderate to severe.”
In addition to the bleaching events of the summer, a wide-spread coral disease event also affected the southeast Florida region, particularly in Miami-Dade and Broward counties. CRCP staff first observed disease at sites in Miami-Dade
County in April, with later reports confirming disease at locations as far north as Broward County, and south through
Biscayne National Park. Multiple diseases were observed including black band, dark spot, and the most prevalent: the
white plague or white plague-like disease that affected multiple species of coral, including some listed as “Threatened”
under the Endangered Species Act (Orbicella annularis/Boulder Star Coral, Dendrogyra cylindrus/Pillar Coral).
Coral diseases can be viral or bacterial, although the origin is difficult to determine. A certain amount of microbes
(pathogens) are always present in an ecosystem and a background level of disease is not unusual in southeast Florida,
however elevated microbial levels can lead to an increased prevalence of coral disease. NOAA’s Coral Disease and
Health Consortium dictates that diseases and other stressors have dramatically increased over the past ten years, resulting in unprecedented losses of live coral tissue. These losses disrupt the delicately balanced marine ecosystem.
The CRCP coordinated a multi-tiered, multi-partner response effort to characterize the prevalence of the disease outbreak and understand potentially contributory environmental factors by performing DRM surveys. Tissue samples were
collected to try to determine the likely pathogens. Partners included the Nature Conservancy, Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission, the National Park Service, Florida Park Service, Broward, Miami-Dade, and Palm Beach
counties, Nova Southeastern University, the University of Miami, NOAA, and the Florida Keys National Marine
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Continued from page 2Sanctuary. Preliminary results showed high disease prevalence at DRM sites, and observations outside of the DRM
surveys reported as much as 80-100% of corals infected with disease. The disease moved so quickly that some corals
died in as little as two weeks. Additional monitoring will continue this winter with results available in the spring of
2016.
Coral recovery is possible by reducing the impacts of local stressors. Boaters, divers, and snorkelers can reduce physical impacts to corals by using mooring buoys instead of anchoring, and being aware of their buoyancy to avoid kicking or touching the corals. If divers observe disease, they should take care not to dive elsewhere as to avoid potential disease transmission. Divers and snorkelers can learn how to identify coral bleaching and submit reports through
the SEAFAN BleachWatch program. For more information or to request a SEAFAN BleachWatch class for your group,
please email coral@dep.state.fl.us.

Top: A Pseudodiploria Strigosa (Symmetrical Brain Coral) affected with White
Plague-like disease. Only about 5% live tissue remains. Photo: CRCP/Melissa
Sathe
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The Coral Reef Conservation Program Completes Its First Large-scale Coral Reef Restoration Project In
Southeast Florida
Mollie Sinnott, Reef Injury Prevention and Response Coordinator
Melissa Sathe, Reef Injury Prevention and Response Technician
The latter half of 2015 proved to be very exciting for CRCP. In November, CRCP completed the first large-scale management-driven coral reef restoration project in the northern Florida Reef Tract. The Coral Reef Stabilization and Rehabilitation Project will promote habitat recovery at two historic ship grounding sites offshore Fort Lauderdale, FL. Both vessels grounded in 2006, and although emergency restoration was done at the time of the injuries, a 2011 study showed
that the sites never fully recovered – primarily due to loose rubble that continued to roll around at the sites. The CRCP
determined that direct management action was required to stabilize the remaining loose rubble and better recreate
the natural substrate to allow for habitat recovery. This project was primarily funded from private settlements associated with the original injuries. Funding was supplemented with civil penalties collected through a provision of the Florida
Coral Reef Protection Act which makes it illegal to damage coral reefs in state waters.
The project is especially significant because the original grounding injuries were so large that they continued to impact
the system many years after they occurred. The stabilization of the rubble will help restore the reefs’ ecologically sensitive and economically important habitats.
In the early stages of development, CRCP assembled a project team consisting of agency and university coral reef experts. Olsen Associates, Inc. was hired to design the project and Coastal Eco-Group, Inc. was subcontracted by Olsen to
conduct permit-required assessments and provide construction oversight. Together, the project team and Olsen Associates, Inc. determined the best suited design. Before construction, all stony corals and octocorals greater than 5 centimeters were relocated to a safer location by Nova Southeastern University
through funding from the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission’s
Marine Estuarine Subsection and the Florida Department of Environmental
Protection (DEP). Callaway Marine Technologies, Inc., the construction contractor hired by CRCP, was then able to begin rubble collection, boulder placement, and concrete grout work to stabilize the impacted sites. Restoration
construction at both sites was completed by Callaway in early December 2015.
The rubble removal and boulder placement have created a significantly more
stable seafloor at the grounding sites and have provided a safer habitat for
corals and fish to live and thrive. CRCP plans to incorporate coral and sponge
transplants at the sites in the near future when additional funding is secured.

Top: The loose rubble field (in sand) left behind at one of the historic vessel
grounding sites. Photo: CRCP
Bottom: The newly restored reef complete with stabilized seafloor.
Photo: Coastal Eco-Group, Inc.
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CRCP and SEFCRI Partner with the U.S. Coast Guard to Reduce Impacts to 700 Acres of Coral Reef Habitat
Lauren Waters, Assistant Manager & Maritime Industry and Coastal Construction Impacts Coordinator
Through a CRCP, SEFCRI, and United States Coast Guard (USCG) partnership
that began in 2008, a proposal to reconfigure the Port Miami Commercial Anchorage has taken a major step forward. After several years of collaboration
with Port officials and users, the potential new design will not only reduce impacts to reef resources but also improve the safety of vessel traffic.
In 2004, the original SEFCRI team identified a local action strategy “Project 8:
Modify the footprint of existing anchorages to avoid hard bottoms.” That project was contracted to, and begun by, Dr. Brian Walker of Nova Southeastern
University. His report on the status of Florida’s current commercial anchorages and how they could be impacting reef
resources was completed in 2010. Walkers’ work found that there were approximately 700 acres of reef within the
Port Miami Commercial Anchorage. He recommended alternative configurations that completely avoided reef impacts;
however, there were concerns that those configurations, which were in deeper water and further from the Port, would
cause economic hardship and make it more difficult for the USCG to respond to vessels in distress. There was also very
little known about vessel traffic patterns in the current anchorage and or what, if any, impacts were occurring.
A follow-up thesis study, in part supported and funded by the CRCP, provided the necessary vessel use information and
resource impact information. That study, completed by Lauren Waters, found that impacts were occurring both to the
stony corals and octocorals, as well as the habitat that they require to grow and survive. Further investigation found a
serious safety concern with the current anchorage, as it has areas so shallow that vessels are “bumping” the bottom.
After the USCG received the necessary information to understand the traffic, impact, safety concerns, and needs of the
users, they decided to move forward with a proposal to create two smaller anchorages – one placed in deeper water
allowing for safe anchorage for deep drawing vessels, and another placed in shallow water allowing for safe anchorage
for smaller vessels. This compromise will reduce impacts to at least 600 acres of coral reef habitat! This reduction of
direct impact is a huge win for the reefs and it all started with the SEFCRI team.
The official Notice of Study and proposal of the new anchorages is open for public
comment through February 1, 2016. To review the Notice and submit comments of
concern or support to the USCG, please visit: https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2015
-12-01/pdf/2015-30406.pdf.
Top: Diver Amanda Costaregni of Nova Southeastern University views a large commercial anchor on reef
within the current Port Miami anchorage. Photo: CRCP/Lauren Waters. Right: Commercial ship anchors
and chain often get left behind. Photo: CRCP/Lauren Waters

