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March 10, 2004

Dr. Roger Griffis

United States Coral Reef Task Force

NOS/ORR 10201

1305 East West Highway

Silver Spring, MD 20910

RE: Written comments for the 11th US Coral Reef Task Force Meeting, February 24 - 25, 2004, Washington, DC

Dear Dr. Griffis:

Oceana would like to congratulate the U.S. Coral Reef Task Force on a truly spectacular IMAX event on February 24th and express our appreciation for your invitation to participate in the Task Force meeting this year.

One of the most fascinating elements in the movie was the imagery and commentary about the corals in deeper water.  At one point the scientist on the dive notes that the deeper we go, the less we know about the reef ecosystem, and that every time he dives he finds species that are new to science.  

Indeed, it is estimated that two-thirds of all coral species are found in waters deeper than 150 feet.  As they do not require the symbiotic algae vital to the survival of tropical reefs, they are not restricted to the relatively narrow geographic bands on either side of the equator. Thriving in cold and dark waters by feeding on food captured from the fast moving currents in which they live, deep sea corals are  found in all the world’s oceans, to depths of many thousands of feet. In North American mainland waters, corals are found from the Bering Sea in Alaska to Baja, Mexico, and from the East coast of Canada all the way south to the Gulf of Mexico.  They are also likely found in many other areas of the U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone. 

Deep sea corals look much like shallow water corals – some build enormous reef structures that provide habitat to as wide a variety of life as some shallow water reefs. Others form enormous crimson trees many feet tall and wide, and still others simply form small ivory cups the size of a thimble.  They are also among the oldest living creatures on the planet, with individual corals living for many hundreds of years, and reefs for many thousands.

Another thing they share with tropical corals is an alarming rate of destruction.  But, as our CEO Andy Sharpless pointed out before the IMAX film, while the loss of tropical corals is a complex problem, involving climate change, pollution and sedimentation from land, and overfishing, the causes of damage to deep water corals are clear, and so are more easily managed. 

Bottom trawling is easily the most widespread threat to the continued survival of deep sea corals.  There is now global scientific consensus that bottom trawling should be banned from sensitive coral and sponge habitat in national waters, and altogether on the High Seas.  Several countries and some states here in the U.S. have recently acted upon this consensus and have banned bottom trawling from a few, relatively small, areas.  

There is much good work being done by NOAA and several private institutions to discover more about the distribution and ecology of deep sea coral and sponge communities.  Oceana commends such work.  We believe, however, that additional resources need to be utilized to map and protect these animals, so that we can better understand their importance to the local ecosystems including restoration and sustained availability for sport and commercial fisheries and the potential for medicines and other useful products derivable from deep sea corals and sponges.  For animals that take decades, centuries, or even millennia  to grow, but can be torn from the seabed in a single pass of a trawl, waiting to have the entire U.S. EEZ seabed mapped before designating protections is waiting too long.  

We at Oceana strongly urge the U.S. Coral Reef Task Force to recognize the importance of deep sea corals, include them in the implementation of  your mandate, and include consideration and discussion of the identification, location and protection of them more fully in future meetings.

Thank you for your commitment to conserving, restoring and protecting the health of our oceans, and for the invitation for public comment on these important issues.

Sincerely,

Santi Roberts
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