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REEF RESCUE Algae-eating animals may help coral save itself
BY BRIAN FEABY BRIAN FEABY BRIAN FEABY BRIAN FEABY BRIAN FEAGANSGANSGANSGANSGANS

Staff Writer

Known for their prickly ways,
sea urchins have long been one
of the most maligned creatures on
the reef. Now scientists are testing
whether the spine-covered crea-
tures could help save coral systems
that are withering at an alarming
rate around the globe.

Alina Szmant, a marine biolo-
gist at the University of North
Carolina at Wilmington, is leading
a research team that plans to place
about 200 laboratory-grown sea ur-
chins onto a struggling coral reef
in the Florida Keys as early as Fri-
day.

Diadema antillarum, which is
black with spines striped in white,
eats the algae that often smother
sick or dead reefs. But following a
mysterious die-off of the sea
urchin’s Caribbean populations in
1983, fish that also eat the algae
couldn’t keep up with its growth.

“Every time a coral dies, it’s not
being replaced by new coral; it’s
being replaced by algae,” Dr.
Szmant said.

The trend has made it nearly im-
possible for larvae from the re-
maining healthy coral reefs to colo-
nize sick reefs and revive them.

Dr. Szmant and research partner
Thomas Capo of the University of
Miami want to see if help can be
raised in a laboratory.

They have raised about 200 sea
urchins that will be placed in
8-foot-wide net corrals designed
to keep the urchins in one spot. By
the time the September full moon
arrives and triggers larvae release
by the corals,  they expect to
see large bare patches of reef ready
to be re-seeded. The research
team will use a fine mesh net to
capture larvae from healthy reefs
and dump them onto 16 test sites
on Little Grecian Reef, nestled

between two marine reserves in the
Florida Keys.

Earlier in the summer, they
rounded up about 200 sea urchins
from the wild and placed them on
the reef as well. By next year, Dr.
Szmant plans to have thousands,
perhaps tens of thousands, of sea
urchins ready for introduction to
the reef.

It will take roughly five years
of measuring coral growth to see
if the method works, Dr. Szmant
said.

Sea urchins may look intimidat-
ing – they grow to 4 inches wide
and have spines a foot long – but
they’re vulnerable to crabs, puffer
fish and other predators.

So the researchers also want to
study how the sea urchins die so
they can select habitat types with
the least mortality. That means
plenty of graveyard shifts for re-
searchers bent on monitoring the
movements of a creature that hides
in crevices all day and feeds at night.

The reefs’ fate may depend on
the urchins.

Scientists estimate that about
one-third of the world’s coral reefs
have died or deteriorated in the
past quarter century. That figure is
closer to three-quarters in and
around the Florida Keys, Dr.
Szmant said.

Hurricanes, disease and other
natural phenomena have always
killed reefs. Boats that smack
into the coral and manmade
pollution also have wiped out
sections.  But many scientists
believe another factor, perhaps
global warming, is behind the ac-
celerated pace of bleaching,
whereby vibrant brown corals
turn white with death. Studies have
shown coral to be particularly
sensitive to warmer waters and

sudden shifts in ocean temperature.
“Even remote places like

Palau and Fiji lost more than
half of the coral,” Dr. Szmant
said, despite being far removed
from any intensive human
activity that could cause the
problem.

If successful, introducing sea
urchins could give the algae-
eaters a foothold in the Carib-
bean, she said.

“To raise enough to repopulate

the Caribbean we’re talking about bil-
lions of urchins,” Dr. Szmant said.
“We could never do that. We want to
create many small populations that can
breed on their own.”

National Sea Grant has given
$412,000 for the research while about
$250,000 is coming from UNCW, the
University of Miami, The Nature Con-
servancy, the Institute for Marine
Science in Fort Lauderdale and the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration.

UNCW research scientist Alina Szmant holds one of the sea
urchins grown at the Center for Marine Science to be used in a reef-
saving experiment off Florida.
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