
Coral Reef Health Reporting
BleachWatch VI & The Hunt for Coral Disease

www.vicoraldisease.org



Overview

•Why are coral reefs important?

•Why are coral reefs threatened?

•What is a coral?

•What is coral bleaching?

•What is coral disease?

•How can you help?

•Report what you see!



Benefits from Coral Reefs



Coral Reefs are Integral to the 
U.S. Virgin Islands
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Why are coral reefs important?

Coastal protection

Photo by C. Munisteri

Tourism

Biodiversity Human health & sustenance
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Threats to Coral Reefs
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Why are coral reefs in danger?

Bleaching Disease



Coral Biology



Polyps
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Colony
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zooxanthellae

polyps
http://blueplanetsociety.org/2015/03/the-importance-of-plankton/

Symbiotic Relationship
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Coral Bleaching





What is coral bleaching?

Healthy Paling Bleached

Colpophyllia natans



Examples of Bleaching/Paling
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No Polyps/Tissue = Tissue Loss With Polyps/Tissue = Bleaching

Tissue Loss vs. Bleaching
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Mass Bleaching Events

healthy bleached dead
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Coral Disease



Coral Disease 101
• Coral diseases are a natural part of the coral ecosystem

• The study of coral diseases dates back to the 1970s and, since then, the 
Caribbean has become a hotspot for coral disease

• The recent (within the last 50 years) emergence of coral diseases throughout 
the Caribbean appears to be unprecedented over a millennial time scale 
(>3800 yr) 

• Coral diseases have the ability to dramatically impact reefs and significantly 
contribute to reef deterioration

• We still do not know much about many diseases; most diseases are named 
based on their outward presentation on affected corals



Traditional Criteria Used to Separate Diseases
• Color of affected tissue (lighter/darker/discoloration)

• Presence & color of visible microbial band or mat

• Shape of the lesion

• Pattern of tissue loss

• Rate of tissue loss

• Presence of bleached areas

• Species affected
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Black Band

White Plague Dark Spots

Red Band

Common Hard Coral Diseases
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White Band
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Stony Coral Tissue Loss 
Disease (SCTLD)



Stony Coral Tissue Loss Disease in the USVI
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Characteristics of SCTLD
• Highly infectious, transmissible through water
• Appears as multifocal, fast moving lesions
• Affects 26 species of hard (Stony) corals
• Rapid spread at individual coral and reef level
• > 90% mortality rate of infected corals
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A coral can recover from bleaching, it does not recover from tissue loss.

Tissue Loss vs. Bleaching

bleaching bleaching Recovery of bleached coral 
tissue

Recovery of bleached 
coral tissue

Rapid tissue loss Rapid tissue loss

Dead coral

Recovered 
coral tissue Recovered 

coral tissue

Slide by M. Brandt



Tracking Bleaching & Disease



coralreefwatch.noaa.gov

Low Level 

Thermal Stress

Bleaching 

Possible Bleaching 

Likely

Mortality 

Likely



Bleaching 
Possible

Bleaching 
Likely

Mortality 
Likely

Low level 
thermal stress

Before

After

Reef damage and debris 
from after the 2017 
hurricane season:
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USVI Disease Response

Slide by M. Brandt



SCTLD Strike Teams
• Integral part of the Virgin Islands response to SCTLD

• Conduct reconnaissance missions to search for SCTLD presence
• Roving diver surveys to record coral impairments and presence of highly susceptible species

• Perform interventions to treat SCTLD and reduce SCTLD load on reefs
• Coral amputations, culling and antibiotic treatments
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Coral Health Tracking



How You Can Help



Be a part of the solution

Fight Climate 
Change.

Reduce local 
stress on reefs. Volunteer!

to save our coral reefs.



We need YOUR eyes on the reef!

1. Submit reports and photos of weird or unhealthy corals and 
healthy reefs to www.vicoraldisease.org

2. Experts will check your photos and confirm whether disease or 
bleaching was present or not. 

3. Your observation will then be posted on the map at 
vicoraldisease.org under “Tracking”

4. Trained divers are then sent to evaluate and possibly treat the 
affected coral reef areas.

Submit reports about coral reef health
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Coral Reef Health Survey
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• Materials:
• Data sheet printed on underwater paper

• Slate or clipboard

• Pencil

• Underwater camera

• Methods:
• Fill out your name, the date and the dive site before you get in the water

• Dive or snorkel for at least 20 minutes

• Look around for healthy or unhealthy corals

• Tally healthy and unhealthy corals in the proper row based on species

How to Complete a Reef Health 
Report Survey
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What to look for: Bleaching/Paling
• Coral tissue is still present
• Typically occurs during warmer months, or just following 

(think September to January)
• Can be a response to too warm water OR a response to 

illness or injury
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What to look for: Disease & Predation
• Disease

• Consistent disease margin
• Discoloration associated with disease margin: Black 

Band, Yellow Band
• Typically moves from the base of the colony upwards

• Predation
• Irregular border of tissue loss
• Associated predator(s): snails, fireworms, damselfish, 

parrotfish, clinoid sponges
• Can occur on any part of the colony
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• Big white patches on stony corals
• Maze/Brains/Pillars First!

• Maze, brain, large-cup star and pillar corals 
are most severely affected so they show signs 
first

What to look for: SCTLD
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What to look for: healthy coral too! 
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