
Little known facts about staghorn coral 
• The age of a coral can be determined by examining its growth rings, a bit like a tree.
• The staghorn coral gets its name because of the way its colonies branch repeatedly and look like a stag’s 	
	 antlers.
• Coral reefs support a huge amount of marine biodiversity and are home to over 4,000 species of tropical or 	
	 reef fish as well as sponges, jellyfish, crabs, octopi, sea turtles and dolphins.

Why are staghorn coral important?
• Globally, coral reefs are in a decline. Increasingly silt from farms, roads and building sites is being swept 	
	 into the sea by rivers. Sewage, oil and chemicals also pollute sea water. Coupled with climate change and 	
	 the associated changes in weather patterns, corals are struggling to survive. In the Caribbean, corals have 	
	 experienced an 80% decline since 1977.
• Coral are considered to be the “rainforests of the sea” because they provide so much shelter and feeding 	
	 grounds for a huge number of fish and other marine life.

How climate change will affect staghorn coral 
• Staghorn coral is extremely vulnerable to damage from sedimentation, sensitive to temperature and harmed 	
	 by changes in salinity (levels of salt).
• There can be a time lag of up to 20 years, between the decline in coral reefs and the subsequent decline in 	
	 fish. Even if the coral has died the coral structure will still provide a home for feeding and breeding fish. This 	
	 can result in the sudden and unexpected collapse of local biodiversity when the reef collapses.
• Fish stocks are near depletion due to overfishing, combined with declining habitat conditions or food
	 resources provided by coral.
• Both warming ocean temperatures and ocean acidification cause coral to grow much more slowly.
• Coral bleaching occurs when the water is too warm for the symbiotic algae that live within the tissue of the 	
	 polyps and make food by photosynthesis. Without food the polyps die leaving behind a dead skeleton, which 	
	 eventually crumbles.
• An increase in the carbon dioxide in the water also causes algal plankton and ocean bacteria to explode in 	
	 numbers. The bacteria feed on algal plankton and in the process most of the oxygen in the water, resulting 	
	 in ‘dead zones’ in which few animals can survive. 
• Tropical marine dead zones could be as much as 50% bigger in just over four decades. This will have
	 devastating impacts on ocean ecosystems and fisheries, including staghorn corals.

The world without Staghorn Coral 
Many fish are dependent coral species such as the staghorn for food and places to breed. Without coral reefs 
many tropical fish with die and the people who eat will them loose a valuable source of protein. Many species 
could go extinct if their local corals die out.

Coral use carbon dioxide in the water to create a limestone shell for their branches. With fewer corals the 
amount of carbon dioxide in the sea could rise dramatically leading to bigger ocean deadzones.

Staghorn Coral
Staghorn coral is one of the most important Caribbean corals as it provides a home for fish and other 
marine life. A coral is a group of soft-bodied animals called polyps, which typically live together in 
large colonies in tropical waters. Coral reefs support a huge amount of biodiversity and are the
“rainforests of the sea”. If you were a coral what sort of animals would you shelter? What problems 
are coral reefs experiencing?


