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For a Diver *

Every day is Ocean Day

Huge deep-sea coral reef discovered off the South Carolina coast

"It was a thrill to see these newly discovered habitats firsthand."
by David Freeman / Aug.29.2018 / 3:32 PM ET

Scientists discover hidden coral reef off the coast of South Carolina
AUG.29.201801:24

In a discovery that significantly shifts scientists' thinking about coral formation, researchers have found a vast coral
reef deep in the Atlantic Ocean some 160 miles off the coast of Charleston, South Carolina.

The reef was discovered Aug. 23 by scientists aboard a deep-diving research submarine known as Alvin. It's about
half a mile beneath the surface and about 85 miles long.

"It was a thrill to see these newly discovered habitats firsthand," Erik Cordes, a Temple University biologist and one

of the scientists who made the discovery, told NBC News MACH in an email. "Every dive in Alvin is different, and
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we always expect to find something new. But | have never found something this significant, something that
profoundly changed our concept of where these habitats could exist."

It's long been known that Lophelia pertusa, the dominant species of coral that the scientists discovered, exists in
shallower water off the U.S. coast from Florida to North Carolina. But the existence of the whitish "stony" coral in
deep water farther from shore suggests that these coral habitats may be linked to one another and thus may be
more resilient than previously thought to rising water temperatures and other environmental changes that threaten
coral around the world.
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The Great Barrier Reef is under assault. It's not the first time

"If coral reefs are disconnected from other places and get damaged, they're finished," said Murray Roberts, a
University of Edinburgh marine biologist and an expert on corals who was not involved in the discovery. "But if
they're connected, then there is a potential for recovery."

In light of the unexpected find, Cordes said scientists should expand their search for coral to other parts of the
ocean, adding that the discovery should also be taken into account by government agencies responsible for
managing sensitive marine environments.

Erik Cordes inspects a
box of coral specimens
after a dive. The white
corals are Lophelia
pertusa, and the orange

are Madrepora
oculata.DEEP SEARCH
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In January, the Trump
administration
announced aplan_to

expand offshore
drilling for oil and natural
gas — activities that
Cordes said can have
"significant, adverse

impacts on  these

habitats." The plan was met with widespread opposition.
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The coral reef was discovered during the course of an almost eight-hour dive by Alvin, which is owned by the U.S.
Navy and operated by the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. Also on board for the dive were Catherine
McFadden, a biologist at Harvey Mudd College, and the sub's pilot, Bruce Strickrott.

The research that led to the discovery is part of Deep Search, an ongoing ocean research initiative funded by the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the U.S. Geological Survey and the Bureau of Ocean Energy
Management.

For now, the reef appears healthy and is home to large numbers of fish, including a swordfish that was seen
swimming over the reef. And its discovery could be a prelude to more discoveries of coral reefs in the Atlantic.
"What's off Africa?" Roberts asked. "What's off South America? There will be many more such discoveries, | would
predict."

WANT MORE STORIES ABOUT THE ENVIRONMENT?

e Can this ultra-thin 'sunscreen' save the world's largest coral reef?

e Here's how rising seas could swallow up these coastal cities

e The Pacific Ocean has a plastic problem. Here's the bold plan to fix it.
FOLLOW NBC NEWS MACH ON TWITTER, FACEBOOK, AND INSTAGRAM.

For additional reading see The WFCRC Document Gallery for articles about:

® Public Service Announcements (PSA)
e Coral Alert Network (CAN)

e Emergency Reporting Reports (ERR)
e (Call to Action (CTA)

e Marine Protected Areas (MPA)

e Marine Life Alert (MLA)

e Seismic and Oil Production Threats
e Natural Science Reports (NSR)

e  Qil Spill Alerts (OSA)

e And other miscellaneous documents
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