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Scientists Can Now Predict Coral Feeding Habits from Space 

BANGOR UNIVERSITY  

  

23 OCTOBER 2018 

 

SCIENCE 

 PREVIOUS ARTICLENOAA Research Vessel Completes Global Science Mission 

 NEXT ARTICLENew Study Reveals the Spread of Life on the Arctic Sea Floor 

 

Tropical corals living in more productive waters take advantage of the increased food availability and these feeding 

habits can be predicted from satellites orbiting our planet, reveals new research. How much and what corals eat 
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has been a critical knowledge gap in coral biology. The information is essential for understanding how corals are 

likely to persist in a warming ocean. 

 

According to the study published in Current Biology, corals living in waters more naturally rich in phytoplankton rely 

less on gaining energy from photosynthesis via their symbiotic algae. Instead, these corals gain more of their 

energy from predating on plankton and other microorganisms. This suggests coral reefs in areas richer in 

phytoplankton could be more resilient to disturbance events like coral bleaching, as the corals have a more 

abundant alternative food source. 

 

Close up image of the individual polyps of Pocillopora meandrina on Palmyra Atoll. Photo Credit: Michael Fox 

 

“We wanted to develop a method that would allow people to estimate coral feeding habits for their reef system over 

broad areas without having to collect coral samples and measure phytoplankton levels themselves, so we turned to 

satellite technology to help us,” explained Dr Gareth Williams, Reader (Associate Professor) in Marine Biology at 

Bangor University’s School of Ocean Sciences. “We realized we could predict coral feeding habits accurately 

across numerous scales using satellite-derived estimates of primary production. We can effectively predict coral 

feeding habits from space.” 

 

The researchers linked the feeding habits of reef corals in the central Pacific to gradients in phytoplankton – which 

they measured using a satellite that tracks ocean color. They then tested how well their model worked by taking 

previously published data on the feeding habits of corals across numerous oceans and showing they could 

accurately predict them using their satellite-driven model. 
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Healthy corals and planktivourous fish on Millennium Atoll, Southern Line Islands: Photo credit: Brian Zgliczynski, 

SIO 

 

“Feeding can also increase the reproductive capacity of corals, which is key to repopulating reefs that have suffered 

high levels of coral mortality,” said Michael Fox, the graduate student from Scripps Institution of Oceanography at 

the University of California San Diego, who lead the research. “What we now have is a map of potentially more 

resilient coral reefs. If these corals are relying more on planktonic food, perhaps they can recover from coral 

bleaching events faster.” 

 

Jen Smith, Professor of marine biology at Scripps and co-author of the study, added, “Our study is the first to take 

our understanding of coral feeding outside of the lab and show that global patterns of food availability likely 

influence the health and resilience of coral populations around the world.” 

 

“It is exciting to know that corals have a lot more food flexibility than we previously thought, and this flexibility could 

help them ride out the climate change storm that is seemingly inevitable.” 

Source: Bangor University, UK. 

 

 

 

 

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

 

 Public Service Announcements (PSA) 
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 Coral Alert Network (CAN) 

 Emergency Reporting Reports (ERR) 

 Call to Action (CTA) 

 Marine Protected Areas (MPA) 

 Marine Life Alert (MLA) 

 Seismic and Oil Production Threats 

 Natural Science Reports (NSR) 

 Oil Spill Alerts (OSA) 

 And other miscellaneous documents 

 


