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When Joleah Lamb strapped on a scuba tank and plunged into the ocean over a decade ago, it was the first of 

many expeditions to examine the effects of climate change and other human-produced factors on coral. 

https://www.ecomagazine.com/news/science/study-examines-a-million-corals-one-by-one-in-urgent-call-to-save-reefs#disqus_thread
https://www.ecomagazine.com/news/science/large-herbivores-of-the-sea-help-keep-coral-reefs-healthy
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Now, 13 years after that foray, she has contributed one of the largest amounts of data to a landmark study on how 

to save coral reefs in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Lamb, an assistant professor of ecology & evolutionary biology 

at the University of California, Irvine School of Biological Sciences, is among more than 80 marine researchers 

worldwide who produced the report. It has been published in Nature Ecology and Evolution. 

The research encompassed over 2,500 reefs across 44 countries. Lamb provided its fourth-largest dataset, 

containing details on more than a million individual corals. Gathering the information required painstaking visual 

inspection, with Lamb and colleagues swimming underwater for as much as six hours each day. Armed with special 

measuring tapes, waterproof paper and pencils, they recorded information on each coral, meticulously identifying 

the size and health of more than 300 unique species. 

Key to this study were observations of bleaching, a visible indication water is too warm. When temperatures rise, 

corals expel algae they normally depend on for energy. The depletion robs the corals of their color and turns them 

white. It also eventually starves them. 

"There are efforts to use drones or satellites to collect this information, but you cannot get the high resolution 

needed to assess the vital complex architecture of reefs unless you are in the water," said Lamb. 

The scientists involved in the report say it's not too late to save reefs if three strategies are immediately enacted in 

the Indo-Pacific. One is protecting from human impact those that are functioning, representing 17 percent of the 

reefs studied. Another is helping the 54 percent that are damaged but have the potential to recover. For 28 percent, 

it may be too late for rescue, which suggests some coastal societies will need to transition away from depending on 

them. 

Lamb says Americans should be concerned about the research results. "There are a lot of reefs in our territories, 

such as Hawaii, American Samoa and Guam," she said. "They all face severe impacts from the loss of coral reefs, 

including on coastal protection, food and income from tourism. And even if you don't live close to a reef, carbon 

emissions contribute to climate change that harms corals worldwide." 

Besides university scientists, researchers with the Wildlife Conservation Society, other non-profit organizations and 

governmental agencies participated in the study. The massive project demonstrates the need for collaboration in 

combatting environmental threats, she said. 

"As scientists, we can tend to work in small domains and become microscopic in what we examine," she added. 

"We can't be that way anymore. We must work together on large global solutions that protect our world." 

Journal Reference: Emily S. Darling, Tim R. McClanahan, Joseph Maina, Georgina G. Gurney, Nicholas A. J. 

Graham, Fraser Januchowski-Hartley, Joshua E. Cinner, Camilo Mora, Christina C. Hicks, Eva Maire, Marji 

Puotinen, William J. Skirving, Mehdi Adjeroud, Gabby Ahmadia, Rohan Arthur, Andrew G. Bauman, Maria Beger, 

Michael L. Berumen, Lionel Bigot, Jessica Bouwmeester, Ambroise Brenier, Tom C. L. Bridge, Eric Brown, Stuart J. 

Campbell, Sara Cannon, Bruce Cauvin, Chaolun Allen Chen, Joachim Claudet, Vianney Denis, Simon Donner, 

Estradivari, Nur Fadli, David A. Feary, Douglas Fenner, Helen Fox, Erik C. Franklin, Alan Friedlander, James 

https://www.ecomagazine.com/news/science/new-imaging-platform-examines-mechanisms-behind-coral-bleaching
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Gilmour, Claire Goiran, James Guest, Jean-Paul A. Hobbs, Andrew S. Hoey, Peter Houk, Steven Johnson, Stacy 

D. Jupiter, Mohsen Kayal, Chao-yang Kuo, Joleah Lamb, Michelle A. C. Lee, Jeffrey Low, Nyawira Muthiga, Efin 

Muttaqin, Yashika Nand, Kirsty L. Nash, Osamu Nedlic, John M. Pandolfi, Shinta Pardede, Vardhan Patankar, 

Lucie Penin, Lauriane Ribas-Deulofeu, Zoe Richards, T. Edward Roberts, Ku’ulei S. Rodgers, Che Din Mohd 

Safuan, Enric Sala, George Shedrawi, Tsai Min Sin, Patrick Smallhorn-West, Jennifer E. Smith, Brigitte Sommer, 

Peter D. Steinberg, Makamas Sutthacheep, Chun Hong James Tan, Gareth J. Williams, Shaun Wilson, Thamasak 

Yeemin, John F. Bruno, Marie-Josée Fortin, Martin Krkosek, David Mouillot. Social–environmental drivers inform 

strategic management of coral reefs in the Anthropocene. Nature Ecology & Evolution, 2019; DOI: 10.1038/s41559-

019-0953-8 
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