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Executive Summary 


Coral reefs, often called the “rainforests of the sea,” are among the oldest and most 
diverse ecosystems on the planet. They provide resources and services worth bil­
lions of dollars each year to the United States and worldwide economies, a surpris­
ing amount considering that these ecosystems cover less than 1 percent of the 
Earth’s surface. With 10.5 million people living adjacent to a U.S. coral reef in 
mainland coastal communities or on islands (U.S. Census 2002), coral reefs have 
become an integral part of the culture, heritage, and economies of these regions. 

Millions of people across the United States depend on coral reefs for food, protec­
tion from storms, and jobs. For example, South Florida’s coral reef ecosystems have 
a nonmarket value of $228 million and support more than 44,500 jobs (Turgeon et 
al. 2002). U.S. coral reef fisheries alone support an ex-vessel landing (value of catch 
paid to fishermen) of more than $137.1 million (Turgeon et al. 2002). 

However, U.S. coral reef ecosystems and worldwide reefs are in danger. They are 
continuously damaged or destroyed by anthropogenic impacts such as pollution, 
overfishing, and coastal development, and by natural impacts such as tropical 
storms. The Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network (GCRMN) estimates 20 percent 
of the world’s coral reefs have been destroyed and predicts 24 percent are under 
pending destruction from adverse human impacts (Wilkinson 2004). In addition, 
GCRMN estimates another 26 percent of reefs are under a long-term decline 
(Wilkinson 2004). Compounding this problem is the lack of public awareness 
regarding the value and condition of U.S. coral reefs and the impact people 
upstream have on reef health. 

Implementation of the National Coral Reef Action Strategy highlights the activities 
of the U.S. Coral Reef Task Force (USCRTF) in 2002–2003 to promote understand­
ing of coral reefs and to reduce the threats to these valuable marine ecosystems. 
The report provides summaries and examples of many of the activities conducted 
by USCRTF members and their extramural partners to fulfill the goals and objec­
tives of the National Action Plan To Conserve Coral Reefs (2000) (the Plan) and the 
U.S. National Coral Reef Action Strategy (2002) (the Strategy). This report is not 
intended to be a comprehensive list of agency programs and activities directly or 
indirectly affecting coral reefs. More comprehensive information on USCRTF 
accomplishments and future challenges can be found on the USCRTF website 
(http://www.coralreef.gov) or by contacting USCRTF members directly. 
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The report follows the 13 goals of the Plan and the Strategy to reduce threats to 
coral reef ecosystems worldwide: 

■ Create comprehensive maps of all U.S. coral reef habitats. 

■ Conduct long-term monitoring and assessments of reef ecosystem conditions. 

■ Support strategic research to address the major threats to reef ecosystems. 

■ Increase understanding of the social and economic factors of conserving coral 
reefs. 

■ Improve the use of marine protected areas to reduce threats. 

■ Reduce adverse impacts of fishing and other extractive uses. 

■ Reduce impacts of coastal uses. 

■ Reduce pollution. 

■ Restore damaged reefs. 

■ Improve education and outreach. 

■ Reduce threats to coral reef ecosystems internationally. 

■ Reduce impacts from international trade in coral reef species. 

■ Improve coordination and accountability.


As called for by the Coral Reef Conservation Act of 2000 (Pub. L. No. 106–562; 16

U.S.C. §6401 et seq.), the report addresses each goal and charts annual funding by
federal agencies for activities directly related to the Strategy. It also presents a brief 
analysis of the future challenges facing coral reef ecosystems and the communities 
that depend on them. Appendix A lists federal obligations totaling $177.29 million 
for coral reef conservation in 2002, $163.59 million in 2003, and $200.50 million in 
2004. Appendix B (only available online at http://www.coralreef.gov) provides a 
more comprehensive list of USCRTF activity highlights. 

Due to partnerships among USCRTF members and the involvement of nongovern­
mental organizations, much progress has been made to meet the Strategy’s goals 
and objectives. These partnerships have been successful at leveraging funding and 
resources to better understand and address threats to coral reef ecosystems, and 
thus partnerships are a major focus of this report and are included as highlights 
wherever possible. 

Some highlights of USCRTF member activities in 2002–2003 include: 

Mapping all shallow coral reefs. The USCRTF’s goal is to produce comprehensive 
digital maps of all U.S. shallow coral reefs (<30 m) by 2009. Between 2002 and 
2004, the percentage of mapped areas increased from 35 to 66 percent. In addition, 
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Executive Summary 

new tools, including the Draft Northwestern Hawaiian Islands (NWHI) Atlas, are 
being created to give managers much needed habitat information for improved 
management. 

Monitoring coral reef health. In 2002–2003, more than 50 monitoring activities 
were supported by USCRTF organizations and significant advances were made 
toward a national coral reef monitoring system. The National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) partnered with other federal agencies to 
expand its Pacific coral reef ecosystem monitoring to American Samoa, Guam, and 
the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI). The first State of 
Coral Reef Ecosystems of the United States and Pacific Freely Associated States 
(Turgeon et al. 2002) assessed the condition of U.S. coral reefs, ranked threats in 13 
geographic areas, detailed ongoing conservation actions taken by USCRTF agencies, 
and provided recommendations from coral reef managers to fill information gaps. 
The second biennial report, scheduled for publication in summer 2005, will reflect 
more quantitative data obtained through collaborative monitoring programs. 

Research. USCRTF agencies and their partners have significantly expanded the 
understanding of processes affecting the structure, function, and health of coral reef 
ecosystems, which has improved coral reef ecosystem threat response and reduc­
tion. This increased understanding has improved the ability to respond to and 
reduce threats to coral reef ecosystems in some areas. For example, the Coral 
Disease and Health Consortium is coordinating scientific resources to investigate 
coral health, coral bleaching, and factors affecting the emergence, transmission, and 
impact of coral diseases. 

Improving the use of coral reef-protected areas. New coral reef-protected areas 
were established or proposed in federal waters and several jurisdictions, including 
the U.S. Virgin Islands, Hawai’i, Puerto Rico, Florida, American Samoa, and the 
CNMI. In addition, management plan completion, regulation updates, and an 
increase in the capacity to implement enforcement and education efforts improved 
the effectiveness of existing coral reef-protected areas. NOAA, working with state 
and territory partners, is leading the first comprehensive, nationwide inventory 
and assessment of all U.S. coral reef-protected areas to identify key needs. 

Reducing the adverse impacts of fishing. Since 2002, five of the seven U.S. states 
or territories with coral reefs have instituted new or revised fishery regulations to 
help restore and/or sustain coral reef fisheries. Actions were also taken to strength­
en the management of coral reef fisheries in federal waters, including the imple­
mentation of the first Fishery Management Plan for Coral Reef Ecosystems of the 
Western Pacific Region and initiation of the process for establishing a new multi-
jurisdictional fishery management plan in Biscayne Bay. 

Reducing the impacts of coastal uses. Ship groundings and anchor damage con­
tinue to affect coral reef health throughout U.S. waters. USCRTF agencies have 
improved planning for and response to grounding events and implemented 
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measures to avoid vessel impacts by improving navigational aids and installing 
permanent moorings that obviate the need to anchor on coral reefs. For example, in 
2002 and 2003, NOAA, the U.S. Coast Guard, and state and territory agencies com­
pleted an inventory of existing grounded vessels on U.S. coral reefs to help man­
agers identify and prioritize vessels for removal. 

Reducing the impacts of pollution on reefs. Land, sea, and air pollution continue 
to seriously affect coral reef ecosystems. Many actions have been taken to reduce 
these impacts, including removing more than 220 tons of fishing nets and other 
debris from the NWHI coral reef ecosystem and designating all state waters within 
the boundary of the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary as a no-discharge 
zone for vessel sewage. 

Reducing the impacts from international trade. Since 2001, the United States has 
helped many countries address the adverse impacts of international trade on their 
coral reef ecosystems by assisting in identifying strategies to mitigate overfishing 
and destructive fishing and by collecting rare, threatened, or endangered species. 
These programs have strengthened implementation of sustainable management 
plans, enforcement of relevant laws and regulations, development of environmen­
tally sound collection practices and alternatives, and implementation of other 
measures that protect and conserve the coral reef ecosystems outside U.S. control. 

Improving coordination and accountability. State and territory members of the 
USCRTF, with assistance from federal agency members, developed 3-year local 
action strategies to identify and implement priority actions to reduce land-based 
sources of pollution, overfishing, recreational misuse and overuse, lack of public 
awareness, disease, and coral bleaching and climate change—six key threats to 
coral reefs. To improve coordination in the Pacific, the USCRTF invited the 
Republic of Palau, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, and the Federated States of 
Micronesia to be observers on the Task Force. These efforts have increased collabo­
ration and cooperation among partners at all levels, resulting in improved local 
action to protect valuable coral reefs. 

The activities summarized in this report represent significant achievements by gov­
ernment and nongovernmental partners to reduce threats to reefs and conserve 
healthy, resilient coral reef ecosystems and the human communities that depend 
on them. However, these accomplishments represent only intermediate steps 
toward achieving the goals of the Strategy. Much remains to be done to halt the 
degradation of coral reefs and to sustain these valuable marine ecosystems and the 
economies that depend on them. Building on this foundation of achievement and 
collaboration, NOAA and the USCRTF are committed to continuing efforts to pro­
tect the Nation’s valuable coral reefs and working with international partners to 
protect coral reefs worldwide. 
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