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Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary

Coral: Plant, Animal or Mineral?

The answer is a little bit of each. The coral tissue
is a group, or colony, of individual coral animals
living together. Individual animals are called
polyps. Each polyp uses tentacles ("fingers") to
catch food. Polyps share their food with each
other. Since they use the tentacles to capture
small bits of food from the water, corals cannot
grow in dirty water. If they tried, they would get a
mouth full of sand or dirt!

Living inside each animal is a type of plant called
algae (pronounced 'al-jee). In exchange for a
place to live, the algae make additional food for
the coral and recycle wastes from the polyps.
Like other plants, algae need sunlight to grow, so
corals only grow in clear water, shallow enough to
allow plenty of sunlight to reach the bottom.

Most corals are found in depths less than 120 feet.

The coral colony has a hard skeleton made of
limestone. The skeleton has tiny "cups” on its
surface in which the polyps live. This makes the
coral look like a rock and it can grow in different
shapes, like large sturdy boulders or delicate
branching fans. About 20 different kinds of coral
grow at the Flower Gardens. Many look like huge
boulders. Colonies grow about an inch every two
or three years. Two Flower Gardens species are
illustrated here by artist Joel Hickerson.
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Close-up of a coral polyp in the process of
budding (splitting into two polyps).
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