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What are corals?What are corals?

A coral colony is built by groups of tiny animals called polyps. These polyps produce a skeleton called corallite. 
The polyps grow and produce more of themselves to increase the overall size of the coral colony. This is a slow 
process, and many coral species only grow ¼ to ¾ inches per year.

Many corals get their color from algae that lives in their tissues.These algae provide corals with energy during 
the day through photosynthesis so, water clarity plays a vital role in coral growth. At night, corals extend their 
tentacles and use their stinging cells to catch food from the water column.

Coral colonies can grow in many shapes depending on the amount of light and wave action on the reef. For 
example, corals in deeper waters tend to grow in a wide, fl at shape to capture more light. Reefs closer to the 
surface tend to have more branching corals that can withstand wave action without breaking. 

Endangered Species ActEndangered Species Act
Special protections have been given to seven hard coral species in the Gulf of Mexico.  Elkhorn coral, staghorn 
coral, pillar coral, boulder star coral, mountainous star coral, lobed star coral, and cactus coral are listed as 
threatened under the Endangered Species Act.  This means that they are likely to become in danger of extinc-
tion in the near future.  The listing as threatened on the Endangered Species Act promotes the development 
of strategies to protect these listed species and ecosystems and is an important tool for the conservation of 
corals.
This guide can be used to identify the seven species of threatened corals (orange band on the page), 15 other 
species of hard corals (blue band on the page) , and 1 species of fi re coral commonly found in shallow waters 
of the Gulf of Mexico.  There are many more types of corals in the Gulf and you can follow the web sites in the 
back of this guide for more information.
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Record Your Coral Observations

A. Blushing Star Coral
B. Boulder Brain Coral
C. Boulder Star Coral*
D. Branched Finger Coral
E.  Branching Fire Coral
F. Elkhorn Coral*
G. Elliptical Star Coral 
H. Fragile Saucer Coral
I. Great Star Coral
J. Ivory Tree Coral
K. Lesser Starlet Coral
L. Lettuce Coral
M. Lobed Star Coral*
N. Massive Starlet Coral
O. Mountainous Star Coral*
P. Mustard Hill Coral
Q. Pillar Coral*
R. Robust Ivory Tree Coral
S. Rough Cactus Coral*
T. Staghorn Coral*
U. Symmetrical Brain coral
V. Ten-ray Star Coral
W. Yellow Pencil Coral

Species Date & Location Observations
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Why are corals important?Why are corals important?
• Corals are an important source of food and habitat to many marine 
organisms.
• Coral reefs form a natural barrier that protects the coastline from 
storm surge.
• Coral reefs play an important cultural and economical role by sup-
porting jobs and businesses affi  liated to fi shing practices, tourism, 
and recreation.

What are the threats to corals?What are the threats to corals?
Coral reefs are slow growing organisms, and their function and 
well-being is threatened by a variety of stressors.  Their stressors 
include poor water quality as a result of increased nutrients and 
sediments; lack of available hard bottom for corals to settle and 
grow; diseases; extreme temperature changes (hot or cold); and 
frequent physical damage from storms, human activities (such as 
fi shing and anchoring).

How can you help?How can you help?
• When you dive or snorkel, don’t touch or stand on coral 
reefs. Coral reefs are alive. Standing on them could break 
them, stirred-up sediment can smother corals
• Don’t give corals as presents. It takes corals decades or 
longer to create reef structures, so leave them on the reef.
• Use  appropiate sunwear, and choose sunscreens with 
chemicals that don’t harm marine life

• Become an informed consumer and 
learn how your daily choices such as 
water use, recycling, seafood, vacation spots, 

fertilizer use, and driving times can positively 
(or negatively) impact the health of coral reefs. 

• Be a marine crusader, in addition to picking up 
your own trash, volunteer in local beach or reef 
cleanups. If you don’t live near the coast, 

get involved in protecting your watershed.
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