We are writing in response to the 4, May Newsfocus ‘a world without corals’.  While we agree with the author’s review of the grave threats facing coral reefs (e.g. acidification, climate change, and overexploitation), and concede that long term rehabilitation efforts in the absence of measures to control these stressors may be akin to ‘treating cancer with a band-aid’, we feel it is important to distinguish between efforts attempting to mitigate these anthropogenic impacts without addressing them, and projects providing habitat augmentation in response to natural disasters.  The latter provides a ‘leg up’ to accelerate the recovery process of damaged reefs by preserving coral genetics, creating habitat for displaced marine life, and providing substrate to facilitate natural coral settlement and growth.

For the reasons mentioned above, transplanting damaged coral colonies into cinderblocks held together with steel bars may provide a temporary inexpensive solution in a limited range of circumstances (Stone, 2007).  However, it is important to consider that corals live hundreds of years.  Steel reinforcement bars degrade on a timeframe of years to decades, leaving corals at the mercy of storms and other disturbances, or even worse, transforming cinder blocks into projectiles which can damage natural reefs (e.g. the ill fated and recently removed tire reefs in Florida).  This technique should not be considered ‘a cheap alternative to the leading artificial reef product: Reef Balls’ which have an anticipated lifespan of over 500 years in seawater, and are rated to withstand a category 3+ hurricane (Harris, 2003).  Furthermore, designed reef modules closely recreate natural habitat for a wide range of marine life and can be textured to promote natural recruitment of corals.  While we support efforts to develop low cost coral rescue and rehabilitation options, we caution conservation and research organizations to carefully weigh both the short and long term ramifications of proposed efforts before proceeding.         

