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Great Barrier Reef coral predicted to last at least 100 years before extinction from climate
change

Model predicts rapid adaptation of corals despite increasingly severe bleaching events, but corals' more distant future remains
uncertain
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Summary: A common Great Barrier Reef coral species has enough genetic diversity to survive at least 100 years before succumbing to global warming,
researchers predict.

FULL STORY

Great Barrier Reef coral predicted to last at least 100
years before extinction from climate change.

Credit: Mikhail V. Matz and colleagues

A common Great Barrier Reef coral species has enough genetic diversity to survive
at least 100 years before succumbing to global warming predicts Mikhail Matz of
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the University of Texas at Austin and colleagues. They report these findings in a
new study published April 19th, 2018 in PLOS Genetics.

A warming climate, ocean acidification and destruction of coral habitats have all taken a significant toll on
coral populations along the Great Barrier Reef. Previous studies offered hope that corals can adapt to
warming conditions but no one knows if they can outpace climate change. Matz and his colleagues
developed a model to estimate the ability of the common coral species Acropora millepora to evolve by
redistributing existing heat-tolerance genes, taking into account the coral's present-day genetic diversity
and how far its larvae migrate before settling down. The model predicts that the coral will become more
sensitive to temperature swings, which will cause occasional die-offs, but that coral populations will
successfully adapt to temperatures along the Great Barrier Reef and survive at least another century.
Whether corals will be able to adapt any further is uncertain and depends on several currently unknown
parameters of coral genetics.

This study of a common inhabitant of the Great Barrier Reef is a rare optimistic contribution to our
understanding of how a species can adapt to changing climate conditions. The findings show that recent
catastrophic coral bleaching events do not necessary signal imminent coral demise and can also inform
reef management strategies, suggesting that interventions that help reshuffle coral genetic diversity among
reefs will likely increase the coral's odds for survival in the near future.
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RELATED STORIES

Protecting Diversity on Coral Reefs: DNA May Hold the Key

Apr. 27, 2016 — Scientists have discovered that large areas of intact coral reef
with extensive live coral cover, not disturbed by humans or climate change,
harbor the greatest amount of genetic diversity. With this ... read more »

“a== BEE Study Accurately Dates Coral Loss at Great Barrier Reef
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Feb. 9, 2016 — The timing of significant Great Barrier Reef coral loss captured

by a series of historical photos has been accurately determined for the first
time. Researchers said the photos were a powerful visual ... read more »

Small Drop in Sea Level Had Big Impact on Southern Great
Barrier Reef

Jan. 22, 2015 — A small drop in sea level 2000 years ago on the southern
Greater Barrier Reef led to a dramatic slowdown in the coral reef's growth,
research shows. The researchers analyzed samples from One Tree ...
read more »

Great Barrier Reef Is an Effective Wave Absorber

Sep. 17, 2014 — The Great Barrier Reef is a remarkably effective wave
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absorber, despite large gaps between the reefs, a study concludes. The Great
Barrier Reef in Australia is the largest coral reef system in the ... read more »
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