
Coral 

Climate change is heating up the planet. There are areas all over the world where this change 
is clearly visible. Climate journalist Bernice Notenboom visits there areas and investigates 
how climate change influences the landscape. 

The ocean on the Southern Hemisphere. There is a lot more water than land here. Coral reefs 
grow beneath the surface. These reefs are the tropical rainforests of the sea and they are in 
danger of disappearing because of ongoing climate change. This is why a lot of research is 
being done in the southern oceans to investigate the changes caused by global warming.  

Bernice is at the Great Barrier Reef, on the Eastcoast of Australia. She is meeting coral 
biologist Ove Hugh-Goldburg and coral specialist Charlie Veron, who have been studying the 
reef for 50 years. 

[“Why do we need to take care of the coral reefs? --- One in four fishes live around the coral 
reef. There’s an enormous biodiversity here. When it’s very warm, like in 2005, large sections 
of coral can die in a few weeks. This is bad, because the coral takes a long time to repair itself. 
If the sea temperature rises one degree above the maximum temperature we usually see here 
in the summer, the coral turns white.” --- “Just like people. We also turn white when we’re 
ill.” --- “It’s a lot like that. It doesn’t take much. If our temperature rises a few degrees, we get 
really ill, and the same is true for coral.”] 

There are 400 different kinds of coral on the Great Barrier Reef. Their names are often based 
on their shapes. For example, this table coral. This can be found all over the reef. And this 
brain coral can live for 200 years. 

These corals offer protection to the many fishes that nest, feed, and reproduce here. 

Living coral are made up of polyp colonies. These animals, which are only a few millimetres 
big, make an external calcium skeleton. They usually build on top of their dead predecessors’ 
old skeletons. This is how a colony slowly grows into enormous coral reefs. Algae live inside 
these polyps and provide food and oxygen. In return, the algae get food, carbon dioxide, and 
shelter. 

These algae give the corals their colour. But it is a delicate balance. If the water gets too warm 
or sour, the algae die and the white coral underneath becomes visible. If the algae stay away 
too long, the coral dies. 

[“By the end of the century, we will only have videos of coral reefs. They will have 
deteriorated so badly that they will look nothing like this. That makes me incredibly sad. 
Young people will not be able to see this and neither will their children.”] 

But the coral has more problems than just a shortage of algae. It’s about balance. 

In other places on the reef, the algae are growing too quickly. 

[“Here you can see the coral and all these algae. Algae grow much faster than coral. If the 
algae aren’t contained, they will kill the coral. The coral can only continue growing because of 
the fish that eat the algae. But if these algae-eating herbivores stay away for even one year, 
the coral will choke and die.”] 



Next to algae that chokes coral, there is another source of danger. The CO2 we expel turns 
into carbon in the water. This makes the water more sour, which directly affects organisms 
with calcium skeletons, like coral. Calcium dissolves in acid.   

 


