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According to the Florida Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP), this extraordinary reef 
tract, composed of bank and patch reefs, stretches approximately 360 linear miles from Dry 
Tortugas National Park west of the Florida Keys to the St. Lucie Inlet in Martin County. About two-
thirds of the Florida Reef Tract lies within Biscayne National Park and the Florida Keys National 
Marine Sanctuary, a marine protected area surrounding the Florida Keys island chain.

magine, if you will, going on a scuba exploration a few miles seaward of the Florida Keys. There, 
just 15 to 30 feet below the surface, you will find the Florida Reef Tract, the only living coral barrier 
reef in the continental waters of the United States, which is also the third-largest found around 
the globe. As you swim, you discover a wonderful world that teems with tropical fish and, when 
you follow these colorful creatures, you can watch as they playfully dart around amongst the reef. 

Like an underwater garden, a reef 
bed, such as the one found in 
Florida, contains differing textures 
and shapes of coral, with some 
resembling forked trees and others 
shaped like fans that gently undulate 
in the current. While they may be 
similar in appearance to rocks or 
even strands of seaweed, many 
may be surprised to find out that 
coral is, in fact, a tiny, soft-bodied 
animal related to jellyfish and sea 
anemones. Smaller than a teacup, a 
single coral organism, called a polyp, 
is only 0.25 to 1.2 inches in size and 
looks like a tiny flower. Surrounding 
its central mouth opening, the little 
creature has a set of tentacles. It 
also has a specialized cell called a 
nematocyst, which consists of a tiny 
capsule that contains an ejectable 
thread which the coral can shoot 
out to sting its prey, which includes 
crustaceans and fish.
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orals can generally be separated into two main 
categories: stony (or hard) corals and octocorals, 

which include sea fans, sea whips, and other soft corals. 
While soft corals may live on reefs along with hard coral, 
they differ in many important ways. First, rather than 
having stiff limestone skeletons, they have a limestone 
crystal known as a sclerite embedded in their tissue. Apart 
from their swaying bodies and jelly-like feel, soft corals 
are distinguished by the eight tentacles on each polyp and 
have a feathery appearance, whereas hard corals have 
smooth tentacles. According to the FDEP, more than 45 
species of stony corals and 35 species of octocorals are 
found along the Florida Reef Tract.

 Although these interesting invertebrates are able to thrive 
on their own, hard coral tend to live in the richly diverse 
limestone colonies that they build known as reefs. These 
corals have a protective limestone skeleton, which is 
called a callicle, at their base, which gives the coral reefs 
their structure. The creation of a coral reef begins when a 
polyp anchors itself to a rock on the seafloor and then the 
polyp divides, propagating thousands of clones. The newly 
created polyps interconnect with each other, forming a 
colony that acts as a single organism. As these groups of 

coral grow over the span of hundreds and thousands of 
years, they join up with other colonies and a reef emerges. 
Living in these larger colonies has many benefits. As an 
individual polyp, according to NationalGeographic.com, 
a coral can live from two to hundreds of years; as a part of 
a collective group, its expectancy ranges from five years 
to several centuries. 

 Generally associated with tropical aquatic environments, 
coral are highly versatile creatures, inhabiting a wide 
range of habitats and regions. Some solitary species of 
hard corals can be found in temperate and polar waters. 
In fact, a number of varieties even thrive thousands of feet 
underwater. 

Corals are often associated with 
their intensely beautiful colors; 
however, they naturally are 
translucent creatures. According 
to NationalGeographic.com, coral 
reefs obtain their vibrant hues from 
the billions of colorful zooxanthellae 
algae that they host. When under-
going stress because of changes in 
water temperature, light or nutrient 
levels, corals may expel the algae 
living in their system, causing the 
coral to become completely white. 
While it is possible for corals to 
survive this phenomenon, which 
is known as coral bleaching, this 
dramatic change in color indicates 
that they are under stress and at 
greater risk of mortality. 

aking care of our coral 
reefs is imperative. Not 
only are they a beautiful 

natural resource attracting millions 
of boaters, divers, fishermen and 
snorkelers to Florida each year, 
they also provide coastal protection 
from storms among other benefits. 
The Florida Fish and Wildlife 
Conservation Commission (FFWCC) 
estimates that their economic impact 
in our state alone is more than 
$7 billion annually. The FFWCC 

advises that one of the major issues affecting our reefs is a multi-year outbreak of 
stony coral tissue loss disease, a cause of concern due to its growing geographic 
range, extended duration, rapid progression, high mortality rates, and the large 
number of affected species. Research is underway to identify potential pathogens, 
detect relationships with environmental factors, find strategies to treat diseased 
colonies, and seek out disease-resistant types of corals.

Given the many species that make their home within coral reefs, it is no surprise 
that these beautiful ecosystems are often referred to as “rainforests of the sea.” Just 
like those natural wonders, coral reefs need our help if they are to continue to 
thrive and to remain a sight to behold for many generations to come. 
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