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Coral Reefs Are Being Threatened

Thesis: The world’s coral reefs are being threatened by coral bleaching, tourism, and overfishing. Audience: Those who are unaware of the threats on coral reefs.

Purpose: To persuade the audience that coral reefs are being threatened by coral bleaching, tourism, and overfishing. 

Coral Reefs are the rainforests of the sea. They are located around the coasts of over one hundred countries across the globe. Coral reefs are made up of thousands of tiny living entities. While these miniature creatures of the underwater world create beautiful coral reefs, they are home to more than twenty five percent of the total marine species. Let the coral reefs die and the entire marine ecosystem will vanish. The world’s coral reefs are being threatened by coral bleaching, tourism, and overfishing. If we do not act quickly to protect them, some scientists predict that coral reefs could become extinct by 2050. However, there is hope. There is a way we can educate those ignorant of this problem, prevent this destruction, and rebuild this significantly important ecosystem. 
Over a hundred million years ago coral reefs were formed by coral polyps. These polyps formed colonies, died and left behind skeletons to build upon one another, creating reefs of limestone (Ferguson 7). Reefs “derive nourishment and energy from a symbiotic relationship with zooxanthellae algae” (Butler). Coral Reefs are very valuable to the entire world. They provide food and homes to marine plants and animals, produce chemicals that we use for a number of medicines, protect the earth from severe coastal storms, and generate revenue from tourism. The animals and plants that are residents to the reefs create and discharge powerful chemicals, and are among the compounds that scientists use to find “life-sustaining medicinal cures” (Ferguson 7). Although coral reefs only take up two tenths of a percent of the world’s oceans, they nourish twenty five percent of aquatic species. Without them, all aquatic life would collapse. 

Coral reefs have a narrow temperature range in which they survive. The ocean’s temperatures have gone up one to two degrees over the past few decades due to global warming. Coral reefs are so sensitive that even the smallest rise above normal ocean temperature change can put stress on the reefs. When they undergo stress, zooxanthellae algae detach from the coral reefs causing them to turn white. This phenomenon is called coral bleaching. The coral dies if the absent algae are not replaced. There are multiple reasons, all of which are human-induced, for the rise in ocean temperature. The burning of fossil fuels and runoff can cause these temperatures to rise. Runoff results from when the water from precipitation flows into the ocean. This runoff is dangerous because the water from the rain mixes with oil, pesticides, sand, and other sediments, therefore polluting the coral reefs. Runoff increases with the development of coastal construction and tourists. According to Ove Hoegh-Guldberg, a leading expert on the causes of coral reef stress, coral bleaching occurs every four years, but it takes fifteen to twenty years for the reefs to regain their strength (qtd. in Butler). Some scientists argue that coral reefs will naturally recover from coral bleaching.  In the same way, Hoegh-Guldberg believes that, “coral reefs will likely recover in geologic terms, but not in term of human lifetime. The short term impact of dying and degraded reefs will be significant” (Butler).
Tourism is another major contributor to the destruction of coral reefs. It amplifies coastal construction, which in this case causes sediment to suffocate the reef. Tourism also increases the demand for seafood. When tourists visit the coasts of the world, they want to experience the local food, and of course the most beautiful thing there, the coral reefs. To get the aesthetic experience of the reefs, tourists can go snorkeling, scuba diving, or ride on a glass bottom boat. “The damage inflicted by divers and snorkelers consists mostly of breaking fragile, branched corals or causing lesions to massive corals” (United Nations). In order to go on these excursions, boats have to come very close to the reefs, polluting the water with trash and boat exhaust. While visiting these areas, the tourists might want to take home a souvenir from their amazing experience. Souvenirs such as coral jewelry, live sponges, pieces of coral, and aquarium fish can be purchased at gift shops. On the other hand, the tourists do not realize that they are contributing to the threat of coral extinction. To the residents around the coral reefs, tourism is of great importance to their economy. If these communities do not develop a plan to entertain tourists without damaging the reefs, they will eventually not have an economy. Environmentalists argue that they need to raise awareness of the problem to tourists, provide alternative tourist activities, and reduce tourist excursion around the reefs. However, others object because limiting tourism would devastate the economies of those communities. 

Overfishing also causes degradation of coral reefs.  It happens “when marine life is removed from the water for human consumption in unsustainable levels” (Nichols). Over fishing in a particular area or of a particular type of fish can throw off the equilibrium of the marine ecosystems because fish are co-dependent on coral reefs. For example, “In the Caribbean, according to the National Marine Fisheries Service, more than 20% of reef-dependent species are considered over-fished, while in Hawaii the most abundant reef fish populations have declined by 40% in the past two decades” (Lydecker 83). Fish can be valued for dietary, medicinal, or ornamental purposes. Whatever the purpose, fishermen are willing to go to extreme measures to fulfill their customer needs. They use dynamite and poison to stun fish. Fishermen actually put explosives and poisons on the reefs to effectively catch fish in bulk. These techniques are often times used for acquiring sea life for aquariums. Fishermen also use trawlers to catch large quantities of fish. A trawler is a commercial fishing boat that is used to pull a fishing net through the ocean. When these heavy nets are dragged across the ocean floor, they break the coral, severely ruining the entire reef. Sadly, the fishing industry ignores the severe effects of their actions. Also, most people are unaware of the hostile procedures by which fishermen extract ocean life.

Although there are some who disagree about the severity of the depleting of the reefs, it is a fact that they are endangered. Unfortunately, many are unaware of the threats on coral reefs: coral bleaching, tourism, and overfishing. Coral reefs are vital underwater ecosystems, which provide homes and food to most of the animals in the sea, as well as medicines for humans. When coral reefs die, they not only affect the health of all aquatic life but also the health of humans. In addition, the spectacular appeal of the coral reefs provides a main source of attraction for the tourism industry. It is time to educate people worldwide and develop solutions to preserve these marine masterpieces.
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