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ARTICLE

from the Encyclopadia Britannica

coral reef, ridge or
hummock formed in shallow
ocean areas by algae and the
calcareous skeletons of

certain coelenterates, of which coral polyps are the
mast important. A coral reef may grow into a
permanent coral island. Often called the “rainforests
of the sea,” coral reefs are home fo a spectacular
variety of organisms.

A coral reef is actually a
complex of features, only part
of which is a living coral or
algal framework, although the
other associated features

result from this live segment. The accumulations of
carbonate sand and mud provide a habitat for sea
grasses and mangroves and for almost
inconspicuous blue-green algal mats. These plants
and algae trap and stabilize sediment, and their
accumulations are also accreted to the whole reef
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coral reef, ridge or hummock formed in shallow ocean areas by algae ar)
may grow into a permanent coral island. Often called the “rainforests of the

Contents.
Structure

A coral reef is actually a complex of features, only part of which is a living col
of carbonate sand and mud provide a habitat for sea grasses and mangrove
their accumulations are also accreted to the whole reef complex. Storms and§
rubbly islets or cays on top of the reef.
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important. A coral reef

ment. The accumulations
Ind stabilize sediment, and
lop into low sandy or

Corals and other reef-building organisms

Coral polyps resemble sea anemones, to which they are closely related, but, unlike most anemones, most reef corals are colonial. Initial g

they divide in turn, growing into colonies that can be up to several metres in diameter, all held together in one continuous rigid calcareous
become so large and heavy that only storms disturb them. Under the right conditions, generally clear and well-circulating water that is not t
even on and over each other. The corals in effect build limestone because their skeletons are made of calcium carbonate.

Reef-building corals, chiefly the stony corals or Scleractinia, grow best in shallow sunlit water, between the low-water mark and a depth
reefs in water as deep as 40 metres (about 130 feet), and they may have a sparse existence between 40 and 55 metres (130 and 180 feet]
an annual maximum temperature above 22 °C (72 °F) but below 28 “C (about 82 °F). Their reef-building activities, however, may be carn
winter is not less than 15 °C (59 *F).

A second group of corals in present-day seas grows in thickets and coppices that develop banks rather than reefs on the outer, deeper, ¢
platforms. These erganisms flourish in water with a winter minimum temperature ranging between about 4 and 15 *C (39 and 59 °F) at
any one thicket there are commonly only two genera of delicately branching corals involved. Such coral banks are known along th
Norway fo the Cape Verde islands and again off the Niger River delta and in the west Atlantic around the Gulf of Mexico, The Bahal
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