Two of the most common juvenile recruits in the Chagos
Adropora (upper left) and Pavona (lower right)

Early coral recruitment in the Chagos Archipelago

When severe bleaching hit the reefs of the Chagos Archipelago in 1998 there was concern that the reefs would take a long
time to recover because mortality of corals growing in shallow water (less than 40m) was so high. In 2001, a survey of
juvenile corals (2-16mm diameter) was conducted to measure the abundance of young corals that had settled on the newly
exposed hard surfaces of the damaged reefs'.

The results were encouraging. Typically 32-78 juvenile corals per square metre of hard substrate were recorded, indicating
that rates of coral recruitment were high and the reefs were able to produce enough larvae for a rapid recovery. Recruits
of fast-growing Acropora species were the most commonly observed, and they showed a strong preference for settling on
dead Acropora tables relative to other substrates. Pavona was over-represented in the juvenile community relative to the
adult population, reflecting this family’s highly successful reproductive strategy. Massive framework-building species,
including faviids and Porites, were also relatively common, indicating that the physical structure of the reef may also recover
in time.

The near isolation of the Chagos Archipelago means that the corals’ recovery from a severe disturbance depends on
recruitment from within the atolls rather than from reefs upstream. Following the 1998 bleaching event, rates of recovery
on shallow reefs in the Maldives® has been far slower than those in the Chagos Archipelago. The reason is unknown but it
is possible that reefs experiencing less human activity are more resilient to large scale disturbance’.
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The Chagos Conservation Trust is a charity (Registered in the UK No. 1031561), whose aims are to promote conservation, scientific
and historical research, and to advance education concerning the archipelago. The Trust is a non political association.
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