
An unexpected bleaching of the normally rich brown 
reef-building corals across a wide swath of the Carib­
bean is discussed in the Nov. 27, 1987 issue of Science. 
Author Leslie Roberts cites the fears of many Caribbean 
researchers that this "bleaching" episode-an indication 
of environmental stress- may herald a profound disrup­
tion of the ecology of Atlantic coral reefs, "some of the 
richest, most productive ecosystems on the planet." 

Elevated water temperatures are emerging as the 
most likely suspect, according to Roberts. For as yet 
unknown reasons, the corals respond to stress by 
expelling the algae known as zooxanthellae, which 
reside in the corals' soft tissues and provide energy and 
oxygen to the corals in exchange for nutrients derived. 

University of Miami scientist Peter Glynn is not 
optimistic about the chances for Caribbean coral recov­
ery. Three areas devastated by the 1983 El Nino-Costa 
Rica, Panama, and the Galapagos Islands, "are show­
ing minimum recovery, if any, and that is 4to 5 years after 
the disturbance," he said. The Galapagos reefs that 
were killed by the bleaching now are eroding at a rate of 
2.5 to 5 centimeters a year . 
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