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Restoration Strategies are Preventing 
the Local Extirpation of Florida's 

Acropora Species



Gardner et al. 2001
Aronson et al. 2006

Coral reefs of the Caribbean and Atlantic have been declining for 
decades because of disease and bleaching



Even with protection status there 
were no signs of natural recovery

Toth et al. 2014



A Network of Coral Nurseries



We are living in a time of extremes
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FL Keys Reefs
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Preserve Remaining Genetic Diversity

Jennifer Moore 
NOAA Fisheries Protected Resources Division 

Threatened coral Recovery Coordinator

Rodriguez-Clark et al. 2025

Significant Hurdles:
• All practitioners used different local IDs for the same genets
• Used different forms of inventory management
• Some had genotype information and some did not



Preserve Remaining Genetic Diversity

Caitlin Lustic
The Nature Conservancy

Genetic Swaps for Acropora cervicornis:

• Began in 2015
• Thousands of fragments had been swapped
• Many already present in at least three different nurseries



Targeted Transfers
Sourced Genotypes:



Species

# Acroporid
fragments 
received in 

2023

# putative 
Acroporid

genotypes in 
2025

ACER 165 182
APAL 118 125

Species

# Acroporid
fragments 
received in 

2023

# putative 
Acroporid

genotypes in 
2025

ACER 280 150
APAL 179 103

~250 genotypes ~150 genotypes



Preserve Biomass: 
in water nursery evacuations



Large coral 
evacuation event
● Tens of thousands of 

corals moved out of 
ocean-based nurseries 
and into land-based 
holding facilities



Brought thousands into land 
based nurseries



Large coral 
evacuation event
● Tens of thousands of 

corals moved out of 
ocean-based nurseries 
and into land-based 
holding facilities





A network of trained professionals:
AZA HeaRT Collaboration

J.Rawlings, AZA

J.Rawlings, 
AZA S.Stevens, AZA



● Acropora cervicornis
○ 13.4% survival

● Acropora palmata
○ 2.5% survival

Why?
○ High density transfers
○ Not enough infrastructure to hold 

the corals
■ Facilities did not have the 

necessary resources for holding
○ Corals were already stressed prior to 

some transfers

Large scale evacuation resulted in high losses



● Highlighted the need for trusted 
relationships between practitioners 
and management agencies

○ FL Keys National Marine Sanctuary

○ US Coast Guard

Innovative Response:
Established Deep Water Coral Nurseries 

within days



Innovative Response:
Trial methods for light mitigation



The reality of 2023

Only 37 wild A. palmata present on Florida’s Coral Reef

D. Williams et al. 2024

Manzello, Cunning et al. 2025



The coral restoration community prevented the local ext  
(extirpation) of remaining genetic diversity of Acropora palmata

and Acropora cervicornis
Gene Banking EffortsEstablished Coral 

Restoration Network Trust Focused 
Relationships



Critical Strategies For Other Regions to Consider:

1. Extend collaborative restoration efforts to solidify a network of trained experts
2. Establish trust-focused relationships among management agencies and 

restoration groups
3. Test direct interventions to reduce light/temperature stress early during 

thermal anomalies
4. Develop redundant ocean-based and land-based nurseries
5. Establish living coral gene banks prior to major threats to prevent the 

local extinction of coral species



Thank you to the Coral Restoration 
Community of Florida!
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