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Ensuring Coral Reef Survival

With an estimated one million species of plants and animals,
coral reefs are among the oldest and most biologically diverse
ecosystems on Earth, yet they are one of the most endangered.
Coral reefs also provide food and income that sustains 
hundreds of millions of people. However, coral reefs are
extremely sensitive to human impacts and vast changes in the
seas are destroying coral reefs at an unprecedented rate and
scale. According to scientists, 70 percent of the world’s coral
reefs may be lost by 2050.

Habitat loss, unsustainable and destructive fishing, pollution,
invasive species and increases in water temperature, sea level rise
and ocean acidity related to climate change are the primary
threats to our oceans and coasts. While progress toward 
abating these critical threats is being made, the effects 
of large-scale climate changes create additional threats. 
An increase in ocean temperatures of just a few degrees
can destroy huge areas of coral reefs through bleaching—
a stress response that causes a coral to lose its colorful and 
protective colony of nutrient-gathering algae. Facing these
threats, the Conservancy is working with partners to protect
the most resilient examples of healthy habitats and restore
degraded habitats in ways that benefit ocean life and 
coastal communities.

Effective management
is essential to keeping reefs
vibrant and healthy. Reducing
threats is the foundation for
successful conservation and
the core of our resilience-
based strategies. Investments
in human capacity and long-
term financing are also 
crucial to sustaining effective 
management for the future.   

Critical areas are vital to
the survival and sustainability
of marine habitats. These
areas may provide secure
and essential sources 
of larvae to enhance the 
replenishment and recovery 
of reefs damaged by bleach-
ing, hurricanes or other
events. They also include
high-priority conservation
targets, such as fish 
spawning aggregations 
and nursery habitats. 

Connectivity influences
the design of marine protect-
ed area (MPA) networks.
Preserving connectivity
among reefs and their
associated habitats ensures
replenishment of coral
communities and fish stocks
from nearby healthy reefs
and may enhance recovery.

Representation, replica-
tion and risk-spreading
can help increase the likeli-
hood of reef survival. 
By ensuring that resilient
species and habitats are
well-represented and 
replicated throughout the
MPA network, coral reef
managers can decrease the
risk of catastrophic events,
such as bleaching, from
destroying the entire reef
ecosystem. 

Principles of resilience A global effort to create resilient marine protected 
area networks

As one of a suite of effective management tools, resilient marine protected area networks can become lasting vehicles for the survival of our tropical coral reefs worldwide. 
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A vision of hope
Without the tools to defend against impending global change, protected
area managers are struggling to sustain hard-won conservation gains. 
In response to these challenges, The Nature Conservancy, with a wide
range of partners, is transforming the way marine protected area (MPA)
networks are established and managed. 

For every reef that suffers from coral bleaching, there are other coral
communities that survive. We look for ocean patterns that contribute to
the survival of coral reefs and other tropical marine life. These survivors
are the key to reef resilience and the foundation for MPA networks.

As one of a suite of effective management tools, resilient MPA networks
can become lasting vehicles for the survival of our tropical coral reefs
worldwide.

Setting direction through science
Through science we are strengthening our understanding of the natural
factors, patterns and dynamics that are the keys to creating resilient MPA
networks around the world.

Identifying and protecting these vital, resilient reefs as critical areas and
ensuring their connectivity with degraded reefs is essential. By making
certain that resilient species and habitats are well represented and
replicated throughout the MPA network, coral reef managers can
decrease the chance that catastrophic events, like bleaching, will destroy
the entire reef. 

Monitoring and managing the unique places where large and pre-
dictable schools of reef fishes gather to reproduce can help protect
their vital role in the ecosystem. These spawning aggregations
replenish stocks of valuable fish that support local communities.

Engaging global partners
A coordinated effort among coral reef stakeholders is needed for global
success. We engage governments and partners to establish effective 
policies and meaningful commitments to ocean and coastal conservation.
Recognizing that no single approach works everywhere, the Conservancy
works with local communities, industry and international governments to
identify and implement conservation strategies appropriate to the
natural, economic, social and political circumstances in each place. 

Applying innovative tools and approaches
Together with leading coral reef organizations worldwide, the Conservancy
has developed a Reef Resilience Toolkit and training program to help
practitioners and protected area managers around the globe build
resilient MPA networks. By providing tools, advanced training and
resources, we are building capacity for tropical coral reef conservation to
restore and maintain healthy ecosystems.  

Building lasting results
We have a vision for the lasting protection of coral reefs worldwide.
Through a coordinated global approach, our efforts will truly make a 
difference for our Earth’s vital ocean ecosystem and the people who
depend upon it through this century and beyond. 

For additional information:
The Nature Conservancy
Global Marine Initiative
resilience@tnc.org
nature.org/marine
www.reefresilience.org

Protecting coral reefs across the globe

Coral Triangle: Collaborating with local communities and government
partners to establish resilient marine protected area networks in an area
where 75 percent of all reef-building coral species are represented.

Micronesia: Working with partners in island countries such as
Palau, Micronesia and the Marshall Islands to create political 
commitments to protect 20 to 30 percent of marine and coastal
areas that provide food, jobs and income for millions of people.

Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary:
Identifying indicators of reef resistance
and resilience to bleaching in an area 
that brings Florida millions of dollars 
in tourism.

Bahamas: Working with local partners to
create a new and expanded marine protected
area encompassing vital estuaries, mangrove
forests and coral reefs in one of the world’s
longest barrier reefs. 

Mesoamerican Reef: Conducting a reef
resilience study to identify unique habitat
types and species, reef conditions and indi-
cators of resilience in the world’s second
largest barrier reef. 
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Guided by some of the world's top marine scientists, the Conservancy is collaborating with partners to design and establish networks of resilient
marine protected areas. The red dots below represent a network of sites around the world where practitioners are building resilience into their 
management activities.

Florida Keys Bahamas

The Global Marine Initiative works across the Conservancy and with partners to protect and
restore the most resilient examples of ocean and coastal ecosystems in ways that benefit marine
life, local communities and economies.
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