Rise of a new reef coral species on Curaçao
By Bert Hoeksema (Naturalis Biodiversity Center)

A presumably invasive coral species that was
discovered on the reefs around Curaçao is not
invasive after all. The coral is in fact a native
species that normally resides in deeper water, but
has migrated to more shallow waters. That is the
conclusion of scientists of Naturalis Biodiversity
Center at Leiden, The Netherlands, and CARMABI
Research Station at Curaçao.
During a large portion of exploratory dives between 2014 and 2017, the researchers noticed a
new coral species that they had not been seen before. It resembled the invasive species Tubastraea
coccinea, which also has bright-yellow tentacles.
A closer study revealed that the two corals were
not the same species. Under natural light, both
corals look pale-green. When the corals are put
under a lamp, the newly found coral varies in
color from grey to dark-red and orange,
whereas the previously known invasive
species is always orange.

After additional research, the scientists concluded
that the new coral is in fact Cladopsammia
manuelensis. This coral species had been spotted
in shallow waters around Haiti, but normally only
lives in deeper areas of the Caribbean. It is independent of sunlight and has previously only been
known to occur in deep, dark waters. During earlier
research by the manned submersible Curasub, this
coral was found at depths up to 330 m at Curaçao.
It is unclear why this species suddenly also occurs
in shallow water. The researchers suspect that C.
manuelensis made the jump from deep to shallow water due to disturbances and changes in the
reefs. Because the new species is so similar to the
invasive T. coccinea, it is not surprising it has not
been noticed before. Tubastraea coccinea was
introduced in the Caribbean around 1940, probably as fouling organism on a ship hull.

Tubastraea coccinea (left) and Cladopsammia manuelensis (right) at Curaçao. (a) Underexposed
picture showing green color of both species at 24 m depth on Superior Producer shipwreck.
(b, c) Use of artificial light reveals true colors and septal arrangement inside dead calyces
(schemes after Cairns 1994): (a) regular, (b) Pourtalès plan. (Credit: Hoeksema et al., 2019)
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According to professor Bert Hoeksema, who
headed the research, the discovery underlines
the importance of surveying for unknown species. Hoeksema: “If we would not have had a clear
picture of the coral species that live here, we might
have mistaken this native species for an invasive
one. Especially now coral reefs are under pressure,
both worldwide and here on Curaçao, it is important
to know that not all new species are invasive. We
have to be aware of corals being able to move up
from deeper water.” The scientists who discovered
the new reef coral are curious to know whether
their publication will lead to records from
other localities.
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Cladopsammia manuelensis. Photo by: © Bert Hoeksema
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