Florida Stony Coral Tissue Loss Disease
Response Bulletin - Winter 2019/2020

Happy New Year! These quarterly bulletins provide high-level updates on the Stony Coral
Tissue Loss Disease (SCTLD) outbreak and response efforts with a focus on Florida. This
information is compiled by the SCTLD Response Teams.

General Updates
Florida Disease Progression
The disease margin in Florida is located
approximately eight miles west of
Marquesas Keys (roughly 25 miles west of
Key West). Observations in January do not
show that the margin has progressed to
Rebecca Shoal or the Dry Tortugas.
Several surveys conducted within and
around the Dry Tortugas National Park
have confirmed that SCTLD is not present
within the park or along the eastern park
boundary near Pulaski Shoal. Continuing
with similar patterns of spread through the
Middle and Lower Keys, inshore and midchannel reefs have been slower to be
impacted by SCTLD. However, between November 2019 and January 2020, new midchannel and inshore sites near Key West have confirmed reports of SCTLD.

Caribbean Disease Progression
Since the last bulletin, SCTLD has been confirmed in various locations around the island
of Culebra in Puerto Rico, on Grand Turk in the Turks and Caicos Islands, and on Grand
Bahama in the northern Bahamas. The disease has also been reported on St. John in the
US Virgin Islands.. Learn more about SCTLD in the Caribbean.

Leadership Meeting
In December, members of the Executive
Coordination Team and Steering Committee
met with partners of the USGS National
Wildlife Health Center in St. Petersburg, FL.
The meeting focused on identifying
overarching response goals as guided by
individual Agency mandates and priorities. A
major topic of conversation was how the

approach may shift from an emergency
response to one focused on longer term,
ecosystem-based management. The
outcomes of the meeting will be integrated
into a response-wide Strategic Action Plan
for Florida.

Technical Workshop
Florida disease response partners are planning the annual SCTLD Response Technical
Workshop. Due to current travel restrictions and concerns about COVID-19, the workshop
will be held virtually. While the breakout sessions will be by invitation-only, certain aspects
will be open to a general audience. Information on these public components will be shared
via list-serve in a few weeks.

Cookies for Conservation
Not all heroes wear capes -- some might
even be too small to fit in them! Two young
conservationists, Neela and Ryder, hosted a
bake sale to support rescued Florida corals
being held by AZA partner Butterfly Pavilion
in Westminster, Colorado. These two
leaders managed to raise $800 before the
bake sale even began, while traveling doorto-door educating their community about
SCTLD. The donations, totaling $2,127,
were donated to the AZA-Florida Reef Tract
Rescue Project Coral Aquarist Training
Fund for scholarships. Sara Stevens, coral aquarist and coral rescue foster parent at the
Butterfly Pavilion, said ”We have been blown away by the community support here in CO.”
We can’t thank these two coral champions enough for their commitment, generosity, and
perhaps most importantly, their delicious cookies!
Pictured above: Neela and Ryder at their Cookies for Conservation event. Photo credit:
The Butterfly Pavilion, Westminster, Colorado

Response Team Updates
Research and Epidemiology Team
In addition to ongoing research in areas like pathogen identification, coral microbiome
characterization, environmental drivers, hydrodynamic modelling, biomarker development,
and metaproteomics, the Research & Epidemiology Team has expanded to focus on the
potential role of ballast water as a vector of SCTLD pathogen(s). A collaborative proposal
from the NOAA Atlantic Oceanographic and Meteorological Laboratory and the Naval
Research Laboratory has been submitted to the Environmental Protection Agency for
funding consideration.
To better assist researchers who require ‘naive’ corals (i.e., corals that have not been
exposed to SCTLD pathogens), a collaborative team of divers from Florida Fish & Wildlife
Conservation Commission, Florida Department of Environmental Protection, Florida Keys
National Marine Sanctuary, University of Miami, and the Smithsonian Institution collected
colonies of SCTLD-susceptible species in the Dry Tortugas region in late January. These
corals will primarily be used for research projects at the University of Miami and
Smithsonian Institution focused on transmission, probiotic development, and investigating
the role of algal symbionts in SCTLD.

Reconnaissance and Intervention Team
Reconnaissance partners continue tracking
reports of SCTLD and healthy reefs between
the Lower Keys and Dry Tortugas National
Park. As noted above, according to our
observations the disease margin has not
progressed to Rebecca Shoal or the Dry
Tortugas. Currently, the team is considering
reconnaissance needs for the ‘endemic’ region
of Florida’s Coral Reef as partners consider
projects for genetic rescue and assisted sexual
reproduction within long-affected areas.
Intervention partners continue to treat priority
corals, evaluate intervention effectiveness, and
provide recommendations for best practices.
Over 2,000 corals have been treated across
Florida’s Coral Reef, including new efforts
within Biscayne National Park. The most successful treatment has been amoxicillin
delivered via a specially formulated base. This treatment has greater than 75% success
rates at the lesion level across all species and regions, with success exceeding 85% in
most cases. Chlorinated epoxy treatments are largely unsuccessful. One exception is
treatments on mountainous star coral (Orbicella faveolata) in Southeast Florida, where
effectiveness reached 70%. However, this treatment is not generally recommended for
Florida partners due to cost and time constraints. Additional experiments included testing
placebo, non-amoxicillin treatments (which were found to be ineffective) and six topical
“natural product” pastes that were also found to be ineffective. Probiotic field testing began
in January and results are not available yet.
Long-term data suggests that new or failed
lesion re-treatment needs are high after
one month. However, the need for new
treatments and re-treatments appears to
decrease over time. Intervention
practitioners recommend revisiting treated
corals after one month to treat any new or
failed lesions, with follow-up visits as
necessary.
Photo credits: Nova Southeastern
University.

Coral Rescue Team
There are currently 1,500 “reefugees” under care at 18 Association of Zoos and
Aquariums (AZA) holding facilities across 12 states. While this already represents a
monumental endeavor, the Coral Rescue Team is reassessing priority collection to
optimize genetic diversity of target species as the leading edge of disease-affected reefs
is precipitously close to the western end of the reef tract.
Meanwhile, collaboration amongst the coral holding facilities has been nothing short of
amazing! Many of the collected species had never been kept in captivity before. AZA
partners are in constant communication about best practices, veterinary needs, and
challenges they face with some of the trickier coral species.

Restoration Trials Team
The Restoration Team continues to track outplanting efforts throughout Florida. They are
closely monitoring SCTLD presence or mortality at restoration sites within affected areas.
Currently, partners at the FWC Fish & Wildlife Research Institute (FWC FWRI) are

conducting small-scale experimental outplanting of multiple coral species across multiple
sites to assess rates of mortality from either SCTLD or other factors, such as predation. At
the one-month mark, only three of 180 outplants showed potential signs of SCTLD. In the
FWC photo below, notice the tissue recovery after the fish predation event that occurred
immediately after outplanting.

To complement the small-scale outplanting trials, FWC FWRI partners are working to
finalize a proposal to conduct a large-scale, replicated outplanting across the entire reef
tract. This project will focus on Montastraea cavernosa, Orbicella faveolata, and
Pseudodiploria clivosa and will represent the largest SCTLD-specific restoration
experiment to-date.
Finally, the Restoration Team is updating and finalizing several synthesis documents. One
that has been completed and is available is a summary of two experiments aimed to
determine whether elkhorn and staghorn corals -- the species used most extensively in
coral restoration -- are vectors or reservoirs of SCTLD.

Data Management Team
On November 6-7, 2019, the Data
Management Team presented at a US
Virgin Islands-Puerto Rico learning
exchange at the University of the Virgin
Islands. The presentation focused on
Florida’s data management approach todate, including the development of
datasheets, management tools,
explanatory products, and best-practices
for data collection. The overview helped
guide Puerto Rico’s data management
processes moving forward.

Photo credits: Dan Mele.

The Data Management Team completed re-designs of the Southeast Florida Action
Network (SEAFAN) and BleachWatch citizen science reporting applications. The updates

improve functionality and allow data to be housed and accessed by researchers through
the larger Coral Disease Database. Surveys were built using Survey123 within ArcGIS
Online. Please visit the FWC Hub to explore additional publicly available data
management solutions that have been developed for the response effort.
Updated SEAFAN Marine Incident Report Form

Regulatory Team
The Regulatory Team continues endeavors to incorporate coral disease concerns,
response activities, and other best practices into the planning of large-scale coastal
construction activities in Southeast Florida. The goal is to ensure that final plans reflect
disease awareness and recommendations, such as salvaging susceptible species that
would otherwise be impacted by construction activities and considering intervention
activities in permitted mitigation plans. The Regulatory Team continues efforts to educate
agency leadership on disease issues, including drafting a summary document for US Army
Corps of Engineers leadership that has been well-received. Finally, the Regulatory Team
will be discussing potential uses for corals salvaged from coastal construction projects that
could apply to rescue, research, and restoration efforts.

Communications and Outreach Team
The Communications & Outreach Team
has been consulting with other SCTLD
response team leads to identify needs and
opportunities to bolster collaboration
between response partners and educate
the general public about the wider response
effort. In addition, the Communications &
Outreach Team is working to expand the
purview of their team to help amplify
conservation messaging for Florida’s Coral
Reef.
Mission: Iconic Reefs officially launched on
December 9, 2019. Phase 1 will return
rapid-growing corals to the selected reef
sites, creating substantial structure and fish
habitat within 10 years. The species
included in Phase 1 are not affected by the
SCTLD event and are currently being
propagated in aquariums and nurseries by
local restoration practitioners. Phase 2 will
focus on adding slower-growing,
foundational coral species to build
additional structure and diversity.

As mentioned in the Data Management
Team section, the SEAFAN marine incident
report survey for citizen scientists has been
updated. The survey now includes the
option to report coral disease.
Veterans heal by helping damaged
coral reefs in the Florida Keys heal,
too | Opinion via Miami Herald
Ballast Water Could Be Driving
Spread Of Devastating Coral
Disease via WUSF
Watch 3 different Spectrum News
stories below.
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Protecting Paradise: The Race to Save
Florida's Coral Reefs

Preventing the Loss of Paradise

In Janaury, DEP and its partners launched
a new a new initiative and website to
promote awareness and protection of
Florida’s Coral Reef.

DEP and its partners staffed Florida’s Coral
Reef booth at the Super Bowl LIVE fan
festival in Miami January 25-February 1.
The interactive booth featured Mote’s
sanctuary reef exhibit, virtual reality
underwater footage of reefs in Broward
County from Brian Walker’s lab, and Weeki
Wachee Springs State Park mermaids. The
reef exhibit included a panel about SCTLD
research.

PRESS RELEASE: Governor Ron DeSantis
Joins DEP, FWC and Other Partners to
Kickoff 100 Yards of Hope and Announce
the Launch of Florida’s Coral Reef
Campaign

Photo credits: Michelle Graulty, DEP.

Caribbean Coordination Team
Caribbean partners continue testing intervention strategies, and the Caribbean
Cooperation Team is working to track their successes, challenges, and lessons learned.
Currently, regional partners in St. Eustatius, Mexico, and the US Virgin Islands are
applying amoxicillin treatments. Other partners in the region are still considering the
application of antibiotics in the field, though several have noted a strong preference for
identifying alternatives. The Caribbean Cooperation Team is planning to work with Florida
intervention partners to compile information on the treatments and any recommendations
that can be shared with partners outside of Florida.
The Caribbean Cooperation Team is also considering potential meetings and webinars to
help share the latest information with folks throughout the region. These include a
webpage and webinar on SCTLD intervention best practices through The Nature
Conservancy’s Reef Resilience Network and a meeting at the Gulf and Caribbean
Fisheries Institute conference in November 2020 to promote regional coordination among
affected jurisdictions. Stay tuned for information on educational opportunities like these in
the near future!

Stony Coral Tissue Loss Disease progression photo by Karen Neely

