Some Corals May Be Able to Tolerate Climate Change by Changing Which Algae Live within Them
by Priya Shukla
Sep. 29, 2019 – As the world’s oceans continue to warm, about 90% off the world’s coal reefs are projected to die by 2050.  During marine heat waves, higher temperatures can stress the corals and cause them to eject the algae that reside within them.  Without the algae that provide the corals with nutrients, the corals may not immediately die, but they do become “bleached”.  Now, a recent study demonstrates that corals may be able to cope with these stressful events by controlling which algae reside within them. 
A team of scientists from Australia and California studied 4 colonies of finger corals in the Great Barrier Reef in 2015 and 2016. In 2016, the Reef experienced a marine heat wave that resulted in an extensive bleaching event. The scientists collected eggs from each colony in both years - to determine whether the marine heat wave affected the algae that the adult finger corals hosted and that their offspring inherited.
Overall, the researchers found that adult corals have the ability to shuffle around the algae that they harbor, and that the types of algae found within the adult corals changed after the heat wave in 2016.  Additionally, the offspring of the corals collected in 2016 inherited the algal community that helped their parents withstand the heat wave instead of the original set of algae that existed prior to the heat wave.
To the researchers’ knowledge, this is the first time that such a phenomenon – coral offspring inheriting a revised set of algae – has been documented.  But, because the recruitment of algae is not something that occurs through DNA, the mechanism that allows for the parents to pass along this crucial information to their offspring is still unclear.
Nevertheless, the ability for corals to select algae that help them survive marine heat waves could be beneficial for threatened wild populations and coral restoration efforts.
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