Great Barrier Reef: 2/3 Damaged in ‘Unprecedented' Bleaching
April 10, 2017 – The bleaching - or loss of algae - affects a 1,500 km (932 miles) area of the reef, according to scientists. 
The latest damage is concentrated in the middle section, whereas last year's bleaching hit mainly the north. 
Experts fear the proximity of the 2 events will give damaged coral little chance to recover.
Prof Terry Hughes, from James Cook University, said governments must urgently address climate change to prevent further bleaching.  "Since 1998, we have seen 4 of these events and the gap between them has varied substantially.  But this is the shortest gap we have seen," Prof Hughes told the BBC.
"The sooner we take action on global greenhouse gas emissions and transition away from fossil fuels to renewables, the better."
Almost 800 coral reefs over an 8,000 km area were assessed in the surveys by the Australian Research Council's Center of Excellence for Coral Reef Studies.
The findings showed only the southern section was relatively unscathed.
Researcher Dr James Kerry said the damage was unprecedented.  "The central third this year, I would say, was as severe in terms of bleaching as what we saw as the northern third last year," he told the BBC.
"For those reefs that were hit 2 years in a row, it's effectively a double whammy.  They have had no chance to recover from last year's events."
Coral bleaching is caused by rising water temperatures resulting from 2 natural warm currents.  It is exacerbated by man-made climate change, as the oceans are absorbing about 93% of the increase in the Earth's heat.
Bleaching happens when corals under stress drive out the algae known as zooxanthellae that give them color.
If normal conditions return, the corals can recover.  But it can take decades, and if the stress continues, the corals can die.
The latest damage happened without the assistance of El Niño, a weather pattern previously associated with bleaching events.
The reef - a vast collection of 1,000s of smaller coral reefs stretching from the northern tip of Queensland to the state's southern city of Bundaberg - was given World Heritage status in 1981.
The UN says it is the "most biodiverse" of all the World Heritage sites, and of "enormous scientific and intrinsic importance".
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