Great Barrier Reef Moving South as Scientists Watch from Space
by Stuart Layt
April 28, 2019 – Warming ocean temperatures are causing a “migration” of the Great Barrier Reef away from the equator, research published this week has found.  But scientists say we’re unlikely to see the reef off the coast of Brisbane; other factors mean it could be halted for good before it gets too far south.
The researchers took to the fossil record to find examples of the reef moving south, away from the equator, when the water got too hot.  They believed the fossil record could be a valuable tool in predicting how reefs could react to climate change.
The paper was published in the journal Royal Society Open Science this week.  It found that, at multiple points in the past, coral reefs across the world migrated south to take advantage of cooler waters near the poles.
However it pointed out such migrations happened over 100s and possibly 1,000s of years, but the current climate warming rate generally was happening more quickly.
“It should also be borne in mind that reef corals, and coral reef ecosystems, are far less likely to survive other stressors, such as overfishing and pollution, when residing in marginal habitats,” the researchers wrote.  “Furthermore, our projections … may be relatively optimistic in the face of anthropogenic climate change, as they do not account for the impacts of ocean acidification.”
Scientists working on a separate study found that wide-scale changes to the reef were visible from space.  The researchers from Australia and overseas took advantage of this to use satellite images from Google Earth at fish grazing halos.
The large plant patterns show where fish have been eating and can be seen from space.  Researchers can use the halos to estimate the health of sea life and, by extension, to detect and predict changes in reef ecology worldwide.  “This approach demonstrates that we can now detect aspects of reefs’ ecological responses to protection, even in remote and inaccessible reefs globally,” the researchers wrote.
“To quantify effectiveness of the world’s marine reserves, we must look beyond current methods, to more scalable, cost-effective approaches, of which satellite-based observation of the world’s reefs may be one.”
The research has been published in the journal Proceedings of the Royal Society B.
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