
Invasive Orange Cup Coral Silently Grows Off
The Keys: An Unforeseen Threat to Marine
Ecosystems
Hidden beneath the sparkling blue waters surrounding the Florida Keys, an
insidious invader lurks unbeknownst to most. The invasive orange cup coral,
scientifically known as Tubastraea coccinea, silently spreads its bright orange
tentacles across the reefs, posing a grave threat to the delicate marine
ecosystem.

What makes this particular species of coral so dangerous is its aggressive nature
and rapid expansion. Originally introduced to the region through the aquarium
trade, the orange cup coral has quickly established itself as a dominant force,
outcompeting native corals and wreaking havoc on the fragile balance of the
underwater environment.

While the vibrant hue of the orange cup coral may appear mesmerizing, its
beauty disguises a menacing invader that is slowly eroding the biodiversity of the
Keys. Without intervention, this silent grower has the potential to irreversibly alter
the marine ecosystem as we know it.
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Dazzling Appearance Conceals a Threat

The orange cup coral is a sight to behold. Its vivid orange coloration, often
contrasted against the blue backdrop of the ocean, can be mesmerizing.
However, this visual allure contains a hidden danger.

With tentacles stretching outwards in all directions, the orange cup coral
effectively captures and monopolizes physical space on the reefs. Its aggressive
growth overshadows native corals, preventing them from accessing vital
resources such as sunlight and nutrients. The invader establishes dense
colonies, spreading like a silent wildfire, smothering everything in its path.

Furthermore, the orange cup coral's rapid reproduction rate enables it to quickly
colonize new areas. Female corals release millions of tiny larvae, known as
planulae, which float away in the ocean currents for days or weeks before finding
a suitable place to settle. This efficient method of reproduction allows the species
to rapidly expand its presence and colonize new habitats.

Disrupting the Marine Ecosystem

The infiltration of the invasive orange cup coral has severe consequences for the
delicate balance of the marine ecosystem in the Florida Keys. Local fish species,
such as the strikingly colorful parrotfish, rely on healthy corals for food and
shelter. As the orange cup coral invades and dominates the reefs, the native
corals that once served as crucial habitats for numerous marine creatures are
pushed out.
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Additionally, the orange cup coral disrupts the intricate symbiotic relationships
that exist between corals and other organisms. Coral reefs are home to a diverse
array of marine life, from tiny shrimp to majestic sea turtles. However, the orange
cup coral's aggressive growth suffocates other coral species, leaving them unable
to provide shelter and food sources for the countless organisms that rely on the
reefs for survival.

A Call for Action

The threat posed by the invasive orange cup coral may seem insurmountable, but
there is hope. Scientists, marine conservationists, and local communities are
joining forces to combat this silent invader.

Efforts are underway to remove the orange cup coral manually, targeting areas
where it has established a stronghold. Divers carefully remove the coral colonies,
ensuring they do not dislodge and spread further. While challenging and time-
consuming, these removal efforts provide a glimmer of hope for the restoration of
the Keys' marine ecosystem.

Education and awareness campaigns are also vital components of the fight
against the orange cup coral. By spreading knowledge about the invader and its
detrimental effects, communities can work together to prevent its further spread
and protect native corals.

Furthermore, stricter regulations and monitoring of the aquarium trade are
necessary to prevent the of other invasive species. Invasive corals are frequently
introduced into new environments through the release of unwanted aquarium
specimens. By establishing and enforcing guidelines, we can reduce the risk of
future invasions.

A Race Against Time



The battle against the invasive orange cup coral is not one that can be won
overnight. It requires perseverance, collaboration, and a deep respect for the
intricate web of life that exists beneath the ocean's surface.

As our understanding of the threats posed by invasive species grows, so too
does our determination to protect and restore the natural balance of marine
ecosystems. Whether it's the orange cup coral or any other invasive species, the
fight against these silent invaders is a race against time.

Preserving the beauty and diversity of the Florida Keys' underwater world is not
just a responsibility; it is an urgent necessity for the health and well-being of
future generations.
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"Orange cup coral is an invasive species. While lionfish get all the attention, are
subjected to extraction derbies and are appropriately placed on a platter, orange
cup coral silently keeps on growing. Fortunately it is much more selective than
lionfish. So far it has specialized on artificial reefs, dock pilings and oil rigs.
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In the REEF coral identification book there is a two-page spread devoted to
orange cup coral. In a study by Douglas Fenner and Kenneth Banks, they note
the spread of orange cup coral is quite similar to the pattern of die-off of Diadema
urchins. Basically the orange cup coral larvae follow water movements, settle,
release larvae, settle, and so on. This process has been progressing for about
sixty years, rather than only one year for the Diadema tragedy. Based on that
thinking, they postulate it takes about eighteen months from settlement to larval
release for orange cup coral.

Interestingly, a study in the Red Sea of an artificial reef over one hundred years
old showed that structural differences between natural reefs and artificial reefs
are important. For horizontal surfaces, the mix of life on both the artificial and
natural reefs was similar. Vertical structure on the artificial reef differs from
horizontal on both types, as well as vertical on the natural reef for the composition
of the community. The importance of this study was the time element - a
shipwreck over one hundred years in age - and how the structural features play a
greater role than age in determining the mix of life that builds on the artificial reef.

On the vertical surfaces, water movement, distance above the sea floor and less
sedimentation than horizontal surfaces favor orange cup coral growth. Since most
of our local reef structure does not have significant vertical wall structure, the
artificial reefs will be the prime targets for orange cup coral colonies."
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