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Box 11.

Stony coral tissue loss
disease (SCTLD) - novel
threats to coral reefs

Margaret Miller, Lorenzo Alvarez-Filip, Rosa Rodrigtez-Martinez, Jennifer Koss.

In2014, a newthreat tothe integrity of coral reefs emerged in Florida and was termed stony coral
tissue loss disease (SCTLD). SCTLD affects more than 30 coral species, and colonies of highly
susceptible species can die within weeks. Given the large number of species affected, the rapid
spread of the disease across reefs and regions, and the temporal persistence of the disease (6
years and still going), this disease outbreak is the most lethal disturbance ever recorded in the
Caribbean'**. The rapid spread of SCTLD across the Caribbean has reef scientists, managers,
and the general population highly concerned. Reports have now registered for the Western
Caribbean, Bahamas, Puerto Rico, the US Virgin Islands and the Lesser and Greater Antilles
(https://www.agrra.org/coral-disease-outbreak/). Population losses range from > 90% on
highly susceptible species to <10% in less affected species'*, Stony coral diversity, density,
and amount of live tissue correspond with differential SCTLD susceptibility and have resulted
in significant changes in the structure and composition of coral communities, further impairing
theintegrity of coral reefs across the entire geography of the regions that have been impacted.

The emergence of the disease occurred in association with a severe thermal bleaching event
and a dredging project, at ground zero, in a highly impacted, urban reef area®. However,
subsequent studies have found no clear link between high water temperatures and the spread
or prevalence of SCTLD*s. Ecological (e.g. coral density and composition) and environmental
conditions, including nutrient concentrations and turbidity, are likely to influence disease
prevalence and progression.

Given the intensity of this emerging threat, SCTLD has also been the target of unprecedented
research efforts to determine the cause and ecology of the disease, and intervention efforts
to minimize mortality from the disease. Although the modes of transmission and specific
causative agents are not yet fully understood, the disease is clearly transmitted through
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