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ANNOUNCING A NATIONAL OCEANIC AND ATMOSPHERIC ADMINISTRATION
(NOAA) REPORT: STATE OF DEEP-SEA CORAL AND SPONGE ECOSYSTEMS OF THE
UNITED STATES
The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) new report, State of Deep-Sea
Coral and Sponge Ecosystems of the United States, explains advances in deep-sea coral research
over the past decade and how this new information is shaping deep-sea conservation. Each of the
report’s 13 peer-reviewed chapters was written by leading U.S. researchers. Six regional chapters
summarize new research – much of it led by NOAA – and explain how results have led to
improvements in deep-sea management as well as understanding of coral and sponge taxonomy,
species distributions, fisheries habitats, and the effects of human activities. These chapters serve
as a ten-year update to the first State of Deep Coral Ecosystems of the United States report,
published in 2007, and provide the first look at U.S. deep-sea sponge ecosystems. Discoveries
since the first report have also led to the description and increased understanding of 62 new species
of deep-water corals in U.S. waters, which are included in peer-reviewed species lists as an
online supplement to the report.
Six additional articles focus on cross-cutting topics including species discovery, interactions
between fishing gear and corals/sponges, management of black coral harvests, improvements in
habitat modeling, advances in coral ageing and growth rate research, and current knowledge of
coral genetics and reproduction. Research presented in this report consolidates our understanding
of how deep-sea corals and sponges contribute to resilient ecosystems and sustainable fisheries.
Highlights of the report include the following:
• Sixty-two new species of deep-sea corals described since 2007.
• New diverse and dense deep-sea coral “gardens” discovered

in every U.S. region,
especially Alaska, where new evidence points to their role as habitat for fisheries of
national and international importance.
• Expansion of National Marine Sanctuaries along the West Coast that protect deep-sea
corals and sponges.
• Results of a major three-year exploration and research campaign to previously unexplored
U.S. Pacific Island slopes, oceanic ridges, and seamounts.
• Deep-sea coral damage and management responses after the Deepwater Horizon oil spill.
• Use of habitat models to aid protection of 38,000 square miles of the Northeast deep sea,
which has helped make the U.S. a leader in deep-sea conservation.
• Enhanced protection in the Southeast for areas containing one of the most substantial
concentrations of deep-sea coral reefs in the world.
• Updated conservation status and threat analysis for U.S. deep-sea coral and sponge
ecosystems, progress in conservation, and potential implications of emerging industries
such as deep-sea mining.
Deep-sea corals and sponges are extremely vulnerable to human activities that damage the seafloor
or alter the surrounding environment, and may take centuries to recover—if they recover at all.
1

The report serves as a baseline for continued research to further understand and conserve these
ecosystems. NOAA research on deep-sea coral and sponge ecosystems is led by the Deep Sea
Coral Research and Technology Program, within the Office of Habitat Conservation, which is
dedicated to mapping and characterizing deep-sea ecosystems and sharing information needed to
conserve these valuable and vulnerable habitats. The Program works in partnership with several
NOAA offices, other federal agencies, and a broad range of academic scientists. Resource
managers have used and continue to use the NOAA Deep Sea Coral Research and Technology
Program’s discoveries, data collections, and syntheses to make informed decisions regarding
protection of deep-sea coral and sponge ecosystems.
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