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The composition and health of coral reefs has changed in the past 20 years, and continues to change. Some of the documented 
changes include species distribution, overall coral cover, species dominance and diversity of associated organisms, both 

microscopic and macroscopic. Most researchers attribute these changes to increased sea surface temperatures as the primary 
driving factor. Corals have specific temperature limits beyond which normal function is impaired. Bleaching is among the 
most obvious signs of temperature stress. Bleaching not only affects the coral zooxanthallae symbiosis, but also associated 
microorganisms, thus, disrupting the coral holobiont. This situation often leads to disease. Increased seawater temperatures 
can affect the establishment of coral pathogens by increasing their growth rate or inducing virulence factors. Normal antibiotic 
production by the surface mucopolysaccharide layer microbial community is also affected by increased temperature. Sea surface 
temperatures are now increasing at a rate greater than those experienced in the past 420,000 years. This is reflected by existing 
coral reefs changing by decreasing coral cover and shifts in dominate species.
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