Source: The Straits Times, pA24
Date: 4 January 2020

TINUS

National University
of Singapore

Coral fragments being nurtured at in-situ nurseries in the waters off Lazarus Island, one of Singapore’s southern islands. In-situ nurseries mean that
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the fragments are reared not in tanks on shore, but in the ocean itself, under the supervision of

marine biologists who tend to them by ensuring that they are not smothered by sediment stirred up by ocean currents. PHOTOS: REEF ECOLOGY LAB

Underwater nurseries
nurture corals and more

They also provide shelter and food for
organisms that need corals for survival

OTHER FUNCTIONS

organisms using the
nurseries for food and
shelter shows that the
nurseriescan also
provideimportant
functions beyond
coral propagation.
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worked with eight other researchersonthe
¢ and shelter shows that the nurs-

i eries can also provide important

study as part of her final-year project as an
undergraduate.
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¢ Inthe waters off Singapore’s south-
i ern coast, underwater gardens are
: being coaxedbacktolife.

Coral fragments have been

¢ “planted” in places that were previ-
i ously devoid of sea life, such as ar-
i eas with damaged coral, or man-
¢ made structures suchas sea walls.

As the fragments bloom and

i grow, forming a coral reef, the reef
i structure becomes a beacon for fish
: and other marine creatures - a rich
i tapestry of life in places where
i barelyanything grew before.

Butnew research by marine biolo-

: gists from the National University
i of Singapore’s (NUS) Reef Ecology
i Lab has shown that the nurseries
: the coral fragments are reared in
i are more than just a source of “pot-
: ted corals” for future transplanting.

Marine creatures, including brit-

i tle stars, crabs and sea slugs called
: nudibranchs, can also be found
: within live corals in the nursery it-
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Many of these creatures are obli-

: gate coral dwellers — meaning that
: they depend on the corals for sur-
: vival, as the structures provide
i them with food or shelter, for ex-
: ample.

Live coral colonies provide ma-

| rine organisms with many food
: sources, including mucus and nutri-
¢ ent-rich tissues.

Lead researcher Crystle Wee said

: the findings show that nurseries
i may not just be a way to generate
¢ coral material for reef restoration
i projects.

“The fact that there are organ-
isms using the nurseries for food

Some marine creatures that can be found within live corals in the nurseries

functions beyond coral propaga-
tion,” said Ms Wee, who worked
with eight other researchers on the
study as part of her final-year
project as an undergraduate.

Their findings were published in
the Journal for Nature Conserva-
tion, a scientific journal, last Au-
gust.

Such nurseries are known as in-
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situ nurseries, which mean that the
fragments are reared not in tanks
onshore, but in the ocean itself.

Coral fragments about the length
of a human finger are first sourced
fromhealthy coral reefs.

The latest study used fragments
from corals growing off Kusu Is-
land.

The fragments are then placed on
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mesh nets or plastic pipes and al-
lowed to grow under the supervi-
sion of marine biologists. The biolo-
gists tend to them by ensuring that
the fragments are not smothered
by sediment stirred up by ocean cur-
rents, for example.

When the fragments grow to
about 15cm long - a process that
could take up to a year - they are

suitable for transplantation onto
degraded reefsites.

This is a method that is com-
monly used around the world, in-
cluding Singapore.

Earlier research conducted by
Emeritus Professor Chou Loke
Ming and Dr Toh Tai Chong - both
marine biologists from NUS who
co-supervised Ms Wee’s work - had
yielded successin thisarea.

The project, funded by the Mar-
itime and Port Authority of Singa-
pore (MPA), had given corals lying
inthe path of the Tuas port develop-
mentworks a second lease oflife,

In 2013, coral fragments from Sul-
tan Shoal, located south of Tuas,
were grown in nurseries and trans-
planted onto sea walls on Lazarus Is-
land, one of the Republic’s south-
ernislands.

Dr Toh said the coral colonies
transplanted to Lazarus Island
were doing well - with some of
them spawning last year — and Ms
Wee's study went one step further
by showing the value of nurseries in
nurturing not just individual corals,
butentire marine communities.

Prof Chou said the findings from
the latest study could provide in-
sights for future reef restoration
projects. “Instead of transplanting
individual coral colonies out onto
the reef, there is the potential to
move the entire nursery structure
outonto the transplant site.”

A spokesman for MPA told The
Straits Times that the agency is
aware of the latest study.

She said: “MPA started the coral
relocation and conservation pro-
gramme in 2013 to safeguard the
coral reefs in Sultan Shoal in re-
sponse to an environmental impact
assessment.

“With the success and comple-
tion of our programme... we hope it
will continue to inspire others.
MPA will continue to develop our
portinasustainable manner.”
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