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Management Issue 
The incidence of coral diseases in the Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument (PMNM or Monument) 
is currently low compared with reefs in other areas of the world.  However, the possibility of new or increased 
levels of diseases, in combination with other threats to the health of monument coral reefs, could be significant. 
 

 
Description 
There has been a worldwide increase in the reports 
of diseases affecting marine organisms.  In spite of 
the prevalence of coral disease, the factors 
contributing to disease outbreaks are poorly 
understood, and there is a lack of information on 
normal disease levels in the ocean.  The 
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands are considered to 
be one of the last relatively pristine large coral reef 
ecosystems remaining in the world.  As such, it 
provides a unique opportunity to document what 
may be the normal background levels of disease in 
a coral reef system exposed to limited human 
influence. 
 
Recent studies in the Northwestern Hawaiian 
Islands have begun to document baseline levels of 
coral and fish disease. Tumors, as well as lesions 
associated with parasites, ciliates, bacteria and 
fungi, have been found on a number of coral species.  During a 2003 survey of 73 sites throughout the 
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands, evidence of coral disease was found at very low levels at 68.5 percent of the sites 
across all regions.  The overall average prevalence of disease (number of diseased colonies/total number of 
colonies) was estimated at 0.5 percent (range 0-7.1 percent) compared to the average prevalence of disease of 
0.95 percent in the main Hawaiian Islands.  The prevalence of disease varies among different genera of coral with 
the highest prevalence in species of the genera Porites and Acropora.  Recent disease observed on giant table 
corals at French Frigate Shoals may have spread from Johnston Atoll about 520 miles to the south.  Table coral is 
affected by two serious diseases, Acropora white syndrome and Acropora growth anomalies which together 
present a serious risk to this genus, which has limited distribution in the NWHI.   
 
 
Questions and Information Needs 
1) What is the spatial extent and level of disease incidence in the Monument? 
2) Are there species or areas that appear to be either more susceptible or more resilient to disease? 
3) Are diseases at stable levels or increasing in prevalence? 
4) How many diseases exist and what are they? 
5) What are the mechanisms by which diseases are spread? 
 
 
Scientific Approach and Actions 
• Assess and prioritize research and monitoring of diseases by developing and implementing a prioritized coral 

disease research and monitoring plan for the monument 
• Coordinate meetings for updates with researchers 
• Conduct targeted research to characterize types and spatial distributions of coral disease in the PMNM 
• Conduct monitoring to understand susceptibility of corals to disease over time, by assessing survival of 

corals of different species, depths, geological areas, etc.  
 
 
 

Coral growth anomolies removed from a diseased coral, 
French Frigate Shoals. Photo credit: James Watt 
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Potential Key Partners and Information Sources 
Hawaii Institute of Marine Biology; US Fish and Wildlife Service; State of Hawai‘I; NOAA/NMFS/PIFSC, Coral 
Reef Ecosystems Division; broader coral reef research community 
 
 
Management Support Products 
• Information on modes of coral disease spread 
• Data indicating rate and location of coral disease spread 
• Data indicating locations/species/depths where coral disease is less common 
 
 
Planned Use of Products and Actions 
• Protection of areas with lower incidence of coral disease (e.g. limit permitted activities in these areas) 
• Limit spread by updating disease protocol when new information or spread is identified 
 
 
Program References  

 
PMNM Management Plan 

− Action Plan 3.1.1: Marine Conservation Science 
o Strategy MCS-1: Continue and expand research, characterization and monitoring of marine 

ecosystems for the life of the plan. 
o Strategy MCS-2: Assess and prioritize research and monitoring activities over the life of the plan. 
o Strategy MCS-3: Communicate results of research and monitoring over the life of the plan. 

 
− Action Plan 3.2.3 Habitat Management and Conservation 

o Strategy HMC-1: Within 15 years, develop and implement a strategy for restoring the health 
and biological diversity of the shallow reefs and shoals where anthropogenic disturbances are 
known to have changed the ecosystem. 

 
− Other Action Plans: 

o 3.3.2 - Alien Species 
o 3.4.1 - Permitting 
o 3.5.1 - Agency Coordination 
o 3.6.2 - Information Management 
o 3.6.3 - Coordinated Field Operations 

 
PMNM Condition Report 

− Coral disease is a threat to monument resources.  Coral disease is noted as an issue in response to 
Question 6 and Question 13. 

 
Other Documents 

− Monument Goals 1, 2 and 5 
 

 
 
 
 

Photo: Coral reef researcher documenting coral health 
in an area rich in Acroporid corals. This genus is 
known to be susceptible to several types of coral 
disease, and has a very limited distribution in the 
NWHI. Credit: James Watt 
 


