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MEMORANDUM 

 

DATE: April 13, 2017 

TO: Habitat Committee 

FROM: Habitat Plan Development Team 

SUBJECT: Changes to coral management zones and coral-related research priorities 

 

This memo explores two topics: changes to coral management zones, and coral-related research 

priorities. 

Changes to coral management zones 

The PDT held a conference call on March 27 to discuss possible new options for coral 

management zones, based on suggestions made at the Habitat Committee meeting on February 

24. None of these options represent additional coral zone locations; these are potential 

adjustments to boundaries. Thus, the general rationale for the zone(s) in each location are the 

same, and the available data that can be used to compare the existing alternatives to the updated 

zones are already in the amendment document. This memo compares existing alternatives to 

these proposals. 

Mt. Desert Rock 

 

The original Mt. Desert Rock zone is 46.8 km2. The Committee recommendation would include 

an option that would be a smaller area, 21.5 km2. Using a digital terrain model not available 

during the initial development of the alternative, the PDT commented that the zone could be 

further reduced in size (19.2 km2) by bringing up the southwestern coordinate. This focuses the 

zone more closely on the steep terrain (greater than 10°). All dive sites where corals have been 

observed remain within the zone. Presumably effort displacement would be less with a smaller 

zone, but as effort is not expected to be spatially uniform, it is unlikely that a reduction would 

scale directly with area size. Map 1 compares the three different boundaries. 

  

sgoutier
New Stamp



 

 

April 13, 2017  Page 2 

Map 1 – Mt. Desert Rock coral zone boundary approaches. 
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Jordan Basin and Lindenkohl Knoll 

The boundaries of the Jordan Basin and Lindenkohl Knoll zones were developed to encompass 

sites where corals have been documented. The extent of each zone currently included in the 

range of alternatives was drawn using the highest resolution terrain data available, which is 

multibeam for the 114 fathom bump site and central Jordan Basin site, and contours drawn from 

the lower resolution NOAA Coastal Relief Model in other locations. On February 24, the 

Committee developed an option to more narrowly focus on dive sites where corals had been 

documented. The objective was to create corridors that would allow gear to be fished between 

the coral sites, and reduce the size of sites to protect existing fishing locations as much as 

possible.   

 

The PDT appreciated the perspective of the Committee on redrawing these boundaries, but 

suggested that in areas that had been mapped with multibeam where the terrain was better 

known, it would be possible to draw the boundaries to align more closely with areas of steep 

slopes greater than 10 degrees. The PDT discussed how the sampling had been done originally. 

Specifically, dives were conducted around the 114 Bump site based on spatial variation of 

surrounding seafloor features and the known occurrence of corals, such that dives later in the 

sequence of stations were selected off steeper features to determine the extent of coral 

distribution (corals did not occur at these sites), rather than continuing along features to the 

southwest. The PDT recommends angling the boundary to the southwest where coral occurrence 

is more likely vs. having a more rectangular shape that includes deep areas where corals were 

found to be absent. See Map 2. 

 

The PDT had a similar discussion about the central Jordan Basin site, and suggests a 

reconfigured boundary to focus on the seafloor features.  

  

Additional dedicated mapping cruises could help to define the terrain around the other coral sites 

located at 96 fathom bump, 118 fathom bump, and Lindenkohl Knoll. High resolution 

bathymetric data are not available that would allow us to refine the boundaries of these sites 

based on a detailed understanding of seafloor features. A larger zone would be more 

precautionary and would increase the likelihood of fully encompassing seafloor features that 

function as coral habitat. 

 

Overall, these new PDT and Committee recommendations cover approximately the same total 

area (89.6 km2 Committee, 90.7 km2 PDT). All dive sites where corals have been observed 

remain within the zone options. Map 3 compares the three different boundaries. 

 



 

 

April 13, 2017  Page 4 

Map 2 – 114 Fathom Bump site 
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Map 3 – All offshore GOM sites 
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Research priorities 

Going forward after this amendment, any revisions to coral zones through a Council action will 

be supported by ongoing research. Continued efforts are needed to locate and characterize deep-

sea corals and sponges. The PDT has developed the following list of research priorities related to 

deep-sea corals and recommends including it in the coral amendment. 

Location and Characterization of Deep-Sea Corals and Sponges 

1. Field work 

a. Habitat characterization: distribution and extent of coral habitats; coral 

presence/absence, abundance, density, associated megafauna  

b. Multibeam mapping 

c. Monitoring of water column properties: temperature, salinity, currents 

2. Predictive modeling  

3. Gap analysis and data mining 

 

Additional intensive/extensive fieldwork. Multibeam sonar mapping, especially in the Gulf of 

Maine, is needed to better predict where corals communities could be located and the nature of 

seafloor substratum (based on backscatter and slope data). Deep-sea coral habitat 

characterization, high resolution digital terrain models, and associated oceanographic settings 

can be used to implement habitat suitability modelling and subsequently to ground-truth model 

predictions. Existing habitat suitability models for the Northeast region can be updated with 

additional coral records (dependent variable) as well as with improved predictor variable data 

sets. Such information can be used to refine spatial management alternatives. Gap analysis would 

help to guide future surveys and make efficient use of limited sea time. 

Biology, Biodiversity and Ecology of Deep-Sea Corals and Sponges 

1. Species identification (based on morphology and genetics) 

2. Biological information important for management 

a. Age 

b. Growth rates 

c. Reproduction 

d. Dispersal/Recruitment/Connectivity 

3. How do deep-sea corals contribute to productivity of managed species? 

 

Continued efforts are needed to assess the functional role of deep-sea corals and sponges as 

habitat for managed species (e.g., shelter, flow refuge, feeding habitat) and associated prey. 

Variation of functional role in both space and time should be linked to seasonal and diel variation 

in use across life history stages of managed species and their prey. Information on reproduction, 

dispersal, recruitment and connectivity is needed to improve predictions of recovery potential. 

Further, information on genetic diversity is needed to assess management priorities in regards to 

the isolation of sub-populations of coral and sponge species. 

Natural and Human Impacts on Deep-Sea Coral and Sponge Ecosystems  

1. Understanding how human activities impact deep-sea corals 

2. Estimating resiliency of coral communities to disturbance, and understanding recovery 
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Assess variation in both natural and human-caused disturbances to deep-sea coral and sponge 

communities and associated patterns of recovery. Disturbances can range from local-scale 

predation events to shifts in temperature and pH due to variation in oceanographic regimes. The 

details of direct human-caused disturbances from different types of fishing gears are needed to 

refine management measures. Information on recovery dynamics based on variation in patch size 

of disturbance is needed to link effects from different gear types and natural background 

disturbances. 


