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Bleaching has affected the Great Barrier Reef 
In the last 30 years, the Great Barrier Reef has experienced unprecedented rates
of bleaching. Until 1979, mass coral bleaching had only been documented three
times around the world. In the last few decades, the Great Barrier Reef has
experienced mass coral bleaching eight times.

Scientists predict that mass coral bleaching will happen every summer if
temperatures continue to rise. Damaged reefs can take decades to recover.

Can corals adapt? 
Although corals have lived for more
than 18 million years and survived
previous changes in climate,
scientists believe current changes
are happening too quickly for corals
to keep up.

Corals in hot
water...
Sizzling summer temperatures are
bad news for corals and things are
only getting worse. As our oceans
warm, coral bleaching is becoming
more frequent. 

Imagine the reef with no colour

Global map of extreme coral
bleaching since 1990

When the going
gets tough…the
algae get going!

What will the
future be?
Over the last 100 years, the water
temperature of the Great Barrier
Reef has increased by 0.4 C. 
By 2050, temperatures could
increase as much as 1.2 C.
Historically, similar changes would
have taken thousands of years. 

Life’s a bleach!
Without their zooxanthellae,
bleached corals begin to starve. 
If temperatures return to normal
quickly enough, the corals can
recover but if temperatures remain
high for six to 12 weeks, the corals
may die. 

www.reefbase.org

Corals 
under threat
Corals are the building blocks of
coral reefs. Without corals, the
reefs we know today would 
not exist. 

Corals are very sensitive animals.
They live in clear, warm waters and
survive best in stable conditions.
Temperature increases of just a
couple of degrees can cause corals
to become stressed and bleach. If
ocean waters stay too warm for too
long, bleached coral may die.
Warmer waters caused by climate
change are threatening the future
of corals and coral reefs.

Coral bleaching is a stress response
The brown colour of this healthy coral is due to microscopic algae called
zooxanthellae (pronounced zoo-zan-thel-ee) that live within its tissue. Corals
have a special relationship with the algae (called a symbiotic relationship). 
The coral gets up to 90 per cent of its food from the algae and the algae gets a
safe place to live. Zooxanthellae give corals their rich colours. 

When corals are stressed, their zooxanthellae move out. When the algae leave,
corals loose their colour. This is called coral bleaching.
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