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The "m ust  have"  fashion it em  of the 
season—coral j ewelry—should be tagged 
“buyer  beware”  because it  m ay have 
serious ram ificat ions for som e of the 
ocean’s most  em bat t led species.  

From  upper echelon retailers like Neim an 
Marcus to discounters and even online, 
fashion m arketers have targeted coral as 

a stylish adornm ent  t hat  conveys status 
and exot ic allure. I n t ruth, despite their 
appearance as a m ineral or  a leafy plant , 
corals are anim als that  are being rapidly  
depleted wor ldwide. Feeding the fashion 
indust ry ’s increased demand will have a 
greater  im pact  on coral colonies,  
especially those that  are not  capably 
managed. 

"Collect ing corals for the jewelry t rade is 
dangerous to ocean reefs,"  says Dr. 
Jam es Porter, Meigs Professor of Ecology 
at  the University of Georgia and an advisor for the U.S. EPA Coral Reef Monitor ing Project . "Many deep 
water coral reefs around the world are permanent ly altered due to over-harvest ing."  

Black, pink, red and gold corals—those m ost  sought  after  by the jewelry t rade—are being over -collected, 
decim at ing som e deep reef environm ents.  More than 70 tons of red coral are taken from  the Mediterranean 
Sea alone each year, and it  has been vir tually elim inated from the coasts.  Many coral colonies in the 
Car ibbean have also been wiped out .  

Dr.  Richard Grigg,  professor of oceanography at  the University  of Hawaii and an expert  in black coral, says 
corals in t he seas off Taiwan and Japan are part icular ly threatened. 

Deep corals are slow growing, m any as lit t le as one-quarter inch per year. Scient ist s have found it  nearly 
im possible to determ ine the age of som e of the largest  remaining colonies. Already under siege from  global 
warm ing, coastal run-offs and pollut ion that  cont r ibute to coral bleaching in m ore shallow water, precious 
corals face an even greater r isk today due to non-select ive and dest ruct ive technologies like bot tom  
t rawling and dredging that  clear-cut  reefs, leaving them  wastelands.  cont inued 
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Cor a l  j ew el r y  is  t h is season ’s " h o t "  f ash ion  t r en d . Ov er - h ar v est in g  

co r r e la t es t o  a  d ecr ease in  t h e  h ea l t h  o f  co r a l  r eef s.  
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How could this cont inue to happen in a 
wor ld where the deplet ion of a species 
would be expected to gain internat ional 
media at tent ion and concern? The 
answer may lie in the very appearance of 
coral.  While beaut iful and int r icate, corals 
do not  have cute faces, pleading eyes or 
bleed from  their wounds. They aren’t  
elephants with m ajest ic tusks,  baby harp 
seals, or  sleek big cats. Hum ans find it  
much m ore difficult  to relate 
em pathically t o an anim al t hat  looks 
more like a rock or plant . With public 
interest  lim ited m ost ly t o research 
scient ist s and som e non-governm ental 
organizat ions,  the run on coral has 
cont inued with m ixed success at  
regulat ion.  

The use of coral by hum ans goes back 
through the ages as far as 20,000 B.C. 
Wall paint ings and vases depict  coral 
jewelry used by the Rom ans, Greeks, 
and Egypt ians. The m yst icism  and myths 
about  t he power of coral has bridged cultures, religions and epochs. Black coral was once thought  to have 
the power to cure disease. Like rhinoceros horn,  it  is falsely deem ed an aphrodisiac in some par ts of t he 
wor ld. Pink coral was coveted by the ancients for protect ing newborn children. The Christ ian religion 
adopted the red coral color as a symbol of Chr ist ’s sacr ifice. Var ious legends claim  coral wards off w itches 
and evil spir its, protects crops, and defends ships against  lightening.  

These m agical t ales of curat ive or  seduct ive powers have made coral enorm ously valuable throughout  
history.  As ear ly  as the 17th Century, m erchants in Europe and I ndia t raded red coral for  diam onds and 
amber. Coral was a coveted jewelry pr ize long before its fellow ocean resident—the pear l.  

Precious and sem i-precious corals have been a significant  com m odit y for  t rade and have histor ical, cultural,  
art ist ic and econom ic im plicat ion for  nat ions like I ndonesia, the Philippines,  and even the U.S. The problem , 
according to Dr. Gregor Hodgson of Reef Check , is we don’t  know how m uch coral can be harvested in m any 
of these vast  areas before the negat ive im pact  becom es a serious and perhaps irreversible situat ion.  

The problem  is com plicated by the different  
habitats and biological characterist ics of the 
dozens of species involved. For  exam ple, the 
sem i-precious blue coral is not  really a coral 
at  all,  but  it  is found on coral reefs in shallow 
water.  By cont rast , t he precious red coral is a 
kind of sea fan that  lives at  depths of one 
thousand feet  or  m ore – well below the lim its 
of scuba div ing tourist s.  The most  valuable 
precious corals have the slowest  growth rates 
– less than ½  inch per year. I n a per fect  
wor ld, we would study the size of the 
populat ions and regulate collect ion to a 
sustainable level. However,  fisher ies 
managem ent  has proven difficult  in t he U.S., 
let  alone in count r ies with a low capacity and 
few resources. 
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Red  co r a l , on ce ab u n d an t  in  sh a l low  w at er , h as b een  ov er -

h ar v est ed  an d  i s n ow  on ly  f ou n d  in  d eep er  w at er s o f  t h e 

Med i t er r an ean  Sea.  
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With value com es greed. Greed causes 
exploitat ion of natural resources.  What  
solut ions can we offer curb our internat ional 
appet ite of coral consum pt ion? 

First , we need to make the public aware that  
the coral jewelry they buy com es at  an 
environm ental cost . I t  shouldn’t  be 
fashionable to pillage coral populat ions where 
precious coral harvest ing isn’t  properly 
managed. I n Hawaii, for  example, harvest ing 
of black and other  corals are rest r icted by 
federal and state authorit ies to three percent  
per year. Other coral populat ions are not  as 
well protected.  Conservat ion m ust  be a 
prior ity  and we should com m unicate the 
threat  of coral’s survival worldwide. We need 
to em phasize that  it  is more “chic”  to care 
about  m ar ine conservat ion.  

Unt il m ore is known about  coral populat ions 
and managem ent  opt ions,  consum ers should 
carefully consider purchases of coral products 
including coral j ewelry, coral sculptures,  and 
coral calcium  diet  supplem ents. Knowledge is 
the f irst  step toward an inform ed choice and a 
market -driven statem ent  in favor  of t he 
ocean. More scient ific studies m ust  also be 
done to t ruly  understand the biological and 

econom ic t rade-offs we face in the coral t rade. As m y father  said, “You cannot  protect  what  you do not  
understand.”  

Some im portant  progress is being m ade. Dredging for coral is now banned in the Mediterranean. The 
Western Pacif ic Fishery Managem ent  Council recent ly required fisherm en and divers to lim it  their harvest  of 
black coral t o specim ens that  are about  20 years old, because of signs the younger populat ions of these 
corals were seriously  declining. Unfor tunately, a f ive-year ban had been proposed, but  was rejected by the 
council.  The Hawaiian sales of black coral, the state’s “gem stone,”  is est im ated at  near ly $30 m illion a year , 
a st rong incent ive to ignore sound scient ific advice. 

Corals are st r iking liv ing features of our ocean. I n t heir habitat , they are dazzling and colorful anim als that  
are an integral par t  of the ecosystem . They create a thr iving “cit y under the sea.”  They are worth m ore 
alive than dead. Marketers have created a dem and for corals to sat isfy  our hum an vanity. Their  int r insic 
value is not  as objects of adornm ent  but  rather as life form s worthy of our protect ion. We should choose to 
care,  and decide not  to wear.  
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