


Until the late 1970’s (recent past), the benthic surfaces of Caribbean 
reefs were dominated by stony corals. These reefs displayed a 
zonation pattern of three major species of scleractinian corals that 
were the primary space occupiers and reef framework builders 
through both time and space (Goreau 1959, Aronson and Precht 
2001). The massive-branching elkhorn coral, Acropora palmata, was 
predominant at the reef crest and in the shallow, high-energy 
portions of the fore reef (0–5 m). The fast growing, delicately-
branching staghorn coral, A. cervicornis, was predominant at 
intermediate depths (∼5–25 m) on most fore reef habitats. A. 
cervicornis was also found in shallower, low-energy environments, 



Regionally, populations of acroporid corals have 
undergone a catastrophic decline since the 1970’s, 
with losses of  > 95% .  The main reason for this 
decline has been White Band Disease (WBD).  Thus, 
the zonation pattern that had originally been 
dominated by acroporid corals has now essentially 
vanished.



White Band Disease (WBD) is one of the few coral diseases 
exhibiting high host specificity, affecting only Acropora 
cervicornis and A. palmata. 

WBD draws its name from its appearance as an advancing 
layer of diseased and necrotic tissue that spreads rapidly 
from the base of the coral colony. 



This disease has almost singlehandedly resulted in 
the acroporids being listed as Threatened on the 
US Endangered Species List and as critically 
endangered on the IUCN Red List (Hogath 2006, 
Carpenter et al. 2008). 

The etiology and ecology of the WBD pandemic as 
well as the causes of local/regional outbreaks are 
still poorly understood (Kline and Vollmer 2011, 
Pollack et al. 2011) and this disease continues to 







Null Hypothesis : The null hypothesis (H0) is that there 
should be no change in survivorship and/or health of the 
staghorn coral, Acropora cervicornis when compared to 
the control group. 
 
Hypothesis One: The alternate hypothesis (H1) is that 
the rate of disease induced infection and mortality of the 
staghorn coral, Acropora cervicornis should be higher in 
the experimental treatment when compared to the control 
group.  
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The rate of spread and progression of WBD was 
measured in a controlled aquarium setting to assess its 
transmissibility on a single genotype of A. cervicornis. 
Eighteen (18) coral ramets of A. cervicornis were placed 
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The first outward sign of coral stress was the 
translocation of zooxanthellae to the branch 
tips. This was soon followed by a clear line of 
necrotic tissue that progressed up the 
previously healthy coral branches. The disease 
progressed up the branches at a rate of 0.884 + 
0.12 SE cm/day.  All 18 experimental coral 
ramets were infected within six days of the 











Follow-up experiments presently being performed 
by Dr. Steve Vollmer and his graduate students at 
the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute  (STRI) 
in Bocas del Toro, Panama.  These experiments 
were designed to replicate the pilot project 
performed in my aquarium in Florida and to test 
the hypothesis that WBD can be transmitted via a 
water borne vector.  Note they have placed six 
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