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NOAA’s Deep Sea Coral Research & 
Technology Program

• Major Program Components
 Regional Field Initiatives
 Targeted Small Projects
 Centralized Data Management

• Regional Examples 
 Pacific Islands Initiative (2015-17)
 Alaska Initiative (2012-14)

• Big Picture from a Small Program
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Mission: Sound science to conserve and manage 
vulnerable deepwater biogenic ecosystems
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Partnerships
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U.S. Northeast
2012-2015

U.S. Southeast
2009-2011U.S. West Coast

2010-2012
2018-2021

Alaska.
2012-2014
2020-2023

U.S. Pacific Islands
CAPSTONE.
2015-2017

U.S. Southeast, 
Gulf of Mexico & 
Caribbean
2016-2019

Regional Field Research Initiatives
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Targeted Small Projects
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Centralized data management & dissemination

National Database of Deep-Sea Corals & Sponges
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U.S. Pacific Islands Initiative (2015-2017)

188 ROV Dives from 
240m to 6,000m
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Identify & Characterize Biogenic Habitats
Priority conservation targets

 Vulnerable marine ecosystems (VMEs) (~50-1000 m)

 Seamount habitats vulnerable to mining (800-2500 m)

Deep-sea mining – prime crust zone 

Deepwater bottom fishing
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High Density Coral & Sponge 
Communities

Beethoven Ridge 
2300m

Debussy Seamount 
2465m

Mussorgsky Seamount 
2020m

Hawaiian Archipelago

Remote Pacific Islands 
Marine National Monument

Mariana Archipelago

American 
Samoa

12 Very High Density Communities
44 High Density Communities

High Density Coral & Sponge 
Communities

Papahānaumokuākea
MNM Expansion 2016
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Pioneer Bank South Ridge
2010m

Ridge Seamount 
2000m

South of Pearl & Hermes 
2150m

Wake – Sampson Seamount
2250m

Beethoven Ridge 
2300m

Debussy Seamount 
2465m

Mussorgsky Seamount 
2020m

High Density Coral & Sponge 
Communities

Taxon Richness:    10-48
Shannon Diversity: 2.0 – 3.4
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Alaska (2012-2014)

Stereo drop camera
15 minute tows

Aleutian Island fieldwork 2012 and 2014 
(n = 216)

EBS 2014 fieldwork
(n= 250)
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Alaska – Fisheries Impact Key Habitats

Coral

Sponge

Source: NMFS National Bycatch Reports 
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Aleutian Islands Coral & Sponge Habitats

Goddard et al. 2017

Coral Sponge
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Alaska: Models & Fieldwork Advance Understanding

Predicted density –
Camera survey

Predicted presence –
Trawl survey

Eastern Bering SeaIndependent Model validation Aleutian Islands

Modeling Density, 
Diversity & Size
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Alaska: Models & Fieldwork Advance Understanding

Fish Associations with Corals & Sponges

Comparing ModelsGulf of Alaska

Aleutians & E. Bering Slope
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Source:
2006 - Lumsden et al. (2007) State of Deep Coral Ecosystems of the U.S.
2016 - Cairns & Hourigan (2017) A Comprehensive List of Known Deep‐Sea Corals in the 

EEZ of the U.S. and its Possessions
2019 - Cairns & Hourigan (in review) 

Advancing Understanding
With our partners: 

• Expanded mapping, 
characterization and understanding 

• Developed new tools 
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Supporting 
Deepwater 
Conservation
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• Pacific Council Groundfish 
Amendment 28 – effective Jan 1, 
2020

• Protects 319,000 km2 from bottom 
trawling

Recent Deep-Sea Habitat 
& Coral Protections
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Recent Deep-Sea Coral 
Protections

• New England Council Deep-Sea 
Coral Omnibus Amendment 
Approved  Nov. 20, 2019

• Protects > 65,000 km2 

 Canyons and slopes
 Coral gardens in the Gulf of Maine
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•Partnerships
•Understanding
•Conservation
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