Marine heatwaves bleach Dweep corals: CMFRI
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Kochi: Vast parts of corals in the is-
lands in Lakshadweep Sea have been
severely bleached due to marine heat
waves since Oct 2023, according to a
survey by the Central marine fisheries
research institute (CMFRI).

In Lakshadweep, the degree hea-
ting week (DHW) indicator, which me-
asures accumulated heat stress, has
surged above 4°C-weeks (DHW’s mea-
sure is “degree Celsius-weeks"), com-
bining the intensity and duration of
the oceanic heat stress into one single
number. According to the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Admini-
stration(NOAA), thislevel of DHW po-
ses a substantial risk of coral blea-
ching, threatening the region’s diver-

Marine heatwaves are rare e weather
events involving prolonged periods of
abnormally high ocean temperatures

se marine ecosystems.

CMFRI researchers said that mari-
ne heatwaves are rare extreme weat-
her events that involve prolonged pe-
riods of abnormally high ocean tem-
peratures. These temperatures often
exceed the 90th percentile of typical

regional ocean tempemtures based on
historical data. “Such heat stress le-
vels signify a severe threat to coral he-
alth, leading to extensive bleaching
where corals lose the symbiotic algae
(zooxanthellae), compromising their
survival by depriving them of essenti-
al nutrients. If the DHW continues to
rise, reaching beyond 12°C-weeks, itco-
uld precipitate an unprecedented bio-
diversity crisis due to multispecies
mortality"” said K R Sreenath, senior
scientist, CMFRI.

The primary causes of these mari-
ne heatwaves are excessive heat at-
mospheric transfer coupled with
shifts in ocean currents, leading to
unusually high-water temperatures,
“Since Oct 27, 2023, the Lakshadweep
Sea, spanning from 80° to12° N latitude
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and 71° to 75° E longitude, has been ex-
periencing these conditions, with tem-
peratures consistently registering ri-
ses greater than 1°C above the norm,”
said Shelton Padua, senior scientist,
CMFRL

“The ongoing heat waves also thre-
aten other critical marine habitats, in-
cluding seagrass meadows. Like co-
rals, seagrass meadows are experien-
cingdetrimental impactsduetothe he-
atwaves, such as  impaired
photosynthesis, reduced growth, and
hindered reproductive functions. The
degradation of these ecosystems can
lead to the collapse of local marine fo-
od webs, affecting a wide range of ma-
rine species, from fish communities to
marine mammals like dugongs and
dolphins,” Sreenath said.



