Coral gardens
Habitat occurs within each of the following deep seabed EUNIS types:
A6.1 Deep‐sea rock and artificial hard substrata
A6.2 Deep‐sea mixed substrata
A6.3 Deep‐sea sand
A6.4 Deep‐sea muddy sand
A6.5 Deep‐sea mud
A6.7 Raised features of the deep sea bed
A6.8. Deep sea trenches and canyons, channels, slope failures and slumps on the continental slope
A6.9 Vents, seeps, hypoxic and anoxic habitats of the deep sea
Where the coral garden communities found in the above EUNIS deep water habitats occur also in shallower
water, such as in fjords or on the flanks of islands and seamounts (A6.7), they are also included in this
definition
National Marine Habitat Classification for UK & Ireland code: Not defined
The main characteristic of a coral garden is a relatively dense aggregation of colonies or individuals of one
or more coral species. Coral gardens can occur on a wide range of soft and hard seabed substrata. For
example, soft‐bottom coral gardens may be dominated by solitary scleractinians, sea pens or certain types
of bamboo corals, whereas hard‐bottom coral gardens are often found to be dominated by gorgonians,
stylasterids, and/or black corals (ICES 2007).
The biological diversity of coral garden communities is typically high and often contains several species of
coral belonging to different taxonomic groups, such as leather corals (Alcyonacea), gorgonians
(Gorgonacea), sea pens (Pennatulacea), black corals (Antipatharia), hard corals (Scleractinia) and, in some
places, stony hydroids (lace or hydrocorals: Stylasteridae). However, reef‐forming hard corals (e.g. Lophelia,
Madrepora and Solenosmilia), if present, occur only as small or scattered colonies and not as a dominating
habitat component. The habitat can also include relatively large numbers of sponge species, although they
are not a dominant component of the community. Other commonly associated fauna include basket stars
(Gorgonocephalus), brittle stars, crinoids, molluscs, crustaceans and deep‐water fish (Krieger and Wing
2002). Krieger and Wing (2002) conclude that the gorgonian coral Primnoa is both habitat and prey for fish
and invertebrates and that its removal or damage may affect the populations of associated species.
Densities of coral species in the habitat vary depending on taxa and abiotic conditions, e.g. depth, current
exposure, substrate). The few scientific investigations available indicate that smaller species (e.g. the
gorgonians Acanthogorgia and Primnoa, and stylasterids) can occur in higher densities, e.g. 50 – 200
colonies per∙100m2, compared to larger species, such as Paragorgia, which may not reach densities of 1 or
2 per 100 m2. Depending on biogeographic area and depth, coral gardens containing several coral species
may in some places reach densities between 100 and 700 colonies per∙100m2. These densities merely
indicate the biodiversity richness potential of coral gardens. In areas where the habitat has been disturbed,
by for example, fishing activities, densities may be significantly reduced. Currently, it is not possible to
determine threshold values for the presence of a coral garden as knowledge of the in situ growth forms and
densities of coral gardens (or abundance of coral by‐catch in fishing gear) is very limited, due to technical or
operational restrictions. Visual survey techniques will hopefully add to our knowledge in the coming years.
Non‐reef‐forming cold‐water corals occur in most regions of the North Atlantic, most commonly in water
with temperatures between 3 and 8ºC (Madsen, 1944; Mortensen et al., 2006) in the north, but also in
much warmer water in the south, e.g. around the Azores. Their bathymetric distribution varies between
regions according to different hydrographic conditions, but also locally as an effect of topographic features
and substrate composition. They can be found as shallow as 30 m depth (in Norwegian fjords) and down to
several thousand meters on open ocean seamounts. The habitat is often subject to strong or moderate
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currents, which prevents silt deposition on the hard substrata that most coral species need for attachment.
The hard substrata may be composed of bedrock or gravel/boulder, the latter often derived from glacial
moraine deposition, whilst soft sandy/clayey sediments can also support cold‐water corals (mostly seapens
and some gorgonians within the Isididae).
Notes on practical identification and mapping of the habitat: Given the diversity of possible appearances of
the habitat across the North East Atlantic, a more precise description of the habitat as it occurs in relation
to different substrates, depths and regions will need to be developed. For individual locations, expert
judgement is required to distinguish this habitat from surrounding habitats, including an assessment of the
appropriate densities of octocoral species to constitute this habitat. As a first step to further clarification a
site‐by‐site description of coral gardens is required that will lead to further refinement of this habitat
definition and its inclusion in national and European habitat classifications. The habitat definition above
does not encompass shelf and coastal water habitats with seapen and octocoral communities (for example
Alcyonium spp. Caryopyllia spp.), including the OSPAR habitat ‘seapens and burrowing megafauna’ or
deeper‐water habitats where colonial scleractinian corals (Lophelia pertusa reefs) or sponges (Deep‐sea
sponge aggregations) dominate.
See OSPAR Agreement 2008‐07 for references
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