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As well as the direct physiological effects of temperature and irradiance stress on the coral symbiosis, coral bleaching is associated with profound changes in the associated microbial community. A number of recent studies have shown that such stresses lead to a shift in dominance from a largely benign or beneficial microbial community to one dominated by potentially pathogenic species including vibrios. Several of these strains can cause incipient disease lesions if the coral’s antimicrobial defences are overcome. The surface mucus layer (SML) forms one of the most important of these antimicrobial defences and recent work on the form and function of the SML will be presented. There is conflicting evidence about the timing of changes in the coral-associated microbial communities, but recent results suggest that they occur as a consequence of rather than a cause of the physiological stress. It is therefore likely that the ecological and management implications of these changes are in influencing the outcome, in terms of probability of mortality, following bleaching events. 









