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As coral reefs around the world continue to become degraded, managers and stakeholders are looking to active measures to reverse trends in reef health from decline to recovery. Active reef restoration has been practised for decades and some techniques are well established; however the science underpinning reef restoration is in its infancy and it is not known if active restoration can be effective at meaningful scales. The most popular technique used by reef restoration practitioners is coral transplantation. This method exploits the ability of corals to fragment in to many clonal ramets which can then be ‘planted’ to areas of degraded reef. However, coral transplantation may have a negative impact on donor coral colonies and very few studies have monitored transplantation efforts over long-time periods. In this study, at a degraded reef site in north-western Philippines, survival of transplants from eleven coral species (n = 1100) was monitored for three years. Survival of all donor colonies (n = 330) and a set of untouched control colonies (n = 330) was also monitored to assess the impact on source reefs. After 18 months, overall transplant survival was high (>80%). A bleaching event in mid-2007 affected many of the corals and, although susceptibility to bleaching varied, overall transplant survival had reduced markedly by the end of the study (36 months). Survival of donor colonies did not differ significantly from control colonies, indicating that there was no negative impact on the source reefs as a result of fragment removal, however the possibility of sub-lethal effects on donor colonies cannot be ruled out. Correct species choice in restoration efforts is critical for success and choices must be guided by knowledge of the biology and ecology of local coral assemblages and by the specific goals of the restoration project.
