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The trade in live Scleractinian corals as ‘marine ornamentals’ is a global industry responsible for the movement of huge numbers of colonies from the tropical reefs of the south to countries in the north every year (Wabnitz et al 2003). In an attempt to identify species for which conservation efforts by the public aquarium community might have most impact, this review explores several different analyses in an attempt to draw out common priorities.

Legislative mechanisms such as the Convention on International Trade in  Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) and the EU Wildlife Trade Regulations (WTR EC 338/97) provide a framework for monitoring and regulating the trade. The biggest exporter by far is Indonesia which accounted for 91% of exports made in 2005 (Jones 2008), and has set export quotas totalling over 6 million colonies between 1999 and 2006 (Knittweis pers com).The major importers are the United States (US) and the European Union (EU). The latter accounted for 32% of the global annual imports of hard corals in 2005 amounting to 450,000 kg. Data from the last 10 years show imports of 253 species into the EU however there are currently 18 species from key locations for which there are total trade restrictions. The EU’s share of this global trade is increasing and this review focuses on some of the implications of this increase for coral conservation. 

A recent comprehensive review of 827 Scleractinian species by coral specialists working on behalf of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) found that 32.8% fall into threatened categories (Critical, Endangered or Vulnerable) (Carpenter et al 2008). This puts them high up on the list of the most threatened animal groups. While most coral species are threatened by climate change induced pressures (Hoegh-Guldberg et al 2007), some species are also impacted by  over-collection. One case study of such a species, Heliofungia actiniformis in the Spermonde archipelago, Indonesia (Knittweis 2008), is discussed. 
Conservation measures have been proposed by the IUCN for all assessed species of coral, in most cases these include captive breeding, artificial propagation and contribution of genetic material to genome resource banks. These ex-situ acticitivites are ones that the public aquarium community can and should make a contribution to. This paper proposes that public aquariums should make a commitment to priority action for species that are identified by these varied instruments as most threatened by trade, and for whom ex-situ conservation efforts would be most effective. 
These instruments combine to provide a wide-ranging analysis of the species most in demand in the trade as well as those for which there are concerns about the resilience of global populations. In cases where local over-collection is a real contributory factor in species decline, great care should be given to identifying sustainable practices in trade. 
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