
Designing conservation for adaptation: 
One of the biggest threats to coral reefs is climate 
change—and we need to reduce emissions fast. 
At a local level, some corals are already adapted to 
warmer ocean temperatures, and we can harness 
this to save corals at a larger regional level. 

If we protect a sufficient diversity of corals in 
strategic locations, then corals across the globe 
can adapt to and recover from the effects of 
climate change. 

When designing coral 
conservation programs, 
these actions will help 
facilitate adaptation: 

Identifying and protecting 
connected reef networks that 
include places where corals 
are likely already more heat 
tolerant and places where their 
larvae are likely to end up
(see reverse side)

Addressing local coral reef 
threats like poor water 
quality and overfishing

Reducing carbon emissions 
to slow the pace of climate 
change

Evolution can rescue 
coral reefs—
and you can help.
Our innovative models show that evolution can rescue 
reefs from climate change if ➀ carbon emissions 
are brought under control, and ➁ we create large, 
diverse, connected, and well-protected networks of 
reefs to facilitate coral adaptation. 

Read more about the science 
behind coral adaptation: 
coral.org/adaptation
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Understanding evolution
Corals’ genetic traits are primarily determined by 
evolutionary history and environmental conditions.
For example, some corals in warmer waters have 
evolved to become more heat-tolerant, which 
means some reefs fare better overall when ocean 
temperatures increase. 

As corals spawn, reefs are connected by the 
movement of coral larvae through ocean currents, 
facilitating the spread of heat-tolerant genes.

Over time, as oceans warm, reefs will shift 
to having more heat-tolerant corals that can 
survive and hopefully, thrive.
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