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A Short Note on Reefs

❑ A  prominent feature of shallow marine settings 

is the reef. 

❑ Reefs are natural structures of rock formed by 

marine animals.

❑ Today’s reefs are largely made by corals, but in 

the geological past, have been constructed by 

sponges and bizarre clams. 

❑ Reef-building organisms build skeletons of 

calcium carbonate in the form of aragonite or 

calcite.
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Conditions necessary for reef development

❑ Large reefs are limited to the warm seawater areas of the tropics.

❑ Calcium carbonate is easier to precipitate in warm water than in cold water.  

❑ Secretion of calcium carbonate is aided by microscopic cells of algae that 

live in the tissues of reef builders (the algae remove carbon dioxide from the 

tissues, decreasing the acidity of the water). 

Reefs also tend to preferentially form in areas where

1.     Little clastic sediment occurs (such sediment particles smother reef 

builders).

2.     Nutrient levels are low.

3.     Water is shallow



Reef builders are zoned in a reef according to their form (encrusting 

forms tend to dominate the reef crest where wave action is strongest, 

while more delicate branching forms are confined to deeper water zones 

where water action is more gentle).

Reef zones

A lagoon can develop behind a reef, where it is protected from 

strong waves .



What  Are Coral Reefs?

➢ Coral reefs are large underwater structures composed of the skeletons of 

colonial marine invertebrates called Coral.

➢ Each individual coral is referred to as a polyp. Coral polyps live on the calcium 

carbonate exoskeleton to the existing coral structure.

➢ Scientists  have explored only about 20 percent of the ocean’s floor,   

according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric  Administration (NOAA) . 

As such, ocean explorers continue to discover previously unknown coral reefs 

that have likely existed for hundred of years.    



The Beauty of Coral Reefs

Coral polyps 

(individual coral animals)

Coral reefs are often called the “rainforests of the sea” due to the 

great diversity of creatures that form them.  Note that the brilliant colours

apparent in corals are from the microscopic algae in the coral tissues 

(different colours absorb different wavelengths of light).















How an Atoll Forms ?

❑ An atoll is formed first as a reef that fringes a volcanic island.

❑ As the island sinks (after volcanic activity has ceased and the crust has 

cooled, becoming denser), the reef continues to build upward, eventually 

ending up as a ring-shaped structure.

Gilligan’s Island ?












