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As an organization, CORAL emulates the 
corals we work so hard to protect. 

Corals root themselves in the strong calcium 
carbonate structure left behind by their ancestors—it 
keeps them grounded in a sometimes-turbulent sea.  
In the same way, CORAL’s fluid approach to 
conservation is grounded in relationships and alliances 
that have been decades in the making. 

It is this solid foundation that has allowed CORAL to 
navigate unchartered territory and grow in new ways.  

If there were ever an organization that could rise to 
meet the challenges of 2020, it would be CORAL—an 
organization that is leading the way in the science of 
evolution. CORAL not only met 2020 head-on, but set an 
example for what true conservation should look like when 
times get tough. 

As 2021 begins and the world evolves into a new normal, 
CORAL’s ability to remain grounded through change gives  
me hope. And it’s this hope that keeps me moving forward.

I hope you find as much inspiration in CORAL’s work as I do. 

Sincerely,

Kirby Ryan
Board Chair
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One month after I started as CORAL’s 
Executive Director early last year, the 
pandemic hit and we found ourselves in 
new territory. 

We know that our efforts are only as strong as 
our local partners—so when tourism revenue 
disappeared, we quickly pivoted and dedicated 

our resources to keeping communities and their 
conservation efforts afloat. 

We reached out to our tremendous donors and 
institutional funders to help support our partners and 

cover their costs. We found creative and safe ways 
to bring communities together, and keep them feeling 

connected to their natural resources and the programs 
that protect them. We turned to science, and took 

advantage of the low visitor rates to establish baseline 
data on coral reef health without the added pressure of 

tourism. And we did all of it while prioritizing the health 
and safety of our own team. 

Because of your support, we’re well positioned to make this 
year an even better year for coral reefs and the communities 

that depend upon them. 

Thank you for helping us save the world’s coral reefs,

Dr. Madhavi Colton
 Executive Director
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Behind every coral reef is a community of people 
who rely upon that reef. They use it to feed their 
families. They use it to make a living, to pay the 
bills. They use it to protect their homes from 
storms. These communities are the ones that 
bear the burden when coral reefs are lost or 
impaired—and they’re also the ones that have the 
biggest stake in saving them. These communities 
are at the forefront of everything we do.

VI BRANT VI BRANT 
COM MUN ITI ESCOM MUN ITI ES
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REOPENING HONDURAS' TOURISM ECONOMYREOPENING HONDURAS' TOURISM ECONOMY
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit and tourism came to an abrupt halt, 
we immediately galvanized our local partners in Roatán, Honduras 
and got to work. In Honduras, eight percent of the gross domestic 
product (GDP) comes from tourism—the halt in that revenue indicated 
dire consequences for the country’s economy.

At first, we started small through our Go Blue Bay Islands initiative. 
We connected with tourism stakeholders like the Bay Islands Tourism 
Board and government representatives to create a local committee 
and discuss ways to reopen tourism safely. But the committee’s 

popularity quickly grew, and it ultimately expanded to a national level 
and began addressing tourism safety across the country. 

Together, with generous funding from The Tiffany & Co. Foundation, 
our team created The Tourism Revitalization Plan. The plan, which 
outlines biosecurity guidelines and best practices, provides an 
important and groundbreaking framework for restarting tourism 
responsibly and safely, and tourism businesses throughout the Bay 
Islands are using it to guide their safety protocols. 
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RESTORING WATERSHEDS FROM HOMERESTORING WATERSHEDS FROM HOME
On the Hawaiian island of Maui, we are using native plants to stabilize 
stream banks and repair degraded agricultural lands. During rain 
storms, sediment and nutrients run off the abandoned sugarcane and 
pineapple fields into the ocean where they smother coral reefs. The 
native plants help stabilize the steep slope and trap water runoff. 

Community volunteers are at the heart of this effort—in pre-COVID 
times, they used to gather regularly for volunteer planting days. But 
when COVID-19 hit, our popular volunteer days were cancelled. We 
quickly pivoted and instead started sending volunteers home with 
their own native plant-growing kits. 

Over 100 volunteers have helped us grow thousands of plants from 
seed, including 11-year-old Abby Rogers, who signed up to grow over 
1,000 plants entirely on her own. This incredible community effort 
not only saved us money, but it kept our restoration efforts moving 
forward despite the inability to gather in person.
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CREATI NG A CULTURE OF STEWARDSH IPCREATI NG A CULTURE OF STEWARDSH IP
In a typical year, Quintana Roo on México’s Caribbean coast attracts 
about 22 million visitors with its clear blue waters, white sand 
beaches and easy access to the Mesoamerican Reef. The local 
community depends upon the revenue, but the high number of 
visitors takes a heavy toll on the nearshore reefs. 

We’re partnering with local organizations to build a more sustainable 
tourism industry by educating tourism operators and building a 
culture of environmental stewardship. This year alone, we trained 
nearly 130 tourism operators in México, Belize, and Honduras.  
The workshop follows a train-the-trainer format, so participants learn 

how to share the new knowledge with their communities and create 
lasting change.

“I’ve been working all these years on the reef, and I always just 
thought they were rocks and I could step on them and nothing would 
happen,” says Victor Barrera, one of the training participants. Barrera 
used to be a fisher, but with fish resources becoming more and more 
scarce and unreliable, he now runs a tourism operation in Quintana 
Roo. “Thanks to this presentation, now I know better.”
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Just like people, most coral reefs need clean 
water to survive. Too many nutrients in the water 
can lead to an overgrowth of algae that compete 
with corals for space. And if water becomes 
too murky, it blocks out the sunlight that corals 
need to stay nourished. But around the world, 
particularly as populations and tourism grows, 
communities struggle to adequately treat their 
wastewater and keep pollution out of the ocean. 
We help them improve their water quality not only 
for their reefs, but also for the health  
and safety of their communities.

CLEAN WATER CLEAN WATER 
FOR REEFSFOR REEFS
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USING SOLAR POWER TO TREAT WASTEWATERUSING SOLAR POWER TO TREAT WASTEWATER
The Polo’s Water Association’s Wastewater Treatment Plant in 
Roatán, Honduras keeps nearly 30 million gallons of raw sewage  
out of the ocean each year. But many of the businesses that support  
the operating costs of the plant are vacation homes and hotels.  
So when COVID-19 hit and travel was suspended, those properties 
were essentially vacant and no longer using the services or paying 
their fees. The Polo’s Water Association was faced with a 70% 
reduction in revenue.

We quickly reached out to Bently Foundation, who generously 
provided a grant of nearly $115,000 to help Polo’s cover their 

operating expenses for three months and to install solar panels on  
the treatment plant to reduce their long-term operating costs.  
By October of 2020, the treatment plant had installed 62 new solar 
panels, reducing their daytime energy consumption by 80% and  
their operating expenses by 70% during the summer peak. 

The financial support we received not only helped save West End’s 
water quality and coral reefs, but it also provided income for 23  
local people who work at the treatment plant and rely on the salary  
to provide for their families.
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BRINGING CLEAN WATER TO HAWAI' IBRINGING CLEAN WATER TO HAWAI' I
Because of Hawai‘i Island’s unique volcanic geology, it’s often 
merely a matter of hours before poorly treated sewage from 
shoreline wastewater systems like cesspools and septic tanks leaks 
into the groundwater and ends up in the ocean. And for Hawaiian 
communities that are deeply connected to the natural environment, 
the devastation that sewage pollution causes on the reef and for 
human health is heartbreaking. 

The Hawai‘i Department of Health samples water quality at sites 
around the island, but their resources are scarce and sampling is 
inconsistent—which means the state lacks robust data to prioritize 

resource management activities, and local communities have no clear 
way of understanding what’s really in their water. 

So we brought together eleven different organizations, community 
members, scientists and government partners to form Hawai‘i Wai 
Ola—a local hui (group) that champions water quality issues across 
Hawai‘i Island. This year, they started testing water quality in three 
regions across Hawai‘i Island, and there are plans to expand as their 
capacity grows. Within the next year or two, they plan to use these 
data to guide and inform statewide policy changes. 
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Thriving fish populations are an important 
part of the coral reef ecosystem—particularly 
herbivorous species, who help keep algae under 
control so they don’t out-compete corals for 
space. But as human populations continue to 
grow around the world, fishing pressure also 
grows. And when economic hardship hits, like 
it did in 2020, people often turn to these same 
fisheries to put food on the table. Our work 
supports local communities so that they don’t 
have to choose between feeding their families 
and depleting their natural resources. 

H EALTHY H EALTHY 
F ISHERI ESF ISHERI ES
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PROTECTI NG F ISHERI ES I N ROATAPROTECTI NG F ISHERI ES I N ROATA
,,
NN

For many years, we’ve partnered with the Roatán Marine Park (RMP) 
in Honduras to support a robust patrol program to protect the area 
from overfishing. The program has been extremely successful, and 
RMP now partners with the Honduran Navy to ensure they have the 
ability to enforce regulations. 

But when COVID-19 hit and tourism stopped, the RMP lost 85% of 
its revenue and was forced to make tough decisions. The team knew 
that the economic hardship meant people would turn to poaching 
and that their fisheries were at risk, so they chose to prioritize their 
patrols above all else. 

We were able to garner support from our funders, and we helped 
RMP and other local partners, like the Bay Islands Conservation 
Association, secure over $150,000 in funding to help cover their 
operating expenses. The extra support helped them stay afloat when 
times were tough, which speaks to the power of alliance-building. 
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MAKING THE CASE  MAKING THE CASE  
   FOR A BIOLOGICAL CORRIDOR   FOR A BIOLOGICAL CORRIDOR
In 2018, a law passed that opened up parts of the Honduran North 
Coast to commercial fishing—prior, only artisanal fishers were able 
to fish within certain areas. While some of the coastline lies within 
marine protected areas (MPAs), we suspected that fish populations 
along the coastline were all connected. If the MPAs weren’t 
somehow connected, we worried that the new commercial fishing 
could devastate fish populations. So we started collaborating with 
Universidad de Concepción in Chile and other partners on a new 
research project. 

This past year, the results proved our hypothesis—fish populations 
in MPAs along the eastern coast in Trujillo were connected to fish 
populations in MPAs along the western coast in Tela Bay. The data 
show that fish travel between the two areas, and to fully protect key 
species, we need to create a protected corridor.  

Now, the team is turning that information into action—they are 
working to define the boundaries of a biological corridor that would 
protect fish as they move between protected areas and will then use 
these data to advocate for new coastal protections.
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Put simply, we believe in science. That’s why our 
approach focuses on keeping coral reefs healthy 
so they can evolve and adapt to climate change: 
because the science tells us they can. We build 
collaborations to conduct cutting-edge research, 
and use science to guide us in all aspects of our 
work—from identifying the conditions that corals 
need in order to evolve, to protecting clean water 
and preserving healthy fisheries. 

SCIENCE-BASED SCIENCE-BASED 
CONSERVATIO NCONSERVATIO N
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COLLABORATI NG WITH  COLLABORATI NG WITH  
   TH E ALLE N  CORAL ATLAS   TH E ALLE N  CORAL ATLAS
2020 brought us a new, exciting collaboration: we began partnering 
with the Allen Coral Atlas (Atlas). The Atlas is a collaboration of 
scientists and NGOs who are using high-resolution satellite imagery 
to create standardized maps of the world’s coral reefs, amongst other 
innovative products, and to share them with the world for free. The 
potential conservation gains from this project are enormous, and 
we’re thrilled to support them.

The Atlas is currently working to develop methods to monitor and 
map coral bleaching events. This past year, we received a three-
year grant totaling over $850,000 from the Paul M. Angell Family 
Foundation to help the Atlas facilitate a global network to assess 
these coral bleaching and water quality threat alerts.

Having this improved understanding of coral threats will prove to  
be a vital asset as we work to save the world’s coral reefs.

https://allencoralatlas.org/
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D I SCOVE R I NG TH E  D I SCOVE R I NG TH E  
    I M PORTANCE OF  "HOT"  REEFS    I M PORTANCE OF  "HOT"  REEFS
To better understand how coral reefs are ecologically connected 
to each other and how we can help encourage their evolutionary 
response to climate change, we partnered with academic researchers 
to build simulations of reefs and used them to test different strategies 
for protecting coral reefs over time.

Modeling work this past year showed us that diverse networks of 
protected areas that include reefs in warmer waters tend to fare 
better over time—the best explanation is that corals living in hotter 
waters have already figured out how to thrive in warmer conditions. 

When these corals reproduce, ocean currents send their heat-
adapted larvae (baby corals) to other reefs, helping to encourage the 
evolutionary process as oceans warm with climate change. 

This new knowledge is critical in our efforts to help protect coral reefs 
as they evolve. Now, we know that corals can adapt if we protect 
diverse reef types across a region—which in many areas means 
making sure they are in effectively managed marine protected areas 
where they have the clean clear water they need to thrive. 
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THANK YOU,  MAHALO AND GRACIASTHANK YOU,  MAHALO AND GRACIAS
You stepped up in a tremendous way in 2020. Your support made all 
of this work possible. Thank you for joining our mission to save the 
world’s coral reefs.  
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