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Abstract for an poster presentation 
 
Fringing coral reefs of Réunion are particularly vulnerable to land based pollutions, including 
terrestrial material. On the west coast of the island lies Saint-Leu city, which population grew up 
strongly during the last decades. Cyclones are the main cause of heavy rainfall washing soils and 
transporting in the watershed sediments to the coral reefs lying close to the city. Despite regular 
cyclone events in Reunion, some were particularly serious, especially in 1948 and 2014. 
 
In april 2018, a severe & intense rainfall (exceeding 200 mm in less than 12 hours) conducted to a 
new pollution of the ocean mud ,by mainly affecting the north part of the lagoon. Live coral colonies 
turn then from brown to white and large surfaces died. 
 
Here, we surveyed during the year, this event consequences, by assessing the health status of six 
existing monitoring stations part of the Reef Check network. A muddy coastal zone was observed in 
the Saint-Leu lagoon, mainly originating from a gully located in the north of the lagoon with 
suspended sediments, covering most of the corals present in that location and also in the rest of the 
lagoon, due to transport by local currents. One year after, mud appears to be still occurring on the 
floor of some sites, covered by a thin layer of sand. 
 
Regarding one of the well-known resorts of western Reunion (Saint-Leu), the coral cover has in fact 
decreased in our emblematic site of La Corne from 60 to 4%. Such high turbidity events are very 
stressful conditions for coral reefs in acute and chronic phases. Longly studied by scientists, the 
Saint-Leu lagoon is also regularly monitored by volunteers of the Reef Check program, using fast 
and robust methods (4 transects of 20m, equivalent to 400 sqmeters). In the context of our study, 
regular monitoring of the reefs by the long-term Reef Check method, before and after these 
degradations, made possible to highlight the progressive recovery of a large number of colonies at 
certain sites, while others sites suffered significant mortality. This same method is used in the shorter 
term on one of the predominantly whitened sites, and makes possible to estimate the trend of the 
health status of the corals in this zone. Surprisingly, the results show that sites furthest from the 
ravine (arrival of sludge) are not the ones that recover the best, quite the contrary. This suggests that 
other sources of pollution also impact the lagoon in addition to mud. This synthesis also summarizes 
the geographical and biological factors that determine the resilience of coral reefs to chronic 
degradation. Previous scientific studies performed in the same place have suggested a recovery time 
of habitats in about 10 to 15 years. The obvious impact of these disturbances on the associated 
ecosystems highlights the importance of better management for the preservation of these marine 
habitats. 
 
From this study, it can be concluded the following points: 
- The coral reefs of St-Leu undergo major disturbances related to mudslides, but also to 
anthropogenic pollution which, several months after the passage of the cyclone, continues to cause 
mortality of coral reefs. 
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- The location of colonies in the lagoon, related to the morphology, seems to play a crucial role in the 
recovery process. A better recovery is observed near the entrance of the pass, favored by the 
continuous renewal of seawater. 
 
Perspectives are now to assess regularly the health status on the local monitoring network, according 
Reef Check protocols, with too a special emphasis on coral recovery (coral recruitment processes 
and coral specific richness, associated fish and invertebrate’s population) and finally in order to 
provide help for decision-making to managers of Réunion coral reefs as such event may occur again. 
 
 
 


