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Above: A juvenile starfish eats a mushroom coral. COTS consume 
about half their diameter in coral in 24 hours. 

Left: Outbreaks begin in the same section of the Great Barrier Reef, 
between Cairns and Lizard Island. 
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arine scientists have recently announced 

another outbreak of crown-of-thorns, the 

coral-eating starfish researchers call COTS. 

The outbreak has started again where 

previous outbreaks began, in the Cairns Section of the 

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. While small numbers of 

COTS can be found at any time along most of the length 

of the Great Barrier Reef, some reefs between Cairns and 

Lizard Island now have three to eight times as many 

starfish as can be sustained by the live cover of corals. 

Just as areas of land can be badly damaged by bush 
fires, so this part of the Great Barrier Reef is suffering 

across a widespread area but the damage is patchy. 

COTS researchers work closely with their counterparts 

in other countries, and it appears that this outbreak is 

not unique. Tropical areas around the Indo-Pacific are 

affected - in the Red Sea, South Africa, Maldives, 
Indonesia, Vanuatu, Cook Islands and Fiji. Scientists 

expect to record outbreaks off Okinawa, Guam and the 

Marianas within the next 12 months. Sharing research 

results is adding to the common pool of knowledge, 

and we may be able to observe a whole cycle, and 

control specific areas. We are no longer watching 

helplessly as we were in the 1960s. 

Phillipines 

GB114 

Cook Is 

COTS outbreaks are an Indo-Pacific phenomenon. Researchers have 
found increasing numbers on many coral reefs. 

QUEENS LA 

Cairns 

This time, Reef managers and the research community are 

ready. Work over the past ten years is paying off. 

We have developed new survey techniques to allow the 

early detection of any increase in populations of small, 

juvenile COTS. Previously we only realised they were 

increasing in numbers when large adults suddenly 

appeared on a reef. 

We have developed a safe method of 

controlling their numbers by injecting 

them with 'Dry Acid', and tourist operator 

have been trained to conduct local-scale 

controls in small areas important either 

to tourism or science. 

Because we are detecting juveniles at an 

early stage, we may be able to pinpoint 

the factors which trigger significant 

outbreaks of COTS. 

Scientists and managers of the Great Barrier Reef 

have a contingency plan now being activated to 

deal with this outbreak, including localised control 

measures, an expanded observer network and new 

research initiatives. 

Marine scientists classify reefs into four conditions 

according to the number of COTS found in a 

certain area: 

Non-outbreak - there are less than 10 COTS per 

hectare 
Incipient-outbreak - high densities of juveniles are 

found which are likely to survive and grow 

Spot-outbreak - high density populations of a very 

local distribution 
Active-outbreak - there are more than 30 mature 

COTS per hectare. 
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