
Crown-of-thorns Starfish 
The crown-of-thorns starfish, Acanthaster planci, endangers 
life on reefs off some Pacific islands and may become a serious 
threat to others. A U.S. scientific research team reporting to 
the Department of the Interior in December 1969 said that 
the starfish—which eats the living coral—is having a 'popu
lation explosion' in numerous areas, possibly caused by man-

induced changes in nature's checks and balances. 

BASED ON an extensive survey last 
summer, the report—Acanthaster 

planci: Impact on Pacific Coral Reefs 
—summarizes the findings of teams of 
scientists under direction of the West-
inghouse Ocean Research Laboratory, 
San Diego, under contract with the 
Interior Department. The U.S. Navy, 
the National Science Foundation, and 
the U.S. Coast Guard also provided 
financial and logistical support for the 
survey. 

If current trends continue unchecked, 
the report said, results could include 
fish shortages for some islanders who 
rely on fish for the protein in their 
diet; loss of tourist trade; and, pos
sibly, erosion on some low-lying islands 
now protected by coral reefs. 

The report suggested a three-phase 
control programme: 

• Organize groups of divers to kill 
the creatures individually where 
infestations are now heavy. One 
method would be the use of a hand-
operated chemical injector gun 
loaded with formalin. 

• Further educate islanders to the 
seriousness of the problem, and 
what they can do to control it. 

• Increase scientific study of the 
biology of the starfish and the 
creatures that prey upon it, and of 
the way in which reefs both de
generate and regenerate. 

One diver with a formalin gun can 
kill up to 600 or 700 starfish a day, 
said the report, and six divers can clear 
about one mile of heavily infested reef 
daily. 

Ten teams of scientists visited 16 
islands in the Trust Territory of the 

Pacific Islands in the summer of 1969 
to study the problem. In a companion 
effort, the University of Hawaii directed 
five teams that surveyed Hawaiian 
Islands, Johnston and Midway Islands, 
and three Marshall Island atolls— 
Kwajalein, Arno, and Majuro. 

They found normal populations of 
the starfish in a number of island reefs, 
i.e., fewer than 20 specimens per 20 
minutes of search. 

Serious infestations, most in need 
of control, were found on Guam, Rota, 
and Saipan in the Marianas Islands, 
and Palau, Truk, and Ponape in the 
Caroline Islands (more study also was 
recommended for Johnston Island, and 

three Caroline atolls, Kapingamarangi, 
Nukuoro, and Pingelap). 

The infestations were judged to be 
relatively recent, with the earliest dating 
back to World War II. Destruction of 
corals by this starfish on a major scale 
in Australia's Great Barrier Reef was 
first reported in 1963. 

Definite causes for the starfish pop
ulation explosion were not established. 
The report suggests two possibilities: 
that dredging and blasting of reef areas 
have decimated creatures normally 
feeding on the starfish larvae; and that 
shell collectors have substantially re
duced the number of triton snails, 
which prey on adult starfish. 

Damage done by the crown-of-thorns 
starfish threatens the balance of the 
marine life system of reefs around 
many islands and atolls, the report 
says. 

Fish that have adapted to life in a 
coral reef cannot adjust to a radically 
changed environment. Larger food and 
game fish were almost totally absent 
in dead reefs, and even deep-sea fish 

Crown-of-thorns starfish feeding on live corals. 
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A diver inspects crown-of-thorns starfish in a devastated reef area off Brewer Reef in 
the Great Barrier Reef. 

populations may be affected by this 
breakdown in the food and life chains. 

The Ninth South Pacific Confer
ence, which took place in Noumea in 
October 1969, drew the attention of 
the South Pacific Commission to the 
dangers created by the crown-of-
thorns starfish; the Conference dele
gates requested the Commission, in 
co-operation with the U.N. Develop
ment Programme and other organiza-

tions to examine ways in which the 
problem could best be tackled. 

Copies of the report, 'Acanthaster 
planci: Impact on Pacific Coral Reefs,' 
may be obtained from the Clearing
house for Federal Scientific and Tech
nical Information, 5285 Port Royal 
Road, Springfield, Virginia 22151. The 
report can be ordered by asking for 
PB No. 187631. The price is 
SUS3.00. • 
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