
 20 Years Coralwatch at The University of Queensland
CoralWatch uses the Coral Health Chart, a simple validated tool developed in 2002 at Heron 
Island research station by Prof. Justin Marshall, Prof. Ove Hoegh-Guldberg and Dr. Uli Siebeck. 
Twenty years later, 15,117 surveys have been completed in 80 countries, from over 8,000 
members in 137 countries.

CoralWatch has grown over the years to a program that not only collects citizen science data, it 
has developed diverse education materials including the book ‘Coral Reefs and Climate Change’ 
and numerous curriculum linked materials. CoralWatch focuses on monitoring, outreach and 
education and works together with a dedicated team of Ambassadors to raise awareness about 
reefs and provide solutions on how to act now for the future of our reefs. 

In 2016, the CoralWatch team accompanied Ministers Steven Miles, Richard Di Natali and 
Senator Larissa Waters to the Great Barrier Reef to assess damage due to that year’s mass 
bleaching event. Sadly, since then there has been three other mass bleaching events. To help 
answer the question for the many who ask “what can I do?” CoralWatch is currently writing a 
book entitled ‘Coral Reefs and Climate Change - What Can I Do?’ that explains simple actions to 
save reefs from home.
 
Thanks for joining us today to celebrate 20 years of CoralWatch at The University of Queensland.
 



2008 CoralWatch display at the 
International Coral Reef Society (ICRS) 
CoralWatch proudly present at the ICRS 
conference in Florida followed by ICRS 
Cairns and many other conferences and 
events to continue to increase outreach.

Highlights 2002 - 2020  

2002 Development of the Coral Health 
Chart on Heron Island   
During the 2002 bleaching event, Prof. 
Justin Marshall, Dr. Uli Siebeck, Prof. Ove 
Hoegh-Guldberg and Prof. Daniel Osorio 
designed a simple tool that anyone can 
use to help monitor the health of corals 
by comparing the colours of the chart 
with the colours on the reef.

2003 Data collection Heron Island   
Heron Island Resort actively promotes 
citizen science and data collection to 
their guests and the first 139 CoralWatch 
surveys are collected on Heron Island.

2004 First teacher workshop   
’Focus on Corals’ attended by 22 
teachers on Heron Island. The first 
international Coral Health Chart surveys 
are conducted, and coral health data is 
received from Belize, Mexico, and Samoa.

2005 First scientific paper Scientific 
paper published in 2006 by Siebeck,  
U. E., Marshall, N. J., Kluter, A. and 
Hoegh-Guldberg, O. Monitoring coral 
bleaching using a colour reference card. 
Coral Reefs 25:453-460. The CoralWatch 
method is currently cited by an average 
of 40 papers per year with many in 
Nature and Science.

Project AWARE Foundation is the dive industry’s leading nonprofit environmental organisation

According to World Resources Institute, human activity threatens the health of nearly 60 percent of the 
world’s coral reefs.  Add to that the estimated 30 percent of all coral reefs that are already dead or severely 
damaged and it’s easy to see that coral reefs are in desperate need of attention if they are to survive for 
future generations.

Now you can quickly and easily get involved with Project AWARE’s CoralWatch monitoring activities to make a difference and 
protect coral reef ecosystems. 

What is CoralWatch?
CoralWatch is a simple, non-invasive method to assess and monitor coral 
reef health with respect to coral bleaching.  The CoralWatch method 
uses a Coral Health Chart with a series of colours that volunteers match 
with actual coral colour to determine different stages of coral bleaching 
and recovery. 

What is coral bleaching?
Coral bleaching is the whitening of coral due to a loss of symbiotic 
algae living within the coral tissue. In healthy coral, algae supplies 
energy and provides colour. During bleaching events, coral expels the 
algae from their tissue which changes the colour of the coral.  As coral 
expels more algae the coral becomes lighter in colour.

Why monitor reefs?
Monitoring is most effective over months and even years. With divers 
and snorkelers regularly visiting sites, scientists at the University of 
Queensland, Australia, will be able to answer questions such as how 
long it takes for reefs to recover from bleaching and if the health of 
the reef declines over a certain number of bleaching events?

What happens to my results?
Once your data is submitted a graph is produced representing the overall health of your monitored dive site. All submitted data is 
analysed and made available on www.coralwatch.org in a graphic format that makes it easy to see the overall health of the site.  
With multiple monitoring regions around the world  scientists will not only be able to compare the condition of a single reef over 
time, they’ll be able to compare the condition of many different reefs at any single time.

How do I get involved?
Contact a registered Project AWARE CoralWatch Operator in your area or contact Project AWARE directly for assistance. Select 
a monitoring site and prepare your waterproof slate (see example). Make a note of the date, water temperature, depth, name of 
the reef and location. Also make note of anything else you think might be important like rubbish found, visibility and conditions, 
environmental damage seen, etc. 

Survey Methods:
You can choose one of three monitoring methods depending upon your skills, experience and location:
Random Survey – select corals randomly, such as choosing the coral closest to you every second fin kick. 
Make sure your selection is truly random.
Quadrant or Transect Survey – select your corals by marking a square area (quadrant) or following a line 
(transect).  Make sure that marking your boundary has no effect on marine life in that area.  Then assess 
the corals within the quadrant or on the transect line.
Easily Identified Corals – select corals that you can easily identify and return to on each dive. 
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2007 CoralWatch Operators 
Project Aware and PADI dive centres 
around the world collaborate with 
CoralWatch. Dive operators now monitor 
their local reefs using the Coral Health 
Chart. 1300 dive organisations involved.

2006 First education package used by 
50 groups incl. national and international 
schools, marine educators, and tourism 
operators. Apart form English, charts 
become available in Japanese, Spanish, 
simplified and traditional Chinese.

2010 PADI Distinctive Specialty Course
CoralWatch developed the PADI Coral 
Health Chart Specialty Course. Since 
2010, 213 dive instructors have become 
CoralWatch Coral Health Chart Specialty 
Instructors. More teaching materials for 
this specialty were developed in 2021.

2011 CoralWatch in Indonesia The 
book ‘Coral Reefs and Climate Change’ 
is translated into Indonesian Bahasa. 
The book was launched by Australian 
Ambassador Greg Moriarty, the Minister 
for Environment, Fisheries and Marine 
Affairs Fadel Muhammad and the 
Vice Chancellor of The University of 
Queensland Paul Greenfield with 200 
guests in attendance from several 
ministries and non-government 
organisations.

2009 Booklaunch ‘Coral Reefs and 
Climate Change’ The guide for education 
and awareness - first edition, published 
2,500 copies including workbook. 

2012 Reef Education Package 
Bahasa Indonesia produced for use 
in schools, conservation groups and 
other educational settings. CoralWatch 
conducted 10 workshops in Indonesia 
between 2011 and 2014. To increase 
uptake of the Bahasa materials, 
materials were made available for 
downloading from the CoralWatch 
website.  

Second edition was published in 2012, 
and accompanying DVD series in 2015.



2013 Curriculum linked materials  
‘Healthy Reef from Polyp to Policy’ a 
Marine Science Syllabus curriculum 
linked semester unit plan was developed. 
Later, science lessons were developed for 
years 1 and 7. From 2013, CoralWatch 
has offered two teacher professional 
development workshops a year. 

2015 Launch of data entry apps  
To increase data uptake CoralWatch data 
entry apps were developed in Indonesia 
for iPhone and Android mobiles.

2016 Moreton Bay - Corals at Your 
Doorstep Education Package showcases 
the Moreton Bay marine environment 

2017 Start of Ambassador Program  
64 Ambassadors have been trained so 
far.  Ambassadors increase CoralWatch’s 
outreach substantially and created new 
partnerships. Workshops are offered 
annually to 15 participants.

2018 Corals in the Outback - National 
Science Week Tour The CoralWatch 
team engaged with over 500 people in 
Longreach, Mount Isa, Cloncurry and 
Winton. During community workshops, 
school visits, library displays and 
Chasing Coral screenings,  the team 
created reef awareness and provided 
suggestions on how to help save 
reefs from home. New virtual reality 
technologies provided a real-world 
coral reef experience.

2019 Biggest outreach year  
In the space of one year, CoralWatch staff 
and Ambassadors organised over 98 
workshops, events and lectures raising 
awareness about coral bleaching and the 
Great Barrier Reef face to face with over 
10,000 people throughout Queensland.

2020 Start of our social media 
campaign 20 volunteers lent their face 
to our ‘Come Join Our Watch’ video 
campaign to ask Billie Eilish to lend 
CoralWatch her song ‘Ocean Eyes’. In 
2021, Billie said YES. The campaign 
created awareness for the reef through 
extensive media attention - 60 articles 
online and numerous news and radio 
interviews. CoralWatch has an extensive 
and growing social media network with 
3,962 Twitter, 2,721 Instagram and 
26,989 Facebook followers.

2021 Launch of new data platform 
CoralWatch migrated its database into 
the Atlas of Living Australia, Biocollect 
field data collection platform to be 
amongst the most comprehensive 
and assessable dataset of Australian 
biodiversity. The database currently 
stores 15,120 surveys from over 2,133 
reefs, collected by 8,686 members. 

2022 Elijah, our youngest Ambassador 
Elijah Richardson has been involved 
with CoralWatch since the start of our 
social media campaign in 2020. He 
has been a media shining star, with The 
project, WinNews, Channel 7, Australian 
Geographic, Kidszone magazine and 
many more media outlets asking Billie 
Eilish and others to help the reef.

2014 CoralWatch collaboration with 
Great Barrier Reef Citizen Science Alliance 
Working together with 12 citizen science 
groups created greater exposure and 
uptake of reef monitoring within the 
broader community. ReefBlitz October 
became an annual event in Queensland.

Highlights 2002 - 2020  
and its importance, and provides 
opportunities for schools and individuals 
to participate in citizen science. In 
2019, similar packs were developed for 
Capricorn Coast and the Coral Coast.
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CoralWatch thanks the following organisations for their ongoing support.  

Thank you!


