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School District Offers Vaccine
The School District 

of Palm Beach County, 
in partnership with the 
Health Care District of 
Palm Beach County, will 
offer the Pfizer COVID-19 
vaccine for students, staff, 
and their families (ages 12 
and older). The vaccine will 
be available at the Fulton-
Holland Educational Ser-
vices Center on Thursdays 
and Saturdays from  8 a.m. 

to 4 p.m. through August 8.
 The vaccination is 

available without an ap-
pointment or insurance, on 
a first-come, first-served 
basis.

Students, staff, parents, 
and guardians 18 years 
and older do not require a 
parent’s consent. However, 
children 12-17 require a 
signed consent from their 
parent or guardian, and a 

parent or guardian must be 
present with the child at 
the time of the vaccination.

Upon receiving the vac-
cine, information will be 
provided on how to receive 
the second round of the 
Pfizer immunization.

NOTE: The COVID-19 
vaccine is NOT required 
for any student or staff 
member of the School Dis-
trict of Palm Beach County.

The vaccine will not be 
administered from July 
1-7 and will resume July 8.

Complete the Health 
Care District of Palm 
Beach County Screen-
ing and Consent Form-
English, Spanish, Haitian 
Creole

The Fulton-Holland 
Educational Services Cen-
ter is located at 3300 For-
est Hill Blvd., West Palm 

Beach.
For questions regarding 

COVID-19, contact the 
Florida Department of 

Health’s COVID-19 Hot-
line (open 24/7) by phone at 
866-779-6121 or by email 
COVID-19@flhealth.gov

Stony Coral Tissue Loss Disease Found 
at Dry Tortugas National Park

KEY WEST – Stony 
Coral Tissue Loss Dis-
ease—an infectious, water-
borne disease that impacts 
hard coral species and 
damages entire reefs—has 
been found on corals in Dry 
Tortugas National Park. 
The park’s Coral Response 
Team observed it on May 29 
while conducting a routine 
disease survey.  

“Until now, Dry Tortu-
gas National Park was the 
only remaining section of 
Florida’s Coral Reef to not 
show signs of the disease,” 
said Pedro Ramos, super-
intendent of Everglades 
and Dry Tortugas national 
parks. “Finding it early is 
significant, because with-
out treatment, the disease 
has the potential to destroy 
the park’s underwater 
gardens, as affected corals 
have a nearly 100 percent 
mortality rate.”  

First reported near Mi-
ami in 2014, the disease 
appears as white patches 
where the disease has con-
sumed the live coral tissue, 
exposing the bright white 
coral skeleton and remov-
ing the brilliant colors that 
the reefs are known for. 
Now found throughout 
Florida’s Coral Reef and 
the Caribbean, the disease 
outbreak is unprecedented 
in its broad geographic 
range, extended duration, 
high rates of mortality and 
number of coral species af-
fected. While the cause of 
the disease is yet unknown, 
bacteria likely plays a role, 
since antibiotic treatments 
have proven effective. 

The Dry Tortugas Na-
tional Park Coral Response 
Team observed the telltale 
white lesions on 11 coral 
colonies of three highly 
susceptible coral species, 
susceptible coral species, 
Meandrina meandrites 
(MazeCoral), Meandri-
na jacksoni (White Maze 
Coral) and Dichocoenia 
stokesii (Elliptical Star Cor-
al). These are typical “ca-
nary” species that are often 
the first corals within a 
reef community to show 
symptoms of Stony Coral 
Tissue Loss Disease during 
an outbreak. A survey on 
May 6 showed no evidence of 
the disease at this location. 
Several highly susceptible 
corals in the area still appear 
to be healthy and only three 
percent of the susceptible 
colonies in the area have 
been impacted at this time. 

Following an established 

response plan, the team im-
mediately applied the most 
effective treatment avail-
able, an antibiotic paste, 
to the infected corals. Cur-
rently, the disease appears 
to be concentrated in one 
area near the southeastern 
boundary of the park, ap-
proximately 2.5 miles east 
from Garden Key, where 
Fort Jefferson is located. 

In anticipation of Stony 
Coral Tissue Loss Disease 
reaching the Dry Tortu-
gas corals, the park has 
regularly monitored 40 
sites since September 2020. 
With matching funds from 
the state of Florida and 
park concessions, the park 
hired six biologists and es-
tablished a Coral Response 
Team to focus exclusively 
on coral monitoring and 
disease response.  

Now that the disease has 
been found in the park, the 
Coral Response Team, with 
support from partners, will 
increase the number of 
reconnaissance surveys to 
confirm the distribution 
of the outbreak within the 
park. Simultaneously, the 
team will treat infected 
corals at sites where Stony 
Coral Tissue Loss Disease 
is found. The application of 
the antibiotic amoxycillin 
has been shown to slow the 
spread of the disease and 
increase coral survival. The 
team will focus their treat-
ment efforts on high priority 
corals including threatened 
species, large reproductive-
ly-active corals, and those in 
areas with high coral cover 
and biodiversity.  

Since the disease has 
spread through the en-
tirety of Florida’s Coral 
Reef, the disease response 
has been a collaborative 
multi-agency effort. The 
National Park Service con-
tinues to work closely with 
the Florida Department 
of Environmental Protec-
tion, the Florida Fish and 
Wildlife Conservation Com-
mission, and the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration along with 
other government agencies, 
academic institutions, and 
conservation organizations. 

“We are fortunate to be 
part of such a strong part-
nership working collabora-
tively to protect Florida’s 
Coral Reef,” Ramos said. 
“Not only do our national 
parks provide unparalleled 
recreational opportunities, 
they also serve as living labo-
ratories to conduct science.”  

Over the past two years, 
the park and park partners 
have also taken preventa-
tive measures by collecting 
healthy corals as part of the 
multi-agency Coral Rescue 
Project. The park’s rescued 
corals were placed in land-
based aquaria to prevent 
them from becoming in-
fected, to preserve genetic 
diversity and to serve as 
breeding stock for future 
restoration activities. 

Even when using the best 
available treatments, previ-
ous efforts to limit the disease 
spread have not always been 
successful, and many corals 
have been lost. Surveillance 
and intervention may be 
the best approach to limit-
ing Stony Coral Tissue Loss 
Disease’s impacts while con-
tinuing to inform researchers 
about the disease and its 
effect on corals. 

While the situation is 
urgent, everyone can still 
do their part to save this 
important ecosystem. Cor-
als are resilient when given 
the chance. People can help 
the corals when recreating 
on or around the water: 

• Wear reef-safe sun-
screen or protective clothing 
in the water. 

• Dispose of trash prop-
erly to reduce marine debris. 

• Avoid touching, stand-
ing on or kicking corals, 
especially when snorkeling 
or diving. 

• Follow local fishing, 
diving and anchoring rules. 

• Follow clean boating 
principles. 

• Decontaminate dive 
and snorkel gear.

Healthy coral reefs are 
among the most biologi-
cally diverse, culturally 
significant and economi-
cally valuable ecosystems 
on Earth. Coral reefs safe-
guard against extreme 
weather, shoreline erosion 
and coastal flooding.  

Florida’s Coral Reef pro-
vides more than $355 mil-
lion/year in flood protection 
benefits and protects nearly 
$320 million in annual 
economic activity. Florida’s 
Coral Reef stretches for over 
350 miles and borders five 
counties that are home to 
over seven million people. 

Located 70 miles west 
of Key West, Dry Tortugas 
National Park attracts visi-
tors for both its cultural and 
natural features, including 
the colorful corals and the 
abundant marine life that 
depend on the reef. Snorkel-
ers and divers may enjoy 
the underwater scenery, but 
all visitors are able to view 
some of the corals and tropi-
cal fish from the moat wall 
that surrounds the iconic 
Fort Jefferson. 

Visit the park’s website 
for more information on 
Stony Coral Tissue Loss 
Disease.

NPS Photo by Rachel Johns
A biologist on the NPS Coral Response Team 
treats a coral infected with Stony Coral Tissue 
Loss Disease.

Lower Keys Underwater 
Music Festival

Divers and snorkelers 
can explore a portion of 
the continental United 
States’ only coral barrier 
reef while enjoying a sub-
sea concert that promotes 
reef preservation Satur-
day, July 10, in the Lower 
Florida Keys.

The 37th annual Lower 
Keys Underwater Music 
Festival, a melodic ex-
perience that spotlights 
environmentally respon-
sible diving as well as reef 
protection, takes place at 
Looe Key Reef, an area of 
the Florida Keys National 
Marine Sanctuary approxi-
mately six miles south of 
Big Pine Key.

The sanctuary recently 
marked 30 years of protect-
ing the waters surrounding 
the Florida Keys, including 
the iconic barrier reef that 
parallels the island chain. 

The Underwater Music 
Festival is to be staged from 
10 a.m. to 2 p.m. Saturday 
by Keys radio station US1 
104.1 FM. Participants 
swim among Looe Key’s 
vivid marine life and coral 
formations while listening 
to music broadcast by the 
radio station.

Tunes are piped un-
derwater via speakers 
suspended beneath boats 
above the reef. The play-list 
is to feature marine melo-
dies ranging from Jimmy 
Buffett’s “Fins” to the 
“Pirates of the Caribbean” 

film theme and the Beatles’ 
“Octopus’s Garden.”

Those planning to sub-
merge themselves in the 
festival can learn about 
reef preservation Friday, 
July 9, during the 6-8 
p.m. welcome gathering at 
Mote Marine Laboratory’s 
Elizabeth Moore Interna-
tional Center for Coral Reef 
Research & Restoration, 
24244 Overseas Highway 
on Summerland Key. Rep-
resentatives of the center 
will be on hand to showcase 
Mote’s groundbreaking 
coral cultivation and res-
toration efforts.

During Saturday’s 
aquatic experience, the mu-
sic is to be interspersed with 
diver awareness messages 
about ways to minimize en-
vironmental impacts on the 
world’s reefs, whose rich 
biodiversity has led them 
to be called the rainforests 
of the sea.

As well as colorful reef 
fish and other marine life, 
divers and snorkelers might 
even spot “mermaids” and 
costumed characters be-
neath the waves.

Ocean enthusiasts in-
terested in participating in 
the unique experience can 
reserve space on boats run 
by Lower Keys dive opera-
tors or launch their own 
boats from public ramps 
and marinas in the area.

For more information, 
lowerkeyschamber.com
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