
1. OUR ISLAND HOME

Do you know that our islands are made of a kind of rock called CORAL which
is nearly 1000 feet thick in some places ? This coral ‘stage’ on which we live
is thousands of years old and has been built by billions and billions of little animals.
They lived, grew shells and died in this coral forest that is all the time becoming
thicker. The corals, the islands on which we live and the reefs on which we
depend are very important to us and we must learn to treat them carefully and
not harm or overuse them.
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2. THE ANIMAL THAT MAKES CORAL

The very small animal which helps to make the coral rock needs clean sea water
and plenty of sunlight to live in.

When this animal is young and very tiny, it is called a LARVA. The larva of
the animal which makes coral, swims about in the sea looking for a hard rock
surface on which to fix itself. Once it attaches itself to the rock, it starts to grow.
Let us explore what happens next.
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3. THE CORAL POLYP

When a larva grows big, it becomes a POLYP. It is then a small, soft tube,
and looks like a little tree with its ‘branches’ swaying in the water. The other
end of the tube, which is fixed to the rock, is really a ‘mouth’. The long, finger-
like ‘branches’ are called TENTACLES and they collect food for the polyp.

Many big fish and other animals in the sea attack the polyp. So it has to protect
itself. For this, it grows a hard, cup-like shell fixed around its base, or ‘mouth’.
These tiny stone cups are made of limestone and are called CORAL. When
there is danger around, the tentacles quickly fall back into this shell.
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4. OUR CORAL REEFS

Corals grow and branch outwards all the time. Slowly, very slowly, they form
an underwater forest of skeletons and living creatures. Over a very long time,
overthousands of years, new coral polyps regularly build their colonies layer
upon layer on skeletons of the old, forming huge blocks of coral which are called
coral reefs.
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5. WHERE ARE CORAL REEFS FOUND?

Corals are not found all over the world. They can grow only under certain
conditions:

— They need a solid base to attach themselves to.

— The seawater should be warm and not get colder than 20°C.

— The water must be shallow, clear, clean and salty.

Clear and clean water allows sunlight to pass through it and this helps the
food, on which polyps feed, to grow. Only shallow, clear warm waters can give
coral polyps the three things they need:

— The plants that live within the coral polyp’s body;

— Plankton to feed on; and

— Calcium carbonate to build their shells.
Such water is found all around the Maldives. We are, thus, lucky to have the
conditions which allow coral reefs to grow. And in our coral reefs there are many
wonderful things to see.
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6. THE CORAL RING

Sometimes the coral forms a ring-shaped wall which encloses a pool of water.
The wall is called a REEF and the pool is called a LAGOON. A lagoon is
protected by living coral reefs and is a very rich fishing ground. This ring of
coral and the lagoon within is called an ATOLL. Our country has 26 atolls.

How did atolls form? Many scientists think that, millions of years ago, there
were big volcanoes rising from the seabed and their peaks were near the surface
of the water. Corals began to grow around these peaks and, over time, circled
them almost like a ring around a finger. Gradually, the volcanoes sank back into
the sea, leaving behind only the circular ring of coral which then enclosed a
shallow lagoon.
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