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GREAT BARRIER REEF

 Suiof UNDERWATER WORLD

The Great Barrier Reef lies off Australia’s northeastern coast and is the world’s largest coral reef
system. It stretches for more than 1,400 miles (2,300 km) through the Coral Sea and covers an area
larger than Italy. Despite its name, the Great Barrier Reef is not one continuous reef. It is a vast system

of nearly 3,000 separate reefs, along with hundreds of islands and coral cays, or small islands formed
from reef material.

Several conditions have allowed such an enormous reef system to develop here. Northeastern
Australia has a broad, shallow continental shelf, so sunlight easily reaches the seafloor across a huge
area. The tropical waters are also warm enough for reef-building corals to grow. Together, these
onditions let coral thrive across a wide stretch of ocean. Some reefs lie more than 100 miles (160 km)
from the mainland.
Built by Tiny Animals
Corals may look like plants or colorful rocks, but they are actually animals. A coral is made up of tiny,
soft-bodied animals called coral polyps, most of which are only a few millimeters across. Many reef-
building polyps live together in colonies, groups of the same organism living close together. Each
polyp builds a hard limestone skeleton beneath its body. As generations of coral grow and die, their
skeletons remain behind, and new coral grows on top. Over hundreds or thousands of years, these

% VOCABULARY

ER— polyp: a tiny, soft-bodied marine animal
Stretches along Auswalis's | that builds the foundation of coral reefs
fortheastem cosstinthe | Colony: a group of organisms of the same

kind living closely together

Tts thousands of separate
» roofs form a long band
roughly parallel o the
coastiine.

Biodiversity: the variety of living things in a
particular area

Coral bleaching: a stress response in which
coral loses the algae living in its tissues
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