
Darren.coker@my.jcu.edu.au
PhD Candidate, 2009 to 2012
ARC Centre of Excellence for Coral Reef 
Studies
Sponsored by AIMS@JCU  
APA 
Supervised by:
Prof. Morgan Practhett (JCU)
Dr. Aaron McNeil (AIMS)
Prof. Philip Munday (JCU)
Dr. Shaun Wilson (Department of 
Environment and Conservation, WA)

Importance of live coral habitat for reef fishes

Upon searching for a different path in life, Darren 
moved from New Zealand to Australia, where diving 
on the reef inspired him to study a BSc in Marine 
Biology at James Cook University.

Climate change is impacting coral reefs globally 
through increased disturbances like coral bleaching 
and increased tropical storms. Darren’s research 
has helped us to understand what fishes will be 
impacted by the loss of live coral habitat and how key 
ecological processes drive changes in the abundance 
and diversity of associated fish assemblages.

In his PhD, Darren explored the role of live coral as 
habitats for many reef associated fishes, namely: 

1. How reef fish are impacted by disturbances to 
corals, such as coral bleaching;

2. The role key ecological processes, such as 
predation and compitition, play in the decline of 
abundance and diversity; 

3. The effects of declining coral cover and 
structural complexity on the recovery of reef fish 
assemblages through recruitment.

Key findings were that: 
• More fish use coral for habitat than previously 

thought. 
• Disturbances are reducing fish numbers through 

increased predation, high competition for 
habitats and poor recovery through recruitment.

Darren Coker made an interesting discovery in the 
shallow waters off Lizard Island in 2012 finding 
a Mimic Octopus. This was the first time that this 
species had been documented in Australian waters. 
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