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Already popular with scuba enthusiasts, Lauderdale-by-the-Sea is hoping to enhance its reputation as a diving destination by implementing a coral reef project.

Town commissioners recently approved a contract with the Global Coral Reef Alliance, a nonprofit group dedicated to restoring coral reefs, to begin an artificial reef project that will grow limestone corals off the town's shore just south of the pier.

"We're hoping to establish an artificial reef area that will help attract tourists and businesses," Vice Mayor Stuart Dodd said. "Hopefully, it will be an attractive feature to fish, and it should be very interesting for divers and snorkelers to look at."

To stimulate coral growth, the Global Coral Reef Alliance will send a low-voltage electrical current through a rebar frame that will be attached to the sea floor. Solar-powered buoys will provide the electricity while also serving as markers for boaters and divers.

"It's an innovative project and one of the first in the state, so it should be quite interesting," Town Commissioner Chris Vincent said. "If it does take off, hopefully it will entice scuba divers to come to Lauderdale-by-the-Sea and check it out."

While town commissioners recently approved the content of the contract, they're still awaiting approval from the Global Coral Reef Alliance before officially signing the proposed two-year pact for $39,000. The contract specifies that the Coral Reef Alliance is responsible for monitoring and repairing the reef. The town has also applied for a state grant to create signage to be installed at the beach. The project is expected to be completed by June 1.

· "We want to see different types of structures out there to attract people out to the reef from all over," Dodd said. "We're all very eager to get the project up and running."

