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ABSTRACT: Persian Gulf coral reefs are unique biota communities in the global
sunbelts in being able to survive in multiple stressful fields during summertime (>36
°C). Despite the high-growth emerging health-hazard microplastic additive type of
contaminants, its biological interactions with coral−algal symbiosis and/or its
synergistic effects linked to solar-bleaching events remain unknown. This study
investigated the bioaccumulation patterns of polybrominated diphenyl ether (PBDE)
and phthalate ester (PAE) pollutants in six genera of living/bleached corals in Larak
Island, Persian Gulf, and their ambient abiotic matrixes. Results showed that the
levels of ∑18PBDEs and ∑13PAEs in abiotic matrixes followed the order of SPMs >
surface sediments > seawater, and the cnidarian POP-uptake patterns (soft corals >
hard corals) were as follows: coral mucus (138.49 ± 59.98 and 71.57 ± 47.39 ng g−1

dw) > zooxanthellae (82.05 ± 28.27 and 20.14 ± 12.65 ng g−1 dw) ≥ coral tissue
(66.26 ± 21.42 and 34.97 ± 26.10 ng g−1 dw) > bleached corals (45.19 ± 8.73 and
13.83 ± 7.05 ng g−1 dw) > coral skeleton (35.66 ± 9.58 and 6.47 ± 6.47 ng g−1 dw, respectively). Overall, findings suggest that
mucus checking is a key/facile diagnostic approach for fast detection of POP bioaccumulation (PB) in tropical corals. Although
studied corals exhibited no consensus concerning hazardous levels of PB (log BSAF < 3.7), our bleaching evidence showed soft
corals as the ultimate “summer winners” due to their flexibility/recovering ability.

1. INTRODUCTION
Globally, corals are recognized as effective bioindicators for
evaluating the water quality status because of their ecological
significance and high productivity/biodiversity and being key
sessile organisms.1 Coral reefs are unique albeit fragile
ecosystems that host more than a quarter of all marine life
and are subjected to threats of anthropogenic stressors (e.g.,
chemical contamination) at universal and local scales.2

In coral−algal symbiosis relationships, Symbiodinium (zoox-
anthellae) is used as a diagnostic tool for environmental stress
in crucial ecosystems: once damaged, symbiotic disruption
occurs, resulting in symbiont-depleted corals (bleaching) and
consequent changes in the ratio of zooxanthellae to coral
biomass.3 Furthermore, photodamage in coral tissues and
zooxanthellae due to exposure to elevated light and ultraviolet
irradiance, in combination with high temperatures, is a major
factor in eliciting solar bleaching.4 Nonetheless, there is no
evidence that the interaction between the solar-bleaching
process and organic contaminants in leachates from coastal
landfills and seafills is synergistic. Rather, it appears that these
factors showed simple additive effects, but clearly, more
research is needed. More importantly, it is confirmed that
cnidarian mucus has a vital role in coral health since it is
primarily involved in the cleansing mechanisms against
pollutants by an intense mucus production in corals.1,5

However, environmental pollution studies on scleractinian
mucus are still scarce.

One of the global environmental threats associated with the
combustion of organic products such as organohalogen flame
retardants is the potential for emerging toxic chemicals in
terms of waste to energy, particularly in the warmer conditions
of marine environments, which may dictate an improved UV
photolysis system for reformation and/or degradation of
hazardous pollutants.6,7 The maxima phototoxicity and
absorption of persistent organic pollutants (POPs) fall within
the range of ultraviolet radiation (UVR: UVA (320−400 nm)
> UVB (280−320 nm)), which results in the formation of
reactive oxygen species (ROS) and/or transformation of POPs
into more toxic intermediate photoproducts in coral reefs.8−103

Bioaccumulation of gaseous emissions from co-combustion
of sewage sludge products or other different combustion routes
and photolytic degradation/oxidation of defined organic
pollutants including synthetic brominated flame retardants
(BFRs), polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxin and dibenzofuran
(PCDD/F), petroleum hydrocarbons, phenanthrene, and
associated plastic contaminants such as phthalate esters
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(PAEs) in phytoplanktons and de novo transfer to corals may
have contributed to degradation of coral reef communities and
coral bleaching thresholds.8−13 Polybrominated diphenyl
ethers (PBDEs) are a class of BFRs consisting of 209
congeners,6 which are persistent in the environment, including
coral reef ecosystems. However, their biochallenges combined
with other POPs such as PAEs (most used for the synthesis of
poly(vinyl chloride) (PVC), color, glue, and styrene
materials)14 to coral bleaching susceptibility are not reported
yet. Besides, there is considerable evidence that coral reef
systems are highly affected by plastic (microplastic) debris,
which contains organic elements of plastic materials such as
PBDEs and PAEs, that could be accidentally captured by corals
like plankton uptake, subsequently affecting coral health.5,15 At
the same time, plastic wastes are not well managed and could
enter the marine environment (nearly 269 000 MT of plastics
enters the oceans worldwide) via industrial activities or by the
degradation of float macrodebris, impact the ecosystem
functioning, and eventually accumulate in biota.16,17 Both
PBDEs and PAEs are emerging environmental contaminants
due to their hydrophobicity and aquatrophic toxicity.13,18,19

However, there is little information on their potential health
risk, long-range airborne transport, leaching, discharge,
aquasinking, biomagnification, and marine trophic trans-
fer.13,18,20−22 Herein, we would like to evaluate what direct/
indirect items are issued upon receipt in coral reefs of even low
levels (ng L−1 to μg L−1) of these chemicals.
Over the last decade, the intensive anthropogenic inter-

vention mainly due to Iranian oil/gas companies has been
augmenting exponentially, leading to damage and shifts in the
structure of the Persian Gulf coral reef communities.23 In
addition, extreme summer marine heatwaves (MHWs) can
have devastating impacts on fragile reefs of the Persian Gulf,
considered to be the hottest place on earth with the highest
recorded bleaching thresholds in the world.24 In 2015, the
United States National Oceanic and Atmospheric Admin-
istration (NOAA) declared a major mass bleaching event as

the “3rd global coral bleaching event”.25 The Persian Gulf was
no exception, and the Larak Island (with the greatest taxon
diversity including 44.67% of scleractinian fauna),26 located in
the central region of the Strait of Hormuz, was one of the most
affected areas due to thermocline variability and MHWs from
the Gulf of Oman. Hence, this area was herein chosen as the
case study region for an eco-devo perspective27 and coral co-
poisoning with UVR, sea-surface temperature (SST) anoma-
lies, and plastic additive (e.g., PBDEs and PAEs) contami-
nations, which can change the toxicokinetics end points
referring to the summer coral bleaching crisis. Notably, the
potential adverse effects of these natural/anthropogenic coral
exposures and their contribution to the coral taxonomic
response to bleaching susceptibility remain unknown. Herein,
using the clustering self-organizing map (SOM), a type of
artificial neural network (ANN) model, and network analysis
(NA), the relationship between emission/bioaccumulation of
PBDE and PAE congeners in abiotic matrixes of Larak Island
and their partitioning in biocomponents of corals were deeply
evaluated during the 2015 Persian Gulf solar-bleaching event.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1. Satellite Radiation Products. For the wide

monitoring of natural/seasonal environmental variables about
coral bleaching such as the sea-surface temperature (SST)
range, UVA, and solar irradiance throughout the Persian Gulf,
including Larak Island, we employed the MODIS-Aqua data
products of Level 3 to map daily and monthly SST thermal
infrared (IR) data at 4−9 km resolution. At these sites,
MODIS L3, 9 km, 11 μm, monthly daytime SST products for
July as the hottest month in 2015 were obtained from http://
oceancolor.gsfc.nasa.gov and, for worldwide analysis, the UV/
solar radiation products in the second week of July (7/15/
2015) were obtained from http://neo.sci.gsfc.nasa.gov (from
NASA OBPG: Ocean Biology Processing Group (OBPG) at
NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center). Graphs were visualized
using NASA’s Applied Remote Sensing Training Program,

Figure 1. Spatial species-specific distribution of corals in the eight sampling sites of Larak Island (Persian Gulf, Iran). Pie charts refer to the
occurrence of ∑17PBDEs and ∑13PAEs for stressed corals (S), bleached corals (B), and mucus of corals (M) in this in situ study.
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Panoply-4.6.1 (2016) (https://www.giss.nasa.gov/tools/
panoply). Additional details on the UV index (UVI) data
analysis28,29 are provided in the Supporting Information (SI).
2.2. Coral Propagation and Field Data Collection. A

comprehensive sampling was carried out in July 2015 (summer
season) at various sites around fringing coral reefs of Larak
Island (26°51′12″N 56°21′20″E), Persian Gulf, Iran. Fifty
coral samples including 30 hermatypic (hard corals/reef-
building) and 20 ahermatypic (soft corals/non-reef-building)
coral samples from onshore sites were collected by divers
utilizing a hammer and chisel. Reef-building corals included
Acropora robusta, Acropora valida, Platygyra daedalea, Favia
favus, Favia speciosa, Porites lutea, while non-reef-building ones
were Sinularia compressa and Sarcophyton trocheliophorum
(Figure 1). Their sizes were from fairly 7 cm × 7 cm to 14
cm × 12 cm. Coral samples were placed on preheated (500
°C) aluminum foils, held on ice when in the field, and then
frozen within 6 h and afterward stored at −20 °C until analysis.
Seawater (SW; 0−40 cm, n = 40, 4 L of each sample) and

surface sediment (SS; 0−5 cm, n = 40, 1 ± 0.2 kg of each
sample) samples were collected with precleaned 4 L brown
glass bottles and a Van Veen grab sampler and stainless steel
containers. Samples were stored at −20 °C prior to further
analysis. All seawater samples were filtered through 0.45 mm
organic membrane filters to remove sand and debris from
seawater samples.31 To investigate the physicochemical
parameters of water, we conducted the gold standard for the
examination of water.31 The water quality indexes (WQIs)
included pH, dissolved oxygen (DO), biological oxygen
demand (BOD), total organic carbon (TOC), nitrate
(NO3

−1), phosphate (PO4
−3), and turbidity.

2.3. Analytical Process. The approach of Zhang et al.32

was used to prepare the sediment samples for PBDEs. Briefly,
this approach comprises Soxhlet extraction with a mixture of
acetone and hexane (1:1), purification with a silica (neutral
and sulfuric) SPE cartridge, and elution with a hexane:di-
chloromethane mixture (1:1, V/V). For SW samples, the
method of Wang et al.33 was used for PBDEs. The filtered
samples were passed through the preconditioned SPE (LC-
C18) cartridges. Then, they were eluted with methanol,
dichloromethane, and n-hexane, and eventually, the resulted
extracts were concentrated and purified with neutral silica
based on the method of Ju et al.34 and Saliu et al.35 Agilent
7890A/5975A GC/MS equipped with a DB-5 MS UI capillary
column was used for PAE analysis, while Shimadzu 2010 GC/
MS equipped with a DB-XLB capillary column was applied for
PBDE analysis. Compound identification was based on the m/
z ratio of the selected ions and the comparison with the
chromatograms of the standard mixture (purchased from
AccuStandard, New Haven, CT). More details are provided in
the Supporting Material.
To extract lipids from coral samples, the method of Folch et

al.36 was used. In this regard, coral tissues were segregated
from the coral skeleton, applying a Waterpik with 1 L synthetic
seawater. Then, using settlement and filtering (0.7 μm, GF/F
filter, Whatman, England), coral tissues were separated from
seawater. The tissue moisture content was calculated based on
the difference in the tissue weight before and after freeze-
drying. Coral mucus was in the filtrate, and coral samples were
extracted by solid-phase microextraction (SPME) (a micro-
wave-assisted solubilization of coral tissues in acetone).35

Instrumental analysis, identification, and quantification of
PBDEs and PAEs were performed using a gas chromatograph

coupled with a mass spectrometer (Varian CP-3800−Varian
320). In total, 18 PBDE congeners, namely, BDE17, BDE28,
BDE42, BDE47, BDE49, BDE51, BDE66, BDE74, BDE85,
BDE99, BDE100, BDE138, BDE153, BDE154, BDE183,
BDE190, BDE191, and BDE209, and also 13 PAEs including
DMP, DEP, DIBP, BBP, DNHP, DBP, DCHP, DEHP, DPP,
DnBP, DnOP, DIDP, and DHP, were identified. More detailed
information is presented elsewhere.35

2.4. Symbiodinium Isolation and Processing. Sym-
biotic algae were isolated from Larak Island corals, and their
population density per unit area of the coral tissue was
analyzed based on the method of Jafarabadi et al.37 Then,
chlorophyll-a (Chl-a) and -c (Chl-C2) contents in symbiodi-
nium and the ratio of Chl-a/Chl-C2 (R1) were determined.37

2.5. Bioaccumulation Factor. In this study, the biota-
sediment accumulation factor (BSAF) and bioconcentration
factor (BCF) of detected PBDE and PAE organic compounds
were calculated in the whole coral tissues (dry weight, dw) of
each species to those dissolved in seawater (BCF, eq 1) and to
those measured in the sediment (BAF, eq 2).38,39 To normalize
the coral lipid contents and their organic carbon in the
bioaccumulation factor, eq 3 was used.

BCF tissue (ng g dw)/seawater (ng L )1 1= − −
(1)

BAF tissue (ng g dw)/surface sediment (ng g dw)1 1= − −

(2)

f

f

BSAF ((tissue (ng g dw)/ )/(sediment (ng g dw)

/ ))

1
(lip)

1

oc

= − −

(3)

where f(lip) is the fraction of lipids in the tissue (ng g
−1 dw) and

foc is the fraction of organic carbon in the sediment (ng g−1

dw).
2.6. Partition Characteristics of PBDEs and PAEs. To

understand the partitioning coefficients of PBDEs and PAEs
between aqueous and sediment phases (or SPMs), the
relationship between organic carbon normalized partition
coefficients (Koc) and octanol−water partition coefficients
(Kow) was analyzed. In this regard, Koc was calculated as the
formula34,40

K C C1000 /d s(ng g dw) aq (ng L)1 1= × − − (4)

K K f100/oc(cm g ) d oc
3 1 = ×− (5)

where Cs and Caq are the concentrations of PBDEs and PAEs
in the surface sediment (or SPMs) and seawater, respectively,
and foc is the % total organic carbon (TOC) in the sediment.
Then, the correlation between field-based log Koc (organic
carbon (sediment)−water) and log Koc (organic carbon
(SPM)−water) of PBDEs and PAEs and their log Kow
(octanol−water) were also estimated.

2.7. Statistical Analysis. The normality of distributions of
POP-type contaminant concentrations in environmental
samples was tested by the Shapiro−Wilk test. Moreover, to
generate the correlation matrix, Pearson’s correlation coef-
ficient test and Spearman’s correlation coefficient test were
performed on normally and not normally distributed data,
respectively. To distinguish differences of PBDE and PAE
accumulation in biota and abiotic matrixes, analysis of variance
(one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)) was conducted.
Hierarchical data clustering was analyzed by assessing the high
similarity scoring by R-software (R Development Core Team,
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Vienna, Austria). The odds ratios (ORs) were estimated using
the statistical software IBM SPSS Statistics (19.0) and
OriginPro 2020b (9.75). To generate network models (NA)
with highly interconnection-specific pathways, Gephi software
(ver. 0.9.2) was used. The classification methods of Kohonen’s
self-organizing map (SOM) for artificial neural network
(ANN) modeling were operated by MATLAB software
(Version: R2019b). Variations were considered significant
with p < 0.05. Statistical analyses were performed using the R
programming language (R Development Core Team, Vienna,
Austria) and OriginPro (Version: 2019b, 9.65). Additional
details on statistical analyses are provided in the SI Appendix,
Supporting Information.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Natural Environmental Variables. In terms of the

water quality assessment, variations of the bulk parameters of
pH, dissolved oxygen (DO), and turbidity of water across
sampling sites ST1 to ST8 ranged from 6.49 to 7.80, 5.95 to
7.65 mg L−1, and 75.02 to 105.01 NTU, respectively (p < 0.05)
(Figure S1). Other factors listed in Figure S1 were significant
predictors for the ST1 (BOD, TOC, and NO3

−1) and ST2
(PO4

−3). The mean concentrations of BOD, TOC, NO3
−1, and

PO4
−3 of the surface water were 4.76−7.65 mg L−1, 1.18−0.78

mg g−1 dw, 0.59−1.95 mg L−1, and 0.20−0.74 mg L−1,
respectively (Figure S1). This result revealed that the
chemobiological properties of seawater and nutrients of the
Larak coral reef ecosystems were lower than the EPA-
recommended surface water quality criteria.42,43 These regional
productions can be affected by the hydrography of the Persian
Gulf, the proximity of the Larak Island to the Strait of Hormuz,
and the dynamics of nutrient circulation between the Gulf of
Oman and the southern Persian Gulf.44 Additional details on
the occurrence, spatial distribution, and quantification of
PBDEs/PAEs in seawater (SW), the surface sediment (SS),
and suspended particulate matters (SPMs) from the Larak
Island abiotic matrixes are provided in the SI Appendix,
Supporting Information.
3.2. Bio-chemoenergetics-Originated Coral Bleach-

ing: The Synergistic Effects of Summer Bleaching
Events and POP-Type Toxicants. Coral bleaching is a
recurring cellular life/death balance phenomenon caused by
heat, UV radiation, and chemical contaminants in reef regions
around the globe.4,45 Figure S2 provides examples of MODIS-
Aqua Level 3 with daily, weekly, and monthly SST thermal
infrared (IR) products (min = 26.1 °C, max = 36.8 °C; mean =
33.45 °C), concomitant with a positive anomaly between 1 and
3 °C, over an approximate one-and-a-half-month period (July
2015) in the Persian Gulf, Larak Island. The daily averaged
NASA’s OMI Aura satellite-retrieved UVI data taken over the
summer (July 2015 at 931 W m−2) with the highest UV
irradiance at local noon and sunshine hours (05:00 to 06:00
local time, July 15, 2015) was 50 ± 2 W m−2 UVA and 1.9 ±
0.1 W m−2 UVB. Global horizontal irradiance (GHI) maps, as
shown in Figure S3, highlight the SST ≥ 34 °C,46 solar
insolation ≥ 275 w/m,2,47 net radiation ≥ 168,48 and UVI >
1130 for the Persian Gulf, including Larak Island. Due to the
geographical location of the Persian Gulf coral reef ecosystem
in the global sunbelts, the forecasted summer incoming UV/
solar radiation is emphasizing the high risk of corals
succumbing to the negative aspects of UV/heat overexposure
(e.g., bleaching and damage protection).46,47,49 This has been
clarified as a signature of global warming emergency. Persian

Gulf has warming rates of 0.4 °C SST per decade (2-fold the
global average) since the 1980s.50 Riegl et al.46 suggested that
the coral bleaching threshold in the Persian Gulf is triggered by
the maximum temperatures of >35.7 °C on a typical summer
day and/or longer exposure to sublethal temperatures of 33−
35 °C with marine heatwave conditions (e.g., large-scale mass
mortality events of Acropora spp. in summers of 1996 and
1998).51 At this time, the mostly stress-tolerant hardbottom
reef communities of brain and mound/boulder corals (e.g.,
mainly faviids and poritids) are dominant in these areas.52

The results from the direct field observations of inter-ST
differences at Larak Island in 2015 (Figure 1) confirmed that
about 75% of coral colonies (100% of hard corals) were
affected by bleaching (thermosensitive). While the unaffected
corals were soft corals at ST7 and ST8, sporadic partially
discoloration of a few colonies was observed. In view of
intergenus differences, Platygyra spp. was the only genera with
the most bleached colonies (16.20%); Favia spp. and Porites
spp. had the percentage of bleached colonies of 13.97 and
9.85%, respectively; and in contrast, the highly susceptible
corals such as Acropora spp. were affected by bleaching
(12.32%), as previously reported by Kavousi et al.53 Notably,
Sinularia spp. and Sarcophyton spp. were recorded as
thermotolerance genotypes since they recovered better than
other studied taxa.54 Differences in taxa photosensitization may
be caused by SST/UVR/POPs and be due to the longer
duration of overlapped exposure, the formation rate of water-
soluble fractions of POPs by photooxidation, and elevated
hazard oxidative transformation/DNA cross-linking products
within the coral cells.8,55 However, variance partitioning in our
study indicated that anthropogenic POP-type pollutants alone
contributed larger (10.8% (PBDEs) and 7.7% (PAEs)) than
natural variables (5.9%) to the coral bleaching variation in the
coastal regions of the Larak Island (Figure S4). Though the
Persian Gulf coral physiology is capable of adapting to climatic
extremes46,56,57 and coastal development,58 the loss of coral
reefs47,53 only becomes challenging if bleaching and necrosis
damages are subjected to a subset of stressor-induced
photosynthesis perturbation, such as organic and/or micro-
plastic-related contaminants.5,8,46 These pollutants can be
targeting photosensitization/photomodification to result also
in genotype-specific toxicity exacerbated up to 7.2-fold in
shallow reef habitats.8

In corals, however, Bainbridge et al.59 also alluded that SPM
(<63 μm) export along the “ridge-to-reef” continuum
mitigated solar damage. Dominant turbid waters in coral
genera at 3−5 m depth of coral reefs have suggested that brain
or elkhorn assemblages are more susceptible to heat/post-
bleaching destructive stresses.53 In this regard, the highest
∑PBDEs/PAEs levels were observed in the order of SPMs >
SS > SW in the Larak Island. Moreover, SPMs are not easily
removed from the coral surface; therefore, they attenuate
sunlight, alter the spectral composition, and may act as POP
vectors in the water column. Hence, all of these can reduce
coral photosynthetic and oxygen products, thereby causing
colony degradation or even bleaching.59

3.3. Scenarios of Species-Specific Coral Compartmen-
talization Breakdown by PBDE/PAE Exposure.
3.3.1. Coral Skeletons. The ∑18PBDEs and ∑13PAEs in the
Larak Island hard and soft coral skeletons are summarized in
Table S1. The skeletal ∑PBDEs and ∑PAEs showed an
average of 35.66 ± 9.58 and 6.47 ± 6.47 ng g−1 dw per coral,
respectively. ∑PBDEs and ∑PAEs were found at the highest
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levels of 51.02 and 19.66 ng g−1 dw in the skeleton of P. lutea
and F. speciose, respectively, followed by P. daedalea for both
POPs (Table S1). Conversely, the lowest levels were in A.
robusta (∑PBDEs: 25.25 ± 4.57 ng g−1 dw) and P. lutea
(∑PAEs: 3.01 ± 1.25 ng g−1 dw) (Table S1).
As a respondent to abiotic factors, BDE209 (mean: 2.44 ng

g−1 dw, 1.14% of ∑PBDEs) in Acropora spp. (A. valida > A.
robusta) and BDE138 (mean: 3.37 ng g−1 dw, 1.57%) in the
order P. lutea > P. daedalea> F. speciose > F. favus are the most
common congeners in skeletons of scleractinian corals (p <
0.05), followed by BDE190 (2.53 ng g−1 dw), BDE47 (2.51 ng
g−1 dw), BDE85 (2.51 ng g−1 dw), BDE100 (2.29 ng g−1 dw),
and BDE183 (2.27 ng g−1 dw) (Figure S5A). For PAE
congener profiling, the highest level for all hard corals was
found for BBP (mean: 2.36 ng g−1 dw, 4.19% of ∑PAEs) in
the order F. speciose > F. favus > P. daedalea, followed by DBP
(mean: 1.23 ng g−1 dw, 2.19%) > DEHP (0.98 ng g−1 dw
1.74%) ≥ DEP (0.96 ng g−1 dw, 1.70%) (p < 0.05) (Figure
S5B).
According to the significant differences in ∑BDE209 and

∑BBP between ST1 and ST5 and the other STs, the spatial
variation of emerging POP-type contamination in the Larak
coral reefs depends on the sampling sites. To the best of our
knowledge, no EPA-IRIS RfD, SRCeco, and/or ERLs have
been established for POP bioaccumulation in cnidarians;
therefore, these ∑PBDEs/PAEs levels in skeletal and other
coral compartments are herein discussed for the derivation of
health risks.
The result for coral skeleton-phase PBDE/PAE-bioaccumu-

lation (particularly those with Kow > 5; p < 0.05) showed the
general POP level alignment with relative trends in log Kow and
their significant distribution across the eight sites (Figure S6).
For hydrophobic PBDE/PAE compounds, the paired log
BSAFs and log BCFs and log Kow for the Larak Island showed
significant positive correlations (p < 0.05) between coral-
skeleton-adsorbed POPs and their octanol−water partition
coefficients in the ambient environment (Figure S6). The
average log BSAFs and BCFs in the coral skeletons were 1.30
± 0.07 and 1.59 ± 0.07 log unit for the detected 18 PBDEs
and 1.27 ± 0.19 and 1.58 ± 0.22 log unit for the detected 13
PAE congeners, respectively (Tables S2 and S3). Based on the
classification of the United Nations Environmental Program
(UNEP), the criterion of a chemical for aquatic species has
been posed >5000 L kg−1 (i.e., log BAF = 3.7).60,61 Therefore,
it seems that estimated levels of bioaccumulative PBDE/PAE
congeners (Tables S2 and S3) in the Larak Island coral
skeletons are not potentially harmful. Since these POP-type
congeners are less water-soluble and can easily adsorb onto
coral macrostructural aragonite/CaCO3 sections, the reasons
may be found in skeleton cavities’ dependency both through a
different partitioning across the abiotic matrixes and variation
of the coral excretion rate.62

3.3.2. Coral Tissues. The mean values of ∑PBDEs and
∑PAEs in the Larak Island coral tissues were found in the
range 66.26 ± 21.42 ng g−1 dw and 34.97 ± 26.10 ng g−1 dw,
respectively. As shown in Table S1, the maximum levels of
∑PBDEs and ∑PAEs (ng g−1 dw) were detected in soft coral
tissues of S. trocheliophorum (107.51 and 103.49, respectively),
followed by S. compressa (86.77 and 77.11) and hard coral P.
lutea (74.03, PBDEs) and F. speciose (35.89, PAEs), whereas
the minimum level was in A. valida (46.11, PBDEs) and P.
daedalea (4.43, PAEs). Therefore, PBDEs/PAEs have been
detected in tissues of various coral species, suggesting the

occurrence of their transfer via food, natural pathways (i.e.,
seawater/sediment/SPMs), and/or plastic additives in the
Larak Island corals. Among biota, regardless of the coral inter-
and intraspecies differences in POP-uptake/depurations and/
or environmental sites, the morphology of corals plays a key
role in their distinct accumulating responses to pollutants. In
this regard, reef flat corals (i.e., P. lutea) and massive broad soft
corals with larger areas were more susceptible to PBDE/PAE
enriching than foliaceous/branched species (i.e., Acropora
spp.).1

In the majority of coral species tissues, the BFR congener
BDE209 had the highest value (ng g−1 dw) (mean: 5.70, 1.07%
of ∑PBDEs) in the order S. compressa (12.48) > P. lutea
(7.47) > A. valida (4.62) > F. speciose (4.58) ≥ P. daedalea
(4.58), followed by BDE47 (mean: 4.82, 0.90%, max: 4.09 in F.
favus) and BDE138 (mean: 4.60, 0.86%, max: 10.96 in S.
trocheliophorum) (p < 0.05) (Figure S5A). Besides the results
mentioned, the ratios of BDE99/BDE100 (R2) for coral
species were found to be ≥1, while the ratios of BDE99/
BDE47 (R3) were found to be slightly lower than 1 (Figure
S7). This result suggests that trophic-level-dependent bio-
transformation of BDE99 into BDE47 would contribute to the
dominance of BDE100 and biomagnification of BDE47 in the
Larak Island corals.63

Regarding PAEs, BBP (mean: 7.65 ± 2.78 ng g−1 dw, 2.73%
of ∑PAEs) was found in the maximum levels in the order S.
trocheliophorum (23.29 ng g−1 dw) > S. compressa (16.55 ng g−1

dw) > F. speciose (7.65 ng g−1 dw) > F. favus (4.97 ng g−1 dw)
(Figure S5B). Overall, the relative abundance of different PAE
congeners (ng g−1 dw) was as follows: BBP (7.65) > DBP
(5.48) > DEHP (4.26) > DEP (3.97) > DIBP (2.72) > DPP
(1.48) (p < 0.05) (Figure S5B). The discrepancy results
regarding PBDE/PAE congener levels between coral species
may stem from differences in their metabolic/detoxification
activities.64

Herein, a positive correlation was observed between the log
KOW and the log BSAFs/log BCFs for 18 PBDE and 13 PAE
hydrophobe congeners in eight coral tissues (r2 ranged from
0.31 to 0.51, p < 0.05) (Figure S6). The results of coral tissue
BSAFs and BCFs for PBDEs/PAEs are shown in Tables S2, S3,
and Figure S6. The average levels of log BSAFs and BCFs were
1.23 ± 0.05 and 1.51 ± 0.05 log unit of individual PBDEs and
1.33 ± 0.09 and 1.64 ± 0.13 log unit of individual PAEs,
respectively (Tables S2 and S3). Based on the ECA and WWF
classification for POP bioaccumulation (PB),60,61 PBDE/PAE
congeners are not considered as “potentially bioaccumulative”
(3.3 < PB < 3.7) in the Larak Island coral tissues (Tables S2
and S3).35,62

3.3.3. Zooxanthellae. The ∑PBDEs (mean: 82.05 ± 28.27
ng g−1 dw) per zooxanthellae had the same trend/range as
coral tissues (soft corals> hard corals), in the order S.
trocheliophorum (max: 141.85 ng g−1 dw) > S. compressa > P.
lutea > P. daedalea > F. speciosa > F. favus > A. valida > A.
robusta (min: 55.55 ng g−1 dw) (Table S1). Conversely, for
∑PAEs in zooxanthellae (mean: 20.14 ± 12.65 ng g−1 dw), the
reverse trend was observed compared to that in tissues: F.
speciosa (max: 47.34 ng g−1 dw) > F. favus > P. daedalea > A.
robusta > S. trocheliophorum > S. compressa > A. valida > P.
lutea (min: 6.95 ng g−1 dw) (Table S1).
Among all coral species, BDE209 had the highest value

(mean: 7.11 ng g−1 dw, 1.08% of ∑PBDEs, max: 16.09 in S.
compressa), except in P. daedalea, followed by BDE47 (mean:
5.98 ng g−1 dw, 0.91%, max in F. favus) and BDE138 (mean:
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4.23, 0.64%, max: 15.38 in S. trocheliophorum) (Figure S5A).
As shown in tissues, the relative abundance of PAE-
zooxanthellae congeners was in the order of BBP (mean:
4.18 ng g−1 dw, 2.59%) > DBP (2.84 ng g−1 dw, 1.76%) > DEP
(2.28 ng g−1 dw, 1.41%) > DEHP (2.21 ng g−1 dw, 1.37%)
(Figure S5B).
The ∑18PBDE/12PAE pattern was zooxanthellae (extreme

levels of BDE209/47/138) > coral tissues (BDE209/47/138)
> coral skeleton (BDE209/138) in the Larak coral reefs. The
density of zooxanthellae (DZ) (mean: 157816.42 zooxanthel-
lae cell cm−2) in corals from the Larak Island had a significant
positive correlation with ∑17PBDEs (r

2 = 0.42, p < 0.05), but
negative significant correlations were found among these
corals’ DZ and ∑13PAEs (r

2 = 0.87, p < 0.05) (Figure S8A).
The maximum mean DZ values (z-cell cm−2) were reported
for P. lutea (253800), followed by F. speciose (236880) and A.
robusta (217140), whereas the minimum values were reported
for S. trocheliophorum (969) (Figure S8B). The data are
comparable to those of the Mediterranean scleractinian
corals.65 The average levels of chlorophyll a (μg Chl-a·cm−2)
and c2 (μg Chl-C2·cm

−2) in corals from the Larak Island were
932 (ranged from 517 (P. lutea) to 1404 (S. trocheliophorum);
Chl-a: soft corals > hard corals) and 2192 (from 398 (S.
trocheliophorum/S. compressa) to 3644 (F. favus); Chl-C2: hard
corals > soft corals), respectively (Figure S8B). Values of the
ratio of Chl-a/Chl-C2 (R1) as an indicator of dinoflagellate
photoacclimation in hard corals (max R1: 0.87 in A. valida and
P. lutea) were higher than those in soft corals (min R1: 0.61)
(Figure S8C). The reverse trend was observed in DZ-to-Chl-a
content in examined corals, indicating that this could be a not
common pattern because both soft coral species and some of
the hard corals with the highest Chl-a concentration had the
minimum density of Symbiodinium (Figure S8B) and
maximum levels of ∑17PBDE/13PAE accumulation (Table
S1). In this regard, Tolleter et al.56 suggested that the dark-
bleaching mechanisms in hard corals during marked short-term
warm-water events could be caused by the expulsion of
zooxanthellae and reduction in the DZ in the host tissue at
night and might be operating synergistically with day heat/
solar-bleaching factors. In PB, however, the symbiotic
relationship between algae and corals can be an important
route for POP uploading in coral tissues and zooxanthellae
with larger surface areas having a higher uptake efficiency for
POPs,38 but through z-expulsion as a consequence of a
decrease in Chl-a and PP contents, this pathway was
suppressed. Therefore, the nonlinear correlation of POP levels
and Chl-a/Chl-C2 indicated that coral tissue PB is probably a
complicated process; algal PB is not the main source; and
direct sorption from feeding, water, and sediments could affect
coral PB.66 Additionally, following the alcyonacean soft coral
(i.e., Sinularia spp.) bleaching, the zooxanthellae loss resulted
in a significant short-term adjustment of the tissues’ secondary
metabolites such as flexibilide (cytotoxic/antimicrobial) and
sinulariolide (algaecide) to suit specific needs for recovery of
the algal overgrowth to baseline levels.67 Furthermore,
compared to their unbleached counterparts, in bleached corals,
production of specific algaecides leading to higher protection
was gained through the recurrence of bleaching.67

The differences in Symbiodiniaceae soft coral communities
may also play a key role in coral susceptibility to cumulative
bleaching events.68 Soft corals such as Sinularia spp. released
the greater number of their symbionts during bleaching events,
based on their clade type of Symbiodinium, but were less

susceptible to elevated heat stress (i.e., SST ≥ 34 °C) than
other less-resistant soft corals (i.e., Xenia spp.).69

From a toxicology point of view, paired log BASF/log BCF
and log Kow of zooxanthellae for 18PBDE/12PAE-individuals
exhibited significant positive correlations (r2 ranged from 0.32
to 0.52, p < 0.05) (Figure S6). Furthermore, according to the
results of calculated bioaccumulation factors for POPs in
zooxanthellae (Tables S2 and S3), the mean values of log
BSAFs and BCFs were 1.70 ± 0.02 and 1.96 ± 0.02 log unit
(PBDEs) and 1.69 ± 0.11 and 2.03 ± 0.19 log unit (PAEs),
respectively (Tables S2 and S3). Although there is no
consensus with respect to hazardous levels of PB,60,61 this
trend indicated the degrees of heterotrophic/autotrophic POP
trapping by the symbiotic zooplankton of Larak coral reefs.65

Massive corals were often fat-enriched invertebrates.70 In this
regard, the mean concentration of the lipid content (all corals:
3.16 ± 1.57 mg g−1) for hard and soft corals was 2.48 and 5.19
mg g−1, respectively, harboring significant highest values in S.
compressa and the lowest values in P. daedalea (Figure S8B). As
shown in soft corals (Figure S8B, Tables S1−S3), the distinct
PB capacity (particularly the POP congener with Kow > 5) in
coral biological compartments (tissues/zooxanthellae) is
affected by the lipid content based on the cnidarian xenobiotic
metabolism pathways.8,65,71

3.4. Glimpse of the POP-Bleaching Biomarkers:
Species-Specific Mucus Partitioning of PBDEs/PAEs in
Corals. Coral mucus is a key diagnostic tool for detecting
marine water quality and hazard acceptability thresholds for
sustaining healthy corals.1,72 Herein, the levels of the net
bioaccumulation of PBDEs/PAEs in Larak Island coral mucus1

(Figures 1 and S5A,B) led to a distinct decline in net
hermatypic coral photosynthetic activity20,73 (Figures 1 and
S8) and symbiosis collapse in bleached corals. In this regard,
our data suggest that the ∑18PBDE and ∑13PAE concen-
trations in mucus were significantly higher in the ahermatypic
corals such as S. trocheliophorum and S. compressa (ranged from
50.5 to 48.4% of total PBDEs, mean: 254.50 ± 0.31−200.92 ±
0.11; 58.3% of total PAEs, 166.85 ± 0.38−129.32 ± 0.30 ng
g−1 dw, respectively) than in the hermatypic corals such as A.
robusta, A. valida, P. lutea, and F. favus (45.8−34.9% of
∑PBDEs, mean: 152.15 ± 0.41−113.12 ± 0.31; 58.9−42.7%
of total PAEs, 64.38 ± 0.12−51.50 ± 0.18 ng g−1 dw,
respectively) (Figures 1 and S5A,B). The coral tissue/mucus
taxa-specific differences in POP enrichment were previously
reported in the order of massive corals > foliaceous corals >
branched corals, with an exception for Acroporidae.1 This
comparison may also be affected by different coral growing
habitats,1 microbiome communities of mucus,74 symbiont
type,75 synergistic effects of environmental stress,76 and reef
urbanization and disturbances.64,77

In contrast, across bleached corals of Larak Island reefs,
mean values of ∑18PBDEs and ∑13PAEs demonstrated the
highest levels (17.2−16.0% of the total, mean: 46.57 ± 0.11 ng
g−1 dw; 15.2−14.6% of the total, 21.02 ± 0.15 ng g−1 dw,
respectively) in the skeleton of P. daedalea and F. speciosa
(Figure 1). On the other hand, there are correspondingly
lowest levels (28.6−22.9% of the total, mean: 46.57 ± 0.11;
43.5−24.6% of the total, 45.44 ± 0.11 ng g−1 dw, respectively)
of POP-type accumulation in mucus and high levels (59.8% of
the total, mean: 165.25 ± 0.32; 60.6% of the total,102.89 ±
0.61 ng g−1 dw, respectively) in tissues of unbleached P.
daedalea and F. speciosa, respectively (Figures 1 and S5A,B).
Specifically, in the coral-pollutant logistic regression model, the
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effect estimates were odds ratio (OR) ≥ 1 (95% confidence
interval, p < 0.05) for an increase in PBDE and PAE levels (a
14.45 and 11.76% increase in exposure, respectively). These
odds ratios indicate that there is an association between an
increase in the PBDE and PAE levels and the occurrence of
coral bleaching (Figure S9).
Chronic exposure of hard corals to a chemical toxicant can

combine and interact with other sublethal environmental
stresses, such as heat/photooxidation of PBDEs/PAEs by UVA
at 1−2 °C above the mean Larak Island SST (>36.0 °C in

summer).45,54,55,78 In this case, the coral bleaching commonly
occurs likely due to the following PBDE/PAE accumulation
pathway: POPs induce tissue-specific apoptosis and enhance
the release of zooxanthellae; as a consequence, the loss of coral
tissue and massive mucus hanging from the coral skeleton will
occur, and finally, POPs are transferred/biomineralized by lipid
vesicles (or by phospholipids, free fatty acids, and sterol esters)
to CaCO3 as the final repository of metabolites65 (Figure 2).
Therefore, in parallel, high levels of POPs in the skeleton of

bleached corals reflect the high POP levels in coral

Figure 2. Schematic cellular-based mechanistic diagram representing the coral toxicokinetics end points for environmental PBDE/PAE-originated
bleaching events. Detailed descriptions are found in SI Appendix, Supporting Information.
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biocompartments. The estimates in ST4 and ST5 based only
on the net fixed carbon/nutrient recycling (TOC, NO3

−1, and
PO4

−3) by older undissolved coral mucus79 for the Larak
Island reef sediment showed significantly lower concentrations
compared to those in ST7 and ST8 (soft coral residence)
(Figure S1). However, controversially, no bleached soft corals
were recorded in ST7 and ST8, despite their highest
accumulated levels of ∑PBDEs/PAEs. Given that these sites
are in the eastern of Larak Island (Figure 1) and far from the
coastal water of Hormozgan Province, Qeshm Island, and
Strait of Hormuz, it seems that these STs are less subjected to
overfishing80 and the loss of dynamic natural coral covers
communities such as fish, molluscs, and macroalgae.81 Others
have argued that these offshore stations may be more affected
by the tropical summer southwest monsoon along the Iranian
coastal water of the Gulf of Oman44 that may bring the biggest
extent of POP-type pollutants from other Middle-East
countries.
In view of molecular dynamics (MD) of toxins, PAEs and

PBDEs have high hydrophobicity and low solubility based on
the wide range of octanol/water partition coefficients (log Kow
= 1.6−8.2 and 5.74−8.27, respectively) and planar (benzene
ring) or near-planar moieties.82,83 Thus, due to the strong
influence of surface charge density and size of the PAE/PBDE
molecules, they have a viability of intercalation into smectite
interlayer regions (clay/silicate-organic systems).82 In aqueous
suspensions of the smectite clay (such as SPMs), the
photooxidation (λ, 300−800 nm) rate of the aromatic organic
pollutants (AOPs) is significantly enhanced and correlates to
the saltwater and freshwater interface. Cl−, Br−, and I− have
relatively contributed to the steady-state singlet oxygen [1O2]ss
quencher, so the predictive photoprocessing of particle-bound-
AOPs falls off as rapidly as they are transported into
seawater.84 As shown in Figure S10, the photocatalytic
degradation of PBDE (BDE47 to BDE28 and BDE17) and
PAE (DEP to MEP and OH-DEP) congeners under UV
light,11,54,78,85,86 dependent on the season (mainly summer) as
July 2015, Persian Gulf, was elevated and there was a direct
induction to reactivity/stability of AOPs, which can result in
the generation of more toxic byproducts (such as polybromi-
nated dibenzofuran, PBDF) than its parent one.6,85,87 For an
overview, congeners BDE209 (as a heavier congener, range
10.68−2.27 ng g−1 dw), BDE47 (6.99−3.08 ng g−1 dw), and
BBP (9.20−1.09 ng g−1 dw) in the skeleton, mucus, tissue, and
zooxanthellae components of both types of corals were
detected at the highest levels and found to be more recalcitrant
toward selective chemo/biodegradation22 (Figure S5A,B).
Additionally, a positive correlation (r2 = 0.77, p < 0.01 and
r2 = 0.79, p < 0.01, respectively) between coral mucus log Kow
and log BAFs for PAE and PBDE congeners was observed.1

The recorded log BSAFs and BCFs in coral mucus were 1.92 ±
0.06 and 2.17 ± 0.05 log unit of PBDEs and 2.22 ± 0.15 and
2.54 ± 0.22 log unit of PAEs, respectively (Tables S2 and S3),
thus significantly higher than in zooxanthellae, while those in
bleached corals were in the range of 1.44 ± 0.07 and 1.69 ±
0.08 log unit of PBDEs and 1.47 ± 0.24 and 1.79 ± 0.34 log
unit of PAEs (<3.3 PB unit), respectively (Tables S2 and S3).
These results may suggest a different PBDE/PAE accumu-

lation mechanism in the mucus of coral species. Given that
PBDEs/PAEs do not seem to be bioaccumulative chemicals,
their partial solubility in biological fluids, plastic debris
leaching/weathering, and solid-phase absorbance affinity may
be facilitating their collectivity in coral biocompart-

ments.33,35,62,82 The underlying mechanism to explain this
congener bioaccumulation is in key suspension feeding of coral
taxa and their adhesive mucus filaments’ potential to capture
fine particle-bound AOP matter and incorporate their
bacterioplankton (Figure 2) for biodegradation of other
AOPs.1,74,88−90 The composition of mucus in soft/hard corals
includes energy-rich compounds such as carbohydrates,
glycoproteins (mucins), and lipids (wax esters/triglyceride/
free fatty acids),91,92 mainly derived from primary production
(PP) of algal endosymbionts and with higher accumulation
potential to lipophilic AOP compounds.1 The cellular
metabolic regulation of mucus in corals is affected by heat,
light, and UV and also by the adsorption rate of the chemical
particulate matter1,54,91−94 (Figure 2). Hereupon, these
mucosal AOP loads also reach tissue/zooxanthellae and induce
chemo/phototoxicity and symbiotic disruption.55,95,96 So far,
PBDEs/PAEs have been demonstrated to disturb carbon-
fixation cycles73,93 and the normal symbiotic relationship
between a symbiont and host,93 provoking damage to cell
organelles of algae (cell membranes, chloroplasts, protein
rings),97 and be genotoxic/mutagenic/cytotoxic (DNA-PBDE/
PAE adduct) in the microenvironment.93,98,99 Indeed, the
effect of short-period BDE47 exposure (1 μg L−1) to the
marine sponge Haliclona cymaeformis caused a substantial
decrease in the abundance of symbiont Ectothiorhodospiraceae
(autotrophic bacteria/sulfur-oxidizing) and the enrichment of
heterotrophic bacteria (Clostridium).93 Similarly, herein,
species of reef-building corals challenging a rapid uptake of
∑PBDEs/PAEs in their tissues had minimum levels of lipids
(mean: 1.3 ng g−1 dw), endosymbiont density (mean: 120 000
z-cell cm−2), and pigmentation (chlorophyll-a content ranged
from 517 to 719 pg cell−1) (Figure S8) compared to soft coral
species (i.e., S. trocheliophorum and S. compressa with high
levels of lipid content and photosynthetic activity and no
record of bleached specimens). In a previous study, the levels
of mycosporine-like amino acids (MAAs) (e.g., palythine)
were significantly higher in the zooxanthellae symbionts of
Sinularia maxima. MAAs act as natural sunscreens (absorb the
UV) and are produced in the shikimate biosynthetic pathway
by primary producers.100,101 Despite several chronic factors
(i.e., symbiont types, temperature, turbidity, SPMs, etc.) that
may have contributed to differences in coral taxonomic
bleaching susceptibility,64 our results suggest that soft coral
resistance to PBDE/PAE stress may be remarkably promoted
in tissue-mucus partitioning. The diverse biochemical con-
stituents and specific defensive metabolite produc-
tion64,77,100,101 by soft corals at Larak Island may be an
inducible response to increasing bleaching stress. This finding
confirmed that coral response to PBDE/PAE-originated
bleaching was different among taxa.
Given that the released coral mucus “floes” acts as a

biocatalytic mineralizing filter and biotrapper for AOP
(PBDEs/PAEs) compounds from ambient seawater and direct
drifts on the surface reef sediment (see the levels of ∑PBDEs/
PAEs in environmental matrixes of Larak Island (S1−S8)
(Figure S1))79 and a contributor to coral reefs’ top-bottom
trophic pathways (efficiently assimilated carbon into high gross
PP by zooxanthellae or microbial loop),79,89,92,93 an alteration
in the chemocomposition of mucus could be attributed to a
putative functional biomarker for coral bleaching events in reef
ecosystems.

3.5. Self-organizing Map (SOM) Clustering Analysis.
In SOM clustering analysis for similarities between coral-
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species-specific 30 POP-congener (PBDEs and PAEs) uptakes
in the Larak Island, two main clusters, namely, “a” and “b” as
soft and hard corals, respectively, were recognized. In this
dendrogram, other subclusters exhibited high similar inter-
action patterns to POP-associated HCA in biota matrixes
(Figure 3). The algorithm for training the SOM was performed
on a matrix grid with 100 neighboring modules (10 × 10),

quantization error (QE = 0.81), and topographic error (TE =
0.023). From the component planes (Figure 3), to recognize
the differential internal correlations between the∑PBDE/PAE
patterns in the total body of coral species, all pairs of
neighboring map units (node) with similar color emission
corresponded to certain neurons through the grid. Recognizing
the neurons of inner congeners related to coral-specific PBDE/

Figure 3. Clustering of the self-organizing maps (SOMs) for coral ∑18PBDE and ∑13PAE uptake in the Larak coral reef ecosystems. (a)
Hierarchical clustering of the quantified 30 POP congeners in the “biota sample dimension”. (b) Each tile within an SOM mosaic represents a
minicluster of POPs with similar patterns across all genera of corals. The map unit shows the corresponding weighted distance (Euclidian distance).
Tile’s color indicates minicluster’s average POP concentrations in each layer.
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Figure 4. Network neighborhood analysis (NNA) of (A) ∑PBDE and (B) ∑PAE partitioning in coral components (skeleton (S), tissue (T),
zooxanthellae (Z), and mucus (M)), and their specific environmental matrixes (surface sediment (SS), seawater (SW), and SPMs) to visualize the
top-scoring nodes side by side in this in situ study (Spearman’s ρ > 0.6 and p < 0.01). The connections between two nodes represent the
correlation coefficient between them, and the size of each node is proportional to Spearman’s correlation coefficients.
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PAE accumulation showed that the BDE209, BDE47, BDE28,
BDE138, BBP, DBP, and DEP were determined as the most
over-represented functional congeners in the total body of
coral species, which can indirectly confirm the effect of
photocatalytic degradation on coral POP congener pro-
files.11,78,85,86 The similarity and categorization of coral
∑PBDE/PAE distribution in the same cluster of species
SOM depended on their close squared Euclidian distance and
their weight positions of neurons.
The clustering SOMs based on internal relationships

between the congeners for both soft (S. trocheliophorum) and
hard (P. daedalea and F. speciosa) coral species with a
maximum level of PBDE and PAE (ng g−1 dw) uptake are
trajectories in Figure S11A,B. The color-clustered SOM map,
applying the k-means algorithm for the soft/hard coral
components with their specific niche matrixes and based on
the Euclidian distance between PBDE/PAE congeners, clearly
shows distinguishable differences among BDE47, BDE100,
BDE154, and BDE209 in S. trocheliophorum (Figure S11A)
and BDE47, BDE138, BDE190, and BDE209 in P. daedalea
(Figure S11B) as enriched functional PBDE congeners and
BBP, DBP, DEHP, and DEP in S. trocheliophorum and BBP
and DBP in F. speciose as over-represented functional PAE
congeners. For map units, the corresponding weighted distance
for POPs can signify their origin from the same cited sources.
Moreover, Figure S11A,B shows differences in the chemical
composition between coral tissues and abiotic media.
Specifically, Figure S11A (soft coral) also presents the cluster
results from coral tissue and zooxanthellae that are more
similar to each other than SW, SS, or SPMs. Similarly, SW, SS,
and SPMs are more similar to each other than to coral tissues
and zooxanthellae.
3.6. Ecospecies-Specific Co-occurrence Network. To

detect ecological coral-species-specific co-occurrence patterns
conducted on PBDE and PAE distribution in the Larak Island
environment matrixes, Pearson’s and Spearman’s algorithms
were used to identify hub nodes and building, analysis, and
interpretation of the co-occurrence network (Figure 4A,B).
Deciphering these network graphs, it was revealed that the

high-level co-occurrence correlations were determined among
ecospecies corals, especially for mucus, and SW in S.
trocheliophorum; for zooxanthellae, tissues, and SPMs in S.
trocheliophorum; for mucus, tissue, and SW in P. lutea and F.
speciosa; for mucus, zooxanthellae, SPMs, and SS in S.
compressa; for zooxanthellae and SW in P. daedalea (in
exposure to PBDEs) (Figure 4A); for mucus, zooxanthellae,
and SPMs in F. favus and P. lutea; for mucus, zooxanthellae,
and SW in A. valida; for mucus, tissue, and SPMs in S.
trocheliophorum; and for tissues and SS in S. compressa (in
exposure to PAEs) (Figure 4B). The mucus had maximum
significant co-occurrence correlations with all of the others,
whereas the skeleton displayed relatively low co-occurrence
correlations.
Among corals species, strong and significant positive

correlations between P. lutea/F. speciosa and P. daedalea/A.
robusta/F. favus in exposure to PBDEs and between P. lutea/F.
speciosa and S. trocheliophorum/S. compressa in exposure to
PAEs are suggestive of common sources for these common
members of corals against anthropogenic PBDE and PAE
pollutants (e.g., chemical industries or discharge of urban
waste). Based on PBDE and PAE motif distributions in the
Larak coral reef ecosystem, these two networks reflected the
homologous relationship (Figure 4A,B). In this work, on the

combined use of the co-occurrence network and SOM model,
a robust approach was presented for analysis of more complex
coral community interactions with POP-type pollutants.
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