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Cold-water corals build extensive reefs on the seafloor that are oases of biodiversity,
biomass, and organic matter processing rates. The reefs baffle sediments, and when
coral growth and sedimentation outweigh ambient sedimentation, carbonate mounds
of tens to hundreds of meters high and several kilometers wide can form. Because coral
mounds form over ten-thousands of years, their development process remains elusive.
While several environmental factors influence mound development, the mounds also
have a major impact on their environment. This feedback between environment and
mounds, and how this drives mound development is the focus of this paper. Based on
the similarity of spatial coral mound patterns and patterns in self-organized ecosystems,
we provide a new perspective on coral mound development. In accordance with
the theory of self-organization through scale-dependent feedbacks, we first elicit the
processes that are known to affect mound development, and might cause scale-
dependent feedbacks. Then we demonstrate this concept with model output from a
study on the Logachev area, SW Rockall Trough margin. Spatial patterns in mound
provinces are the result of a complex set of interacting processes. Spatial self-
organization provides a framework in which to place and compare these processes,
so as to assess if and how they contribute to pattern formation in coral mounds.

Keywords: oceanography, pattern-formation, self-organization, cold-water corals, carbonate mounds

INTRODUCTION

Cold-water coral ecosystems are true oases amidst a deep-sea desert, with higher biodiversity
(Henry and Roberts, 2007), biomass (Bongiorni et al., 2010; Demopoulos et al., 2014) and organic
matter processing rates (Cathalot et al., 2015; de Froe et al., 2019) as compared to the off-reef
soft-sediment seafloor at similar water depth.

When scleractinian cold-water corals grow, they build a structurally complex framework
consisting of a mosaic of living corals, dead coral branches, associated fauna and coral rubble. The
reef framework reduces the current velocity (Mienis et al., 2019) and thereby stimulates settling of
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fine particles between the coral branches (Dorschel et al., 2005; de
Haas et al., 2009). When coral growth and sediment accumulation
within the framework outweighs “ambient” sedimentation of the
off-reef seafloor, carbonate mounds, of tens to hundreds of meters
high and several kilometers wide, are formed on geological time
scales (Dorschel et al., 2005; Douarin et al., 2014; Van der Land
et al., 2014; Wienberg and Titschack, 2017). Hence, coral mound
formation is tightly linked to coral growth and sediment infill
(Roberts et al., 2006).

The remoteness of the deep sea and the slow growth rate
of mounds make it difficult to obtain insight in the processes
that govern mound formation through observations alone.
Environmental parameters, such as hydrodynamics, organic
matter concentration and particle supply can be measured
directly (e.g., Mienis et al., 2007; Davies et al., 2009; Wagner
et al., 2011), but often only at a few locations and for a limited
amount of time. Long sediment cores reveal information on
mound growth and non-growth periods, but do not convey
information on the governing environmental parameters or from
periods when erosion prevailed (Hebbeln et al., 2019). Multi-
beam or side-scan sonar maps provide spatial configurations
of coral mounds on the seafloor, but this retrieves little
information on their temporal dynamics and the underlying
processes. A conceptual framework in which insights from
these various data sources can be integrated may represent an
interesting step forward.

Here, we provide a new perspective on cold-water coral
mound formation which could serve as such a conceptual
framework. It is based on the theory of spatial self-organization,
a theory that is well-rooted in terrestrial and coastal sciences
(Rietkerk and van de Koppel, 2008), but that has found little
application for deep-sea ecosystems so far. Specifically, we
hypothesize that coral mounds form on the seafloor through the
interplay of positive and negative feedbacks. Positive feedbacks
are processes that increasingly stimulate mound growth as they
grow bigger and we will argue that these positive feedbacks
act primarily at the local scale. In contrast, negative feedbacks
result in an inhibitory effect on mound formation and we will
argue that these act at some distance from the mound. Provided
that environmental conditions are suitable for coral growth and
mound development, we propose that these scale-dependent
positive and negative feedbacks shape the mounds and their
orientation on the seafloor.

THEORY OF SPATIAL
SELF-ORGANIZATION

How scale-dependent feedbacks shape the environment is
described by Alan Turing, in his attempt to explain the breaking
of spherical symmetry during embryonic development (Turing,
1990). Since then, scale-dependent feedbacks have been used
to explain how a variety of biological systems are shaped
(Camazine et al., 2001), such as the synchronized flashing of
fireflies, beehives, the appearance of animal skin (Kondo, 2002)
and shells (Meinhardt, 1995), and in many ecological systems
(Rietkerk and van de Koppel, 2008).

Probably the best-studied ecological example is arid
vegetation. Aerial photography shows that in dry climates,
vegetation forms a conspicuous spatial pattern of alternating
vegetation bands and bare soil (Figure 1A). The mechanisms
driving this pattern formation is that when water runs down
a slope it is caught by a tussock of vegetation. Vegetation
increases water infiltration with its roots, that serve as channels
in the soil, thereby stimulating its own growth; a local-scale
positive feedback. At the same time, the enhanced water
infiltration reduces water supply downslope of the tussock, so
vegetation growth is inhibited behind the tussock; a negative
feedback at some distance. The interplay of these feedbacks
creates a patterned state: on sloping terrain alternating
bands of vegetation and bare soil appear, and under other
environmental conditions, vegetation spots, mazes and gap
patterns exist (Rietkerk et al., 2002). The initial distribution of
the organism is here insignificant for pattern formation, because
the organisms takes over the process of pattern formation,
through scale-dependent feedbacks.

Regular patterns formed via spatial self-organization are also
found in the marine environment, e.g., mussel beds (Figure 1B)
and tropical coral reefs (Figure 1C). Settlement of young
mussels is enhanced on existing mussel patches, as larvae need
to attach to hard substrate with byssal threads (i.e., local-
scale positive feedback). Downstream of a feeding mussel-patch
however, water gets depleted of food, inhibiting mussel growth
behind the patch (i.e., negative feedback at a distance). In a
predominantly unidirectional current, these two feedbacks can
cause the formation of bands of mussels from an initially random
distribution of mussels (van de Koppel et al., 2005). Regular
bands, called “spurs and grooves,” in tropical coral reefs are also
thought to be caused by a positive and a negative feedback.
The spurs are favorable habitat for corals and/or coralline algae,
which heighten the spur by accretion, similar to cold-water coral
mounds. In the grooves, however, sediment erodes (Gischler,
2010). Spots and maze (or “reticulate”) patterns are also seen in
tropical coral reefs (Schlager and Purkis, 2015).

Interestingly, multi-beam and side-scan sonar topography
maps of the deep seafloor of cold-water coral mound provinces
from around the world, show regular bands, ridges and spots
(Figures 1D–F) that are surprisingly similar to the systems
that are known to be governed by spatial self-organization.
For example, cold-water coral mounds on the Norwegian shelf,
probably originating from the start of the Holocene, show ridge-
and spot-like patterns (Figure 1D; Bøe et al., 2016). In the Gulf of
Mexico, individual reefs align in a maze- and ridge-like pattern
(Figures 1E,D; Hebbeln et al., 2014), where the mounds are
subjected to a current that regularly shifts about 30 degrees. The
shift in current direction is thought to be the cause of this maze
pattern as the ridges appear to align in both current directions
(Hebbeln et al., 2014). Finally, coral mound structures in the
Florida Strait (Figure 1F; Correa et al., 2012) are subjected to a
unidirectional current and bear strong resemblance to the bands
in the mussel bed (Figure 1B), albeit at a different scale. Other
examples of cold-water coral mound patterns are also mentioned
in the literature. Somoza et al. (2014), for example, report coral
mounds that are lined up in ridges, alternated by bare sediments,
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FIGURE 1 | Spatial patterns in natural systems. (A) Arid vegetation forming regular bands (adapted from Rietkerk et al., 2004. Reprinted with permission from
AAAS). (B) Regular bands in a young mussel bed (adapted from van de Koppel et al., 2005. ©2005 by University of Chicago Press). (C) Maze (or “reticulate”)
patterns, and a banded pattern called “spurs and grooves,” in tropical coral reefs (adapted from Schlager and Purkis, 2015. ©2014 The Authors. Sedimentology.
©2014 International Association of Sedimentologists). (D) Coral reefs in northern Norway, Hola reef, clustering into bands (adapted from Bøe et al., 2016. ©2016 The
Geological Society of London). The white line with X’ is the start of a sub-bottom profile transect. (E) Coral ridges in the Gulf of Mexico, Campeche coral mound
Province, forming a maze pattern (adapted from Hebbeln et al., 2014. ©2014 The Authors. CC Attribution 3.0 License). Depth contours are shown for 500 m (left)
and 600 m (right). Colored lines denote (parts of) ROV dives. GeoB is a station number. (F) Coral ridges near Miami (adapted from Correa et al., 2012. ©2012. With
permission from Elsevier). Dashed lines mark the area of the slope, which is covered in coral ridges. Miami Terrace is on the left and the base on the right. The
terrace also features coral ridges, but the base is covered in sand dunes. Approximate scales are indicated.

and White et al. (2007) found that mound clusters are oriented
toward the strongest currents.

SPATIAL SELF-ORGANIZATION THEORY
APPLIED TO COLD-WATER CORAL
MOUNDS

If the coral mound patterns, as identified in the previous section,
are indeed the result of spatial-self organization, then we should
be able to identify positive feedbacks and negative feedbacks that
act at different spatial scales. The positive and negative feedbacks
can be visualized as in Figure 2A and are “scale-dependent,” as
the feedback changes from positive (green) to negative (yellow)
with increasing distance from the mound.

Positive Feedbacks on Coral Mound
Growth
Several mechanisms causing positive feedbacks can be found in
the literature regarding coral mounds. The presence of coral reef

framework has a positive effect on mound development, because
it baffles suspended sediment and stimulates mound growth
(Dorschel et al., 2007; Mienis et al., 2009a; Hebbeln et al., 2016)
and stability (Titschack et al., 2015). Furthermore, settlement
of coral larvae is greatly enhanced on coral mounds because
of the presence of dead coral framework, shells and other
debris from reef dwellers (Freiwald, 2002). Cold-water corals
are passive suspension feeders and thus depend on water
currents to intercept suspended food particles. Coral mounds
have a positive effect on coral growth by accelerating currents
and enhancing turbulence, because of the formation of lee
waves and non-linear hydrodynamic features such as hydraulic
jumps and internal bores (Mohn et al., 2014; Van Haren
et al., 2014; Mienis et al., 2009b). Such internal waves
can cause vertical water excursions of as much as 200 m
(Mienis et al., 2007), which enhance downward transport of
nutritious particles to the mounds (Duineveld et al., 2007;
Davies et al., 2009; Kenchington et al., 2017). This effect
becomes stronger for larger mounds, highlighting the positive
feedback effect (Cyr et al., 2016). The accelerated currents
and turbulent mixing increase the encounter rate of suspended
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FIGURE 2 | Scale-dependent feedbacks visualized. (A) Depicted are the proposed scale-dependent feedbacks as caused by the presence of coral mounds, in a
classic scale-dependent feedback figure (e.g., Figure 1B in Rietkerk and van de Koppel, 2008). Near the mound there is a positive feedback (green) on reef-, and
therefore mound-, growth, whereas there is a negative feedback (yellow) at a larger distance from the mound. (B) The study area of the Southwest Rockall Trough
(Logachev) area. The red circle serves as a reference to the map in panel (C). (C) The effect of coral presence on organic carbon deposition (mmol m-2 day-1) is
mapped, with positive effects in green and negative effects in yellow. It shows a positive effect of reefs on their food supply on the mounds, and a negative effect
around the mounds. (D) This classic scale-dependent feedback plot shows the average effect of coral reefs on their food supply, with error bars showing the 95%
confidence level. Locally (distance = 0) there is a mean positive effect on deposition and until about 3 km from the reefs there is a mean negative effect. These
feedbacks are illustrated using model output from Soetaert et al. (2016), for the SW Rockall Trough margin.

particles with coral feeding tentacles, and thereby likely
enhance coral growth.

Negative Feedbacks on Coral Mound
Growth
Negative feedbacks are also reported in the literature, and,
typically, negative feedbacks are dominant over positive
feedbacks, at some distance from the mound. One such scale-
dependent negative feedback is caused by the filtering activity
of the cold-water coral reef community that depletes the water
of food particles around or downstream of the reefs (Wagner
et al., 2011; Soetaert et al., 2016). Another negative feedback
might come from erosional forces such as scouring, the process
whereby sediment is eroded away around the base of mounds,
due to the acceleration of currents. Indeed, larger mounds have
larger and deeper scour marks (Lim et al., 2018), suggesting
that lateral mound development is increasingly hampered by

these erosional forces. By inhibiting lateral mound development,
such a scale-dependent feedback can shape mounds into
self-organized patterns.

Another erosional force, hydraulic drag, may also be an
important factor in shaping coral mounds. A model for the
Eastern Rockall Trough mounds explained the elliptical shape
of the mounds as well as the mound-size distribution, using
hydraulic drag. The negative feedback from drag increases as
mounds grow, preventing further mound growth as soon as it
becomes stronger than reef growth (O’Reilly et al., 2003).

Within coral mound provinces, i.e., areas where several coral
mounds exist together, it seems that mound tops are situated
around the same depth (Mienis et al., 2006; Wheeler et al.,
2007). Several mechanisms have been put forward to explain
this observation. At the South-West Rockall Trough margin, the
presence of intermediate nepheloid layers (INL) around the tops
of the coral mounds has been linked to higher turbidity and
increased food supply toward the corals (Kenyon et al., 2003;
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Mienis et al., 2007). The depth of mound-tops has also been
linked to the presence of the permanent thermocline and water
mass boundaries, which may provide favorable conditions by
enhanced current speeds and vertical movement of isopycnals
through internal waves (White and Dorschel, 2010; Hebbeln
et al., 2014; Matos et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2019).

Visualizing Feedbacks Using the SW
Rockall Trough Margin as Case-Study
The concept of scale-dependent feedbacks acting on coral mound
formation can be demonstrated based on a model study on the
Logachev area (Figure 2B), SW Rockall Trough margin (Soetaert
et al., 2016). Here, food supply mechanisms to coral mounds
were investigated by combining various modeling techniques.
Hydrodynamics in the area, simulated in 3D (Mohn et al.,
2014), was used to model organic matter dynamics in the water
column, including export production, 3D-advective transport,
decay, and sinking. The original paper considered two scenarios,
one with organic matter uptake by reef organisms and one
without uptake by reef organisms. We used the difference
between both scenarios to demonstrate the net feedback caused
by the suspension feeding activity of the reef community on
organic matter deposition (Figures 2C,D).

In Figure 2C we plotted the effect of corals on their own
food supply on a bathymetric map of the area. The mounds
appear in green, because the reefs have a local positive effect
on organic matter deposition. Around the mounds, depletion of
organic matter by reef filtering is colored yellow. These effects
can also be plotted in a classic scale-dependent feedback plot
(Figure 2D). This shows the effect at increasing distance from the
reefs, averaged over bins of 0.25 km. On the reefs, at a distance
of 0–0.25 km from the reefs, the average effect is positive. At
a distance of 0.25–0.5 km from the reefs the average effect is
negative. The strength of the negative effect decreases until it is
gone at about a distance of 3 km from the reefs.

DISCUSSION

Inherited or Self-Organized Patterns
An alternative hypothesis that could explain patterns in cold-
water coral mounds, is that corals colonized pre-existing
(inherited) patterns. Such patterns can come from heterogeneity
in landscape suitability. For example, in arid vegetation, the
self-organized pattern can be distorted by patches of rock,
where plants cannot settle (Sheffer et al., 2013). Sheffer et al.
(2013) show that arid vegetation patterns in nature are likely
a mixture of inherited and self-organized patterns and that the
probability of occurrence of self-organized patterns increases
as the area suitable for plant establishment increases. Coral
larvae settle only on hard substrate and therefore seem bound
to follow pre-existing patterns of hard substrate. Antecedent
karst, for example, can explain patterns in some tropical coral
reefs (Schlager and Purkis, 2015). However, as they grow into
reefs, corals start to supply their own suitable substrate. This
process is subject to positive and negative scale-dependent
feedbacks, as described in this paper, that shape reefs into

patterns. Indeed, Schlager and Purkis (2015) show that many
patterns in tropical coral reefs cannot be explained by patterns
in the underlying topography.

Pre-existing patterns could also be formed by physical
processes, such as sand waves and ripples, which are often
observed close to coral mounds (e.g., Mienis et al., 2006; Correa
et al., 2012; Lim et al., 2018). However, an inherited pattern
would require that cold-water corals follow the pre-existing
topography without changing it. Correa et al. (2012) show that
the shape and distribution of coral ridges cannot be explained
by pre-existing patterns. Moreover, the coral ridges have their
steepest slope facing the current, which is the reverse of sand
ripples that have their steepest slope at the lee side. So, even
if corals initially inherited the sand wave pattern, coral growth
subsequently changed the bathymetry by stabilizing the sediment,
exerting scale-dependent feedbacks and “self-organizing” the
system into its current state. This is a known process in another
self-organized system: dune development, in which crescent-
shaped “barchan dunes” have their crest facing the wind, but
reverse their shape when colonized by vegetation that stabilizes
the sand (Tsoar and Blumberg, 2002).

From Initial Settlement to Full-Grown
Coral Mound
A possible sequence of events leading to self-organized patterns,
could be as follows. Cold-water corals initially settle on available
hard substrate. If the environment is favorable enough, they form
into bush-like coral colonies that grow outward and aggregate
to form complex three-dimensional reefs. At this point, coral
structures create their own suitable environment, and underlying
hard substrate becomes inconsequential for further settlement
and growth: new corals can settle on dead coral rubble and
coral framework can grow outward from established coral
colonies. If the environment permits, reefs can start forming
mounds, a process that, we argue, is shaped by scale-dependent
feedbacks that cause the formation of self-organized patterns,
such as coral ridges.

At the early mound formation stage, the initial distribution
pattern gets lost as positive and negative scale-dependent
feedbacks start to dominate. Larger mounds would then
negatively affect nearby, smaller mounds, inhibiting coral growth
on the latter. This implies the co-occurrence of large mounds
with thriving corals, next to smaller mounds with degraded coral
cover. Evidence for such co-occurence is reported in literature
(e.g., Foubert and Henriet, 2009; De Clippele et al., 2017), but
is not ubiquitous. This may be, because observations have not
yet been interpreted in light of this process. Another reason
may be an observation bias, as larger mounds are surveyed
preferentially above the seabed in between mounds. Furthermore,
larger mounds may also outcompete smaller mounds, while
leaving little evidence of the smaller, dead mounds, through
three non-mutually exclusive processes: (1) erosion of the smaller
mounds, (2) burial after they became inactive, and (3) clustering
of smaller mounds into larger mounds.

Evidence of mounds eroded away would be hard to find, but
is not unlikely given that large mounds form on time scales
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of thousands to millions of years. Mound burial is reported,
with several studies showing the presence of living mounds close
to buried mounds, e.g., on the Moroccan margin (Vandorpe
et al., 2017), the Magellan province (Huvenne et al., 2007),
West Melilla mound Province (Iacono et al., 2014), and the
SW Rockall Trough margin (Mienis et al., 2006). Clustering of
smaller mounds to form larger mounds, has also been observed
(e.g., De Mol et al., 2002; de Haas et al., 2009; Lim et al.,
2018). Vandorpe et al. (2017) even write that, by clustering into
larger features, small coral mounds can enhance coral mound
growth, by intensifying bottom currents locally. They describe
a scale-dependent feedback, supporting the idea of coral mound
self-organization.

Contribution of Processes to
Scale-Dependent Feedbacks
Coral mound development is the outcome of a complex set of
interacting processes. However, for some processes it may be
unclear whether they are influenced by the mounds, or even
whether they have a positive or negative effect. For instance,
sedimentation is usually seen as an external factor, but it might
be enhanced by mound presence, similarly as food particles.
While sedimentation is necessary for mound growth and thus
enhances mound development in most cases, if cold-water coral
growth declines, it could also limit mound development by
burying the coral reefs (De Mol et al., 2002; Foubert et al.,
2008). Coral mounds are often situated in a high energy regime.
The mobility of the sediments in such environments can restrict
lateral mound development by burying the corals at the base
(Dorschel et al., 2007; Mienis et al., 2007). While scour is a
process that can restrict lateral mound growth (see above), it
may also have a positive effect on mound development, as the
accelerated currents can uncover hard substrates such as rocks
in the sediment. Hard substrates are necessary for initial coral
settlement and can therefore stimulate coral seabed colonization
(Lim et al., 2018).

There are also processes that influence coral growth and coral
mound development, but that do not trigger feedbacks because
they are not affected by the presence of mounds or corals. An
example is the type of sediment that is deposited on the coral
mounds (Foubert et al., 2008; Pirlet et al., 2011; Hebbeln et al.,
2016). Other external factors that influence cold-water coral
growth, and that are beyond control of corals, are temperature
(Freiwald and Roberts, 2005), water density (Flögel et al., 2014),
oxygen (Dodds et al., 2007; Wienberg et al., 2018), and aragonite
saturation state (Guinotte et al., 2006; Roberts et al., 2006).
Although these factors play a major role, they merely set the
scene, i.e. they determine whether or not corals can possibly occur
in a region. Based on our hypothesis, it is only when presence of
coral or mounds themselves can affect environmental factors, that
interesting patterns may emerge.

OUTLOOK

Rapid cold-water coral extinction events are frequently observed
in geological records. Such “tipping-points” are a well-
known (theoretical) response of self-organized systems to a
gradual change in environmental conditions. However, how
self-organized systems respond to changing environmental
conditions and how spatial patterns link to resilience, has recently
become a topic of debate. Current belief is that the resilience of
self-organized systems is not governed by a single tipping point,
but by a cascade of destabilizations.

Coral mounds may provide an interesting new case to study
resilience of systems governed by scale-dependent feedbacks.
Mound structures remain for thousands of years even after coral
reef extinction. This may facilitate recolonization as is indeed
demonstrated by long cores drilled in the mounds that document
sequences of individual coral growth periods, interrupted by
periods without coral growth. An interesting topic is then
to study the impact that scale-dependent feedbacks have for
the resilience of coral systems, and how this will affect these
enigmatic deep-sea environments in the near and far future.
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