
r ) r r r c t i l ] r c \ .  l hc  o r ) l \  c r l aoL r r r t c r

pcoplc h,r\c \ \r th \c.rgr ' .1\s is \ \ i l l t

sn r c l l v  p i l c s  o f  r ( ) ! ! i r r q  b rou t t  \ r , t c k '

u . r she r l  up  o l r  t hc  b r . r ah .  i  I r r o \ t

l |  r l ' 1 , . r \ . | I r l  ( \ l \ " r ' r \ ' r r '  I  l l ' r '

r .rr t i )r  tul .r tc bcc.rtrrt .  rrhcrr l l i rc I t t

rhcir rrrrr]r ' r  rr  l t tct Irrcl l , : lons. rci tgt l t tr tr

l . ' r r .  . r l n . l .  u \ ( .  v r l ' r , r r r l  1 l r ' ! . . I |  . t r t ) ' 1 . , , 1

f lrrrr ishing pl.rrrrr.  Sci lgr,rs\cs . lrc \  i t .r l  t()

thc hc.r l th of .r) l \ t .r l  ca()\\  \ tcnrs rrr

Wcstcrrr Arrstr. tL.r.  pl irvinl l  r l rr  i rr tp()rt . l rrr

r ' ,  L i  r r '  t l  .  , ' t l r l ' l c r  I r r ' r r . l r , , t  t l . r t t t . .

rrcb oi l i t i  Se.r!a rs IucIdo\: l t . tr trott t '
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Oonrprrcrl  \ \ i t l l  rrr irrr\  l : trrd pl.rrrrs.

\c.rgr. l \sc5 gf()\ \  r ' , rpi. i l r .  $ i th sorrre
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Grasses of the sea
Thc scrrr.arlss Ir lcxrlo\\  \  of thc

l L I | i l  . , l , (  ( , , r , r  r r '  t  r l . r . r l l r  : r
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The epiphytes, and some of the
periphyton, growing on the seagnss
leaves photosynthesise and, therefore,
produce more plant material. However,
ifthese organisms $ow big enough to
heavily shade the seagnss leaves from
direct sunlight, they will limit
photosynthesis in the seagrass leaves
and be detrimental to the seagnsses.
Dense epiphytes also weigh down
seagrass leaves and make them morc
susceptible to being ripped out of the
sediment during healry storms. One
way in which seagnsses overcome this
problem is by regularly shedding old
leaves and their attached organisms.
Seagrasses are assisted in the control of
algal epiphytes by the epibenthic fauna.
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These small animals, which include
tiny top shells, small crustaceans and
worms, graze on the epiphytes and
usually maintain them at population
densities that enable the seagrasses to
survive. These small grazers, especially
the crustaceans, are very important
food for larger invertebrates and 6sh,
because they convert plant material
into matter that is easily digested by
their predatoIs.

Grass grazers
ln tropical waters, dugongs and

turtles are the primary glazers of
seagrasses, but in tempemte wate6 no
large animals-and very few small
animals-feed directly on seagrasses.

Lctt Strapweed and wireweed.

Below left Dove shells { Pyrene
bidentata) gaze on plants and animals
that grow on seagrass (epiphytes) but
not on the seagrass itself.
Photos - Sue Morison

Seagrass grazers along the Turquore
Coast include sea urclins (Amblypneustes
pallidus\, cartot shells (Campanile
symbolium\, spider crabs (Naxia autita),
swimmer crabs (Ne.tourcitus integifions),
juvenile rock lobste$ (Panuli s rygnus),
rough leatherjackets (Scobinichthys
gruhuldtus\, fan-bellied leatherjackets
(Monaunthus rfiireasis) and juvenile
toothbrush leathe{ackets (Acdnthalutetes
,ittigei.'lhe omnivorous leathe{ackes
are thought to target epifauna, but
incidentally consume moderate
quantities of seagrass leaves. It rs
estimated that or y around 10 per cent
of seagrass carbon is eaten dilectly.
These animals also need to include
other food-such as periphyton
(diatoms and bacteria) and epiphytes
(coralline algae and small seaweeds) -in

their diet, because seagrasses don't
supply all oftheir required nutrients

Some animals feed only on
nitrogen-rich periphyton and
epiphytes which grow on the seagrasses.
These include the tiny top shells
(Cantharidus, Tlulotia, Ptothalotia and
Phasianottochus species), pheasant shells
(Phwianella austrulis), dove shells (I)rcne
bidentata), turban shells (Astralium
squanlferun). some polychaete worms
and small clustaceans such as
amphipods, isopods and shrimps.

These animals are important, as
they limit the growth of epiphytes and
prevent them from 'smothering' the
seagrasses.This balance can be upset by
nutrient enrichment of the waters,
enhancing the growth of epiphytes.
There may be insuficient grazers to
control the increased epiphytes, and the
seagrasses eventually die due to lack of
light and nutrients (used up by the
epiphytes). Nutrients may increase due
to natural causes or, more often, human
activities, such as fertiliser run-oft'ftom
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Left Hernr t  crabs. such as Pag!/ jst-.s
pt//pi lrearterrat l /5, are conrnron in
seagrass l lcds

Centre left  Colof a asc dians
(Botf)r/oi. les specLesl

Below left  Souther| l  d! np ft  sctLr ci
Pl lotos Sue Mantsan
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