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Photographs: Photographs of volunteers 
undertaking Seagrass-Watch activities are 
frequently taken and may be reproduced in 
publications and promotional material.  If you do 
not wish a photograph of yourself to be used for 
this purpose please inform Paul Finn in writing. 
Seagrass-Watchers are encouraged to take 
photos of themselves during their monitoring 
session with the camera provided.  Thank you.

Here’s the first newsletter for 2008 and with the first 
Seagrass-Watch monitoring period of the new year fast 
approaching (March/April) it’s time to check out the tide 
times at the back of this newsletter and contact Keira to 
book out a kit.

With all the rain we have had recently we would be very 
keen to see what effect it has had on the seagrass in the 
bay so it would be great to get as many sites monitored 
as possible this round.

As this year will see us making a few changes to some 
of our monitoring techniques, to bring us in line with 
Seagrass-Watch HQ, we have taken the opportunity to 
include a few articles in this newsletter that may help 
make the transition a little easier.

One of the things we are going to be looking at noting 
down more while monitoring are the different animals 
that are in the seagrass beds, notably, the presence of 
herbivorous versus carnivorous gastropods. Variations in 
numbers of these different trophic groups can help mark 
any changes that may be taking place within the 
seagrass ecosystem. Noting down other creatures that 
are present is also important but only do so if you can 
positively identify the species.

Another slight change that will happen is in the way we 
will estimate epiphyte cover on the seagrass leaves. The 
article on epiphytes and epizoans may help you to 
separate these two when making your estimates so that 
only epiphyte cover is counted.

Don’t be overly concerned about these changes as most 
of the techniques are essentially the same and we aim to 
come out in the field with as many individual teams as 
possible. Also, look out for future group training days 
where we will go through the new methods (see last 
page of this newsletter) in detail.

Beautiful clear water just off Moreton Island

Photo by Keira Price

One of two Indo-Pacific Humpback dolphins seen near 
Moreton Island.

Photo by Keira Price

Ascidians (small white dots) found in 
seagrass at Moreton Banks.

Photo by Don Marshall



Seagrass epibionts
By Keira Price

Epibionts are organisms that grow attached to the 
surface of a living host. They are made up of plants 
(epiphytes) and sessile animals (epizoans) and in the 
marine environment will attach themselves to any firm, 
exposed surface.

Seagrass blades make a perfect host for epibionts 
which can often be seen in the form of brown and 
white scaling (epizoans, such as diatoms, bacteria, 
the larvae of numerous types of organisms, 
bryozoans, hydroids, etc) and/or as a furry covering of 
algae (epiphytes).

There are many benefits for epibionts from this living 
arrangement: the advantage of being able to colonise 
an unused surface in a highly populated environment, 
being able to attach to a flexible host higher in the 
water column bringing a better supply of nutrients 
without danger from the increased turbulence, being 
exposed to more light in an exposed habitat allowing 
better growth, more nutrients can be made available 
from the host organism, and in some cases the 
advantage of being protected by the host’s defences.

There are also disadvantages for the epibionts: the 
potential instability of the host due to physical 
disturbances, changes in the host’s life cycle, 
competition for nutrients with the host, or being eaten 
by a predator of the host organism. However, even 
with these disadvantages, the epibionts usually benefit 
more from this relationship than their hosts.

In the case of seagrass, the disadvantages of being 
the host to epibionts can be disastrous. Rigid 
epizoans (e.g. Bryozoa) reduce the flexibility of the 
leaves causing them to become brittle and to break off 
in high turbulence. Epibionts can also increase weight 
causing a reduction in buoyancy. They can increase 
surface friction resulting in the host plant becoming 
dislocated from the substrate in high turbulence. 
Seagrass blades can be damaged from grazers of the 
epibionts. One of the most drastic effects can be from 
shading of the leaf surface therefore reducing the 
plant’s ability to photosynthesise.

There are some advantages to the seagrass host: 
nutrients can be passed indirectly through the water 
column to the seagrass from epibiont outputs, at low 
levels of epibiont cover seagrass leaves may be 
protected from sunburn when high and dry.

The abundance of epibionts on seagrass depends on 
a number of factors: the leaf turnover rate, water 
temperature, availability of nutrients, salinity levels, 
current, velocity, depth and light availability

In general, epizoans are more abundant on 
seagrasses in darker waters with low salinity, while 
epiphytes are more abundant in lighter waters.

Sources: Wahl, M. (1989) Marine epibiosis. I. Fouling and antifouling:    

some basic aspects. Marine Ecology Progress Series

58: 175-189.

http://itech.fgcu.edu/&/issues/vol2/issue1/epibionts.htm

The above photos show epiphytes on seagrass leaves.

The above photos show epizoans on seagrass leaves.



Macroalgae                           
by Keira Price

Macroalgae comes in a huge variety of 
colours, shapes and sizes. They can be 
categorised into 3 groups in terms of 
colour: red, brown and green. Some can be 
fine and thread-like, some resemble ferns, 
others are flat and plate-like while others 
can look like lace.

Macroalgae are so diverse that although 
we have identification sheets in the 
Seagrass-Watch kits, it only covers some 
of the more commonly seen species and 
often volunteers cannot find the species 
they are looking at. If you want to identify a 
species that you find, take a photo and 
make a note about it to return with the kit 
and we will endeavour to find out for you. 
Alternatively, a great reference book to try 
looking at is the Wild Guide to Moreton 
Bay. Copies are often held at local 
libraries. 

Remember to have your say about the Moreton Bay Zon ing Plan!
With the Queensland Government currently carrying out a 10 year review of the Moreton Bay Marine Park, we all 
have the opportunity to have our say about it’s future. You can view the draft zoning plan online at 
www.epa.qld.gov.au/moretonbay. The Cleveland QPWS office also has copies. To raise your concerns and pass on 
ideas take this opportunity to contact the EPA on:

Freecall: 1800 105 789                                                  

email: moreton.bay@epa.qld.gov.au

online response: www.epa.qld.gov.au/moretonbay

or post to: Environmental Protection Agency

P.O.Box 15155

City East, Qld, 4002
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Gastropods:                       
herbivores versus carnivores        
by Keira Price

Gastropods are the largest and most diverse class of 
molluscs. The marine species in the class 
Gastropoda include: snails and slugs, abalones, 
whelks, cones, limpets and cowries.

These animals occur in a variety of different habitats 
and have many different feeding methods. Most 
marine gastropods are benthic, living on the 
substrate of the sea floor, although a few groups live 
a completely planktonic way of life. Gastropods can 
be herbivorous, grazing on a range of substrates, 
while some are carnivorous and prey on other 
animals such as sponges and bryozoans.

Traditionally gastropods were divided into three 
subclasses but this is currently being revised as five 
groups are now recognised.

Patellogastropoda are the true limpets and are 
grazers on most intertidal rocky shores.

Vetigastropoda comprises animals such as abalone, 
top shells, turban shells and are specialist feeders 
that eat a variety of different foods, including: 
detritus, algae and colonial marine animals; and a 
few are filter feeders.

Hercules Club Mud Whelk (Pyrazus ebeninus) – herbivore

Photo by Keira Price

Indistinct Top Snail (Calthalotia indistincta) – herbivore

Photo by Keira Price

Channelled Dog Whelk (Nassarius dorsatus) – carnivore

Photo by Keira Price

Heterobranchia are the sea slugs, bubble shells and 
air-breathing limpets. Sea slugs and bubble shells are 
mostly carnivorous, although a few are herbivores. 
They are found in nearly every type of marine habitat. 
The air-breathing limpets make up part of the 
Pulmonata group and are mostly found in mangroves 
and salt marsh.

Neitopsina are the nerites found on most Australian 
intertidal shores. They feed mostly on detritus and 
algae.

Caenogastropoda is made up of cowries, whelks, 
cones, winkles and balers and are the largest group 
of marine snails with 88 families recognised in 
Australia. Most are benthic, moving and feeding 
within or on the substrate. Some are sessile and 
attach to the substrate, while others swim and 
actively hunt prey, and one group drift and filter 
feed.

Moreton Bay baler (Melo georginae) – carnivore

Photo by Debra Henry

As you can see, gastropods are a very diverse and 
interesting group of marine animals which are worthy of a 
closer look.

Rose Petal Bubble Snail (Hydatina physis) - carnivore

Photo by Joyce Newell

Source: http://www.amonline.net.au/invertebrates/marine_overview/chapt2ai.html
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Seagrass-Watch surveys are undertaken three 
times a year (March/April, July/August and 
November/December).  The March/April monitoring 
period is upon us and there are plenty of suitable 
tides – see tide times opposite (Brisbane Bar).  
Those who have been trained and set up at sites 
should select a suitable day and then contact Keira 
(keira.price@epa.qld.gov.au or 0403 866 271) to 
book out the equipment.  Seven equipment kits are 
available.

A big thanks to all the volunteers for generously 
giving their time to this valuable community 
monitoring program.  We hope you find it enjoyable 
and rewarding.

We conduct mudflat spotlighting trips on an 
opportunistic basis, so we invite you to let us know if 
you would like to do one of these trips at your own 
site.  This is a great way to see the hordes of bizarre 
creatures that utilise your site at night.  Please 
contact Simon or Paul to arrange one of these 
evening events.

Day Date Time (24hr) Height (m)
TUE 4/03/2008 1401 0.68
WED 5/03/2008 1442 0.57
THU 6/03/2008 1520 0.48
FRI 7/03/2008 1557 0.40
SAT 8/03/2008 1632 0.34
SUN 9/03/2008 1705 0.31
MON 10/03/2008 1738 0.32
TUE 11/03/2008 0601 0.47
WED 12/03/2008 0651 0.60
MON 17/03/2008 1312 0.63
TUE 18/03/2008 1401 0.53
WED 19/03/2008 1443 0.47
THU 20/03/2008 1517 0.44
FRI 21/03/2008 1548 0.42
SAT 22/03/2008 1615 0.41
SUN 23/03/2008 1639 0.41
MON 24/03/2008 1703 0.42
WED 2/04/2008 1316 0.62
THU 3/04/2008 1400 0.50
FRI 4/04/2008 1440 0.39
SAT 5/04/2008 1518 0.31
SUN 6/04/2008 1555 0.26
MON 7/04/2008 1630 0.25
TUE 8/04/2008 1705 0.28
THU 10/04/2008 0656 0.60
FRI 11/04/2008 0801 0.70

MON 14/04/2008 1141 0.67
TUE 15/04/2008 1236 0.59
WED 16/04/2008 1322 0.51
THU 17/04/2008 1400 0.46
FRI 18/04/2008 1434 0.43
SAT 19/04/2008 1503 0.41
SUN 20/04/2008 1530 0.39
MON 21/04/2008 1557 0.39
TUE 22/04/2008 1623 0.42
WED 23/04/2008 1651 0.46
THU 24/04/2008 1722 0.53
WED 30/04/2008 1132 0.67



Seagrass-Watch, updates to methods from January 200 8:

Len McKenzie and Rudi Yoshida from Seagrass-Watch HQ visited Moreton Bay and the Gold Coast regions on the 
24th and 25th of November 2007.  We ran two workshops and learned that there are several ways we 
record our data that need slight modification, these are summarised below.

Sediment description: Dig your fingers into the top centimetre of the substrate and feel the texture.  Describe the 
sediment by noting the grain size in order of dominance (e.g. sand, fine-sand, fine-sand/mud, mud/sand, 
mud/coral rubble).  It will reduce confusion if we record the sediment in this way, taking care to list the 
sediment types in order from most to least dominant sediment type.  For example, if the sediment is more 
muddy than sandy, then it is recorded as mud/sand.

Other organisms: If possible, be more specific about the number and type of other organisms present within 
quadrats.  For example, information about the distributions of predatory versus algal-grazing gastropods is 
potentially important.  Identification of other organisms should only be taken to the individuals’ skill level, 
i.e. if you know what it is then write it down.

Water depth: We would like to start recording the depth of water present in each quadrat.  Please measure the 
depth of water (in centimetres) in each quadrat and record it in the comments (if there is no water, please 
also make a note of this). 

Photographs: These are to be taken at 5, 25 and 45 meters along each transect instead of 10, 25 and 40 meters.  
Please take the photo from as vertical as possible and make sure to include the three items: the tape, 
quadrat and quadrat identifier.   

Estimating percentage seagrass cover: Always use the percentage cover photo guide to narrow down seagrass 
cover estimates.  Also, please be more specific with estimates, especially if the cover is less than 50% (i.e. 
do not simply round off to the nearest 5%).  Never use greater- or less-than symbols (i.e. ‘<’ or ‘>’).

Seagrass canopy height: When measuring the seagrass canopy height, please take care to select seagrass 
blades randomly and not to focus on the three longest blades.  Seagrass-Watch HQ in Cairns advise 
ignoring the top 20% but if you have some other sort of system that works for you (e.g. always taking 
samples from roughly the same three points within the quadrat) then continue.  

Seagrass species composition: Estimate the least dominant species first, up to 100%.  This is useful for quality 
assurance/quality control (QAQC) procedure as some people have trouble adding up.  If we have this 
system of writing down the least dominant species first then we can generally work backwards to get the 
percentage composition.  Try and use several diagnostic characteristics for species identification (e.g. 
blade shape, leaf veination and rhizome structure/colour), not only one.  

Macroalgae: Please record anything that is not attached to the seagrass and keep separate from seagrass cover, 
i.e. it is possible to get 100% cover for both seagrass and macroalgae if drift algae is covering the entire 
quadrat.  In this case one must lift up and remove the drift algae in order to measure the seagrass. 

Epibionts (epiphytes versus epizoans): Epiphytes are algae attached to seagrass blades and often give the 
blade a furry appearance.  Epizoans are sessile animals attached to seagrass blades (e.g. ascidians or 
anemones growing on seagrass blades).  Please do not include epizoans in with the estimation of 
epiphytes.  Record the presence of epizoans in the comments or an unused/blank column.  Also, we need 
to measure epiphytes more accurately, as a percentage cover, and not just within the three categories: low, 
medium and high.  There is a new protocol for this, for example: if 20% of the seagrass blades are each 
50% covered by epiphytes, then quadrat epiphyte cover is [(20x50)/100] 10% (there is a matrix to help with 
this process, available to download at http://www.seagrasswatch.org/monitoring.html, under Quarterly 
Monitoring, Step 8. estimate epiphyte % cover).  The values of percentage epiphyte cover may be lumped 
prior to data analyses but when and how to do this is for a statistician to decide. 

Seagrass resilience (seed bank) sampling: For those who are keen we can provide training in assessing the 
Halodule seed bank reserve and thus the resilience of this species.  Thirty core samples are taken within 
each site and training will be provided if you would like to give this a go.


