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ABSTRACT This report documents rapid and widespread
mortality of the seagrass Thalassia testudinum Banks ex
Kénig {turtle grass) in Florida Bay at the southern tip of the
Florida peninsula {USA). More than 4000 ha of seagrass beds
have heen completely lost in recurring episodes of mortality
since summer 1987 An additional 23 000 ha have been
affected to a lesser degree. Loss of T. testudinum, the domi-
nant macrophyte species in this highly productive system,
may affect ecosystem function within the bay as well as
estuarine-depe t sport and commercial fisheries. A
pathegenic protist related to the causal agent of the eelgrass
wasting disease may be involved in the mortality and may
place T. testudinum populations outside Florida Bay at risk.
Environmental factors and chronic hypoxia of below-ground
T testudinum tissue may also contnbute to the die-off

Florida Bay is a shallow, triangular lagoon at the
southern tip of peninsular Florida bordered on the
north by the Florida mainland and on the southeast by
the Florida Keys; its western margin is open to the Gulf
of Mexico. Shallow carbonate mud banks divide the
bay into basins, restrict circulation, and attenuate the
Gulf's lunar tidal influence. Freshwater enters the bay
in the northeast from Taylor Slough, as overflow from
the C-111 Canal that is part of the South Florida Water
Management District’s canal system, and as sheet flow
generated by local rainfall. Depending on the timing
and amounts of local rainfall, water conditions in the
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Fig. 1. Distribution of
Thalassia testudinum die-
off in Florida Bay. Contin-
uous double line is Ever-
glades National Park boun-
E dary. Dashed line encloses
most known die-off areas.
Hatched areas are severely
affected, having lost up to
95 % of T. testudinum. Dot-
4 ted lines mark shallow car-
bonate mud banks. JKB:
Johnson Key Basin; RKB:
Rabbit Key Basin; RNK
Rankin Lake; CRO: Cross
Bank; SUN: Sunset Cove
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. BRAUN-BLANQUET COVER SCALE
0.1 = Solitary shoot with small cover
' 0.5 = Few shoots with small cover
1.0 = < 5% cover

2.0 = 6-25% cover -

3.0 = 26-50% cover
4.0
5.0

= 51-75% cover
76-100% cover
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Thalassia testudinum (turtle grass)
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Syringodium fi))’&forme (manatee grass)
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HURRICANE IRMA - SEPTEMBER 2017



101272018 Himricane Inra:; Dead seagrass mats ling Forda Bay after Irma | Miamil Herald

Hiiami Herald s

HURRICANE

After Irma, dead seagrass ‘as far as the eye can see’ in
Florida Bay
BY JENNY STALETONICH
o STALETOICH
September 15, 2017 07-49 PM
Updated September 15, 2017 08-18 PM
Hurricane Irma left a massive footprint across the Flonda Everglades.

From Florida Bay to Shark River, signs of the Category 4 hurricane could be seen in vast mats of
floating dead seagrass, mangroves stripped of their leaves, and rafts of seaweed pushed far ashore.
Along the northwest side of Cape Sable, where the powerful hurricane’s storm surge hit hardest, a

hitps-fwwew. miamiheraid com/news/weatherhumcane/ariice 173637461 himl 112
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