
 

New study shows net value of seagrass to
fishing in the Mediterranean

March 24 2015, by Andrew Merrington

  
 

  

Seagrass meadows could be worth around €190 million every year to
commercial and recreational fishing in the Mediterranean according to a
new study by marine scientists.

In a report published in Conservation Biology, academics at Plymouth
University and the University of Central Queensland, Australia, say that
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marine policies should consider the socioeconomic effects of the loss of 
seagrass, which provides habitat for many fishery species.

Beds of seagrass play a fundamental role in supporting populations of
marine species that are caught by commercial and recreational fishers,
acting as nursery areas for juveniles, feeding grounds and refuge from
predators. But despite protection from the European Union which bans
the use of mobile fishing gear over the beds, seagrass is declining in the
Mediterranean.

Project lead Dr Emma Jackson, who commenced the work while at
Plymouth before moving to the School of Medical and Applied Sciences
at Queensland, said:

"Where they dominate coastlines, seagrass beds are thought to have a
fundamental role in maintaining populations of exploited species, and
are afforded protection accordingly. And yet, no attempt to determine
the contribution of these areas to both commercial fisheries landings and
recreational fisheries expenditure had ever been made. The figures, even
allowing for some variation and uncertainty, clearly demonstrate just
how much is at stake if seagrass declines further."

Conducted under the EU's KnowSeas project, the researchers used a
'Seagrass Residency Index' to give different fishery species a score based
on how much time they spend in seagrass meadows at different life
stages, compared with other habitats. The score was then combined with
information on the economic value of seafood caught by commercial
fisheries to calculate the total value of seagrass to this industry. For 
recreational fishing, the scores were combined with figures on how
much is spent each year by anglers, for example, on equipment and
transport, contributing to the wider economy.

The results indicated that seagrass contributed between €58.3 million
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and €91.5 million per year to commercial fishing in the Mediterranean,
between 2006 and 2008, at an average of €77.7 million. Approximately
4.5%, or €112.6 million, of annual angling expenditure could be
attributed to seagrass meadows.

With seagrass (Posidonia oceanica) estimated to account for 5.5 million
hectares, or 2% of the surface area of the Mediterranean Sea, it
contributes a disproportionately valuable amount to fisheries in terms of
'habitat service'.

"Certain species would have a significant economic impact for
commercial fishing if seagrass were to further decline,"
said Dr Sian Rees, a Research Fellow within Plymouth University's
Marine Institute.

"These include cuttlefish (Sepiidae, Sepiolidae), scorpion fish
(Scorpaenidae) and octopus (Octopodidae). In terms of recreational
fishing, declines in seabass would have a particularly damaging effect."

The EU's Marine Strategy Framework Directive requires the cost of
marine degradation to be determined. The full economic value of
seagrass beds would be even higher than this calculated value if other
ecosystem services were also accounted for, such as erosion protection
and carbon sequestration, indicating how important seagrass habitat is to
both the marine environment and human society.

  More information: "Use of a seagrass residency index to apportion
commercial fishery landing values and recreation fisheries expenditure
to seagrass habitat service." Conservation Biology
DOI: 10.1111/cobi.12436
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