
 

Moving fish farms enables seagrass meadows
to thrive, study shows

July 12 2018, by Alan Williams

  
 

  

A diver assesses beds of Posidonia oceanica off the coast of Cyprus. Credit:
University of Plymouth

Commercial fish farms should be moved away from seagrass meadows
in order for both to thrive in the future, according to new research.
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The meadows boost human well-being and the economies of coastal
communities, but waste material from finfish aquaculture is known to
have damaged seagrass populations worldwide.

However, off the coast of Cyprus in the Mediterranean Sea, many fish
farms have been moved into deeper waters – and on the seabeds beneath
their previous locations, the meadows are flourishing once again.

In a paper in Marine Environmental Research, researchers say this could
be a positive example of how to work elsewhere in the world.

The study was led by University of Plymouth Ph.D. student Demetris
Kletou and Research Assistant Periklis Kleitou, who also both work at
MER in Cyprus. It also involved Professor of Marine Biology Jason Hall-
Spencer and Professor of Marine Ecology Martin Attrill.

It focused on beds of Posidonia oceanica, which form one of the most
important but endangered coastal ecosystems in the Mediterranean.

When fish farming began around Cyprus in the mid-1990s, cages were
moored above the seagrass beds, but as production expanded they were
moved into deeper waters.

To assess the impact of this, scientists established four observation sites
near major fish farms that had recently relocated, taking a series of
measurements over the space of five years at 11 fixed plots within each
site.

These looked at the percentage of seagrass coverage, shoot density, the
percentage of plagiotropic rhizomes, shoot exposure, leaf morphometry,
and sediment organic matter content and grain size.

The results showed seagrass limits had progressed at all the sites at
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between 1.2cm and 9cm per year. Declines were most pronounced at a
site closest to the city of Limassol, and were down to other
environmental factors given it was the furthest away from fish farming
activities.

Demetris Kletou said:

"Seagrass structural descriptors are highly variable even at small spatial
scales within the same meadow. The use of fixed plot methods allows
reliable and effective microscale monitoring of seagrass meadows from
the same positions using standardised methodologies, has high statistical
power, and their use should be encouraged and widely adopted in generic
ecosystem monitoring."

Professor Hall-Spencer added:

"It is vital we understand and protect such an iconic and important
marine plant, as it may be critical to the survival of the species
throughout the Mediterranean. This research shows that sensible
management of aquaculture practices can help us farm food sustainably,
and boost the blue economy, at the same time as securing healthy coastal
ecosystems. It also helps us understand the ecology of seagrass at its
upper thermal limits, as it has always been something of a mystery as to
how Posidonia is doing so well in Cyprus's high summer temperatures."

The full study, "Seagrass recovery after fish farm relocation in the
eastern Mediterranean," by Kletou et al, is published in Marine
Environmental Research.

  More information: Demetris Kletou et al. Seagrass recovery after fish
farm relocation in the eastern Mediterranean, Marine Environmental
Research (2018). DOI: 10.1016/j.marenvres.2018.06.007
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