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Al = Early indicator in seagrass degradation events: Changes on surface interaction
between epiphytes and seagrass hosts.

L. Sordo, A. Papini
Department of Plant Biology, Universita di Firenze, Via La Pira, 4 50121 Firenze, Italy.

The causes for seagrass regressions worldwide are still unclear. Epiphytic overgrowths had been
widely associated to these regressions (1). Previous monitoring programs often failed to detect
the increased nutrient loading responsible for macroalgal blooms, because high levels of pulsed
nutrient are quickly absorbed by bloom-forming algae and early stages are so gradual that they
usually are not recognized until changes are well under way (2). Due to the complexity of
biological and environmental factors that can influence seagrasses response to light reduction,
we need to develop early warning indicators. Biomass, percent coverage and community
structure of epiphytes have been already used as indicators of seagrass ecosystems. In a Halodule
wrightii regression event apparently due to a Hincksia mitchelliae (Phacophyta) overgrowth, we
compared two samples from the beginning and end of the algal overgrowth via electronical and
optical microscopy. The investigation revealed that even though there was the same type of
epiphytism at both periods, only at the late stage of the host-epiphyte interaction we observed the
presence of plasmodesmata between the cells of Hincksia. This indicates a change in the
vegetative organization of Hincksia in relation to its host to improve nutrients absorption and
distribution through the epiphyte cells (3). Changes on surface interaction between epiphytes and
seagrass hosts may be a useful indicator of early seagrass degradation before the signs are
irreversible. We propose the development of an index where the macroalgae and plant biomass
together with the type of epiphytism are treated as variables. For this purpose it is necessary to
study the different types of anatomical relationships between seagrass and epiphytes, using (4) as
a model where there were identified the types of host-epiphyte interfaces with the algal host
Gracilaria chilensis (Rodophyta).
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