
Seagrass as a Way to Track Water Quality and Estuary Health 

Over 2.2 million acres of seagrass have been mapped in estuarine and nearshore Florida waters. Many economically important fish 

and shellfish species depend on seagrass beds during critical stages of their life. Seagrass beds also contribute to better water 

quality by trapping sediments, storing carbon, and filtering nutrients from stormwater runoff. Florida had historical declines in 

seagrass acreage during the 20th century. Seagrass requires clean water and ample sunlight to grow. Because seagrass thrives in 

clean and clear water- it  is used by agencies and local governments as a way to measure water quality. This is done in two ways:  

• Mapping changes in seagrass acreage and location over time with aerial photography (spatial coverage). This is valuable for 

estimating seagrass locations, acres and broad changes over time.  

• On-the-ground monitoring of changes in species composition, estimation of bottom cover in a seagrass bed (abundance), and 

maximum depth in which seagrass can grow due to light availability and water clarity (deep edge). This monitoring works to 

characterize the density, complexity, and stability of those seagrass meadows.  

Seagrass Acreage 

The below graphic depicts results from bi-annual seagrass mapping in Dona and Roberts Bays from1996-20182. Seagrass in this 

area have demonstrated increases over time since monitoring began. Note that seagrass meadows comprise a small portion of the 

total acreage for Southwest Florida area.  

Summary 

The Dona and Roberts Bays connect to the Gulf of Mexico via the Venice 

Inlet. Significant modifications have been made to the main tributaries in the 

area which were ditched and drained for agriculture in the 1940’s. Cow Pen 

Slough delivers large mounts of dark, fresh water from the Myakka River. 

Many of the other creeks in the basin have been dammed in order to inhibit 

upstream flow of salt water. They are also deepened or lengthened to allow 

better drainage. In 2018, seagrass monitoring detected declining seagrass 

trends throughout most of the county. However, Dona and Roberts Bays 

area acreage was one exception, displaying a fair increase due to tidal 

flushing from the connection to the Gulf via Venice Inlet.   
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CONTACT INFORMATION               

The results from 2019 seagrass monitoring are summarized in the color-coded table below1. Red symbolizes undesirable 

conditions, green is good, yellow is intermediate, and white has insufficient data. Desirable conditions are dense seagrass 

coverage, tall seagrass, few epiphytes growing on the seagrass, and less drift algae in the seagrass habitat. The Seagrass Health 

column summarizes the contributing measures. The color coding is based on comparing 2019 seagrass to 2018 and also to the 

previous 5-year average.  

Seagrass Acreage 

1Sarasota County NPDES MS4 2019 Annual Report Monitoring Data Summary 
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
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