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   …from Sharon           Sargassum  
 

In walking the beach the last few weeks, I’ve noticed numerous types of seaweed 

and grasses washed ashore. Seaweeds are algae that live in the sea or in brackish 

water. After last week’s notes on the sea turtle and finding that the young rush to 

the Gulf to float in the sargassum, I wanted to find out more about sargassum and 

what is now showing up on our shores. Sargassum is a brown macroalgae. 

Numerous species are distributed throughout the temperate and tropical oceans of 

the world, where they generally inhabit shallow water and coral reefs. However, the 

genus may be best known for its planktonic (free-floating) species. The berry-like 

structures are gas-filled bladders, which provide buoyancy to the plants. Any 

number of the normally benthic (bottom) species may take on a free-floating, often 

pelagic existence, after being removed from reefs during rough weather. (Water in 

the sea that is not close to the bottom is in the pelagic zone.) The algae are named 

for the Atlantic Ocean's Sargasso Sea, which hosts a large amount and several 

species of Sargassum. We definitely have types of sargassum in the local area. 

 

Nature is very interesting: Many types of seaweed, including sargassum, 

begins to develop dense patches in the western Gulf of Mexico in March 

and April and moves eastward through the spring and early summer. By 

July there are patches in the Gulf Stream that have left the Gulf of 

Mexico via the loop current around the Florida Panhandle (see map 

below). This coincides with the hatching of sea turtles that may be calling 

these sargassum beds home. This week, Barefoot Beach had patches of 

seaweed on shore and in the water, just in time for the turtles to hatch! 

Yes…first sea turtle nest were laid on Barefoot nearly 60 days ago! 

 

It is believed that after hatching, young loggerhead sea turtles use 

currents, such as the Florida Loop and the Gulf Stream to travel to 

the Sargasso Sea, where they use the Sargassum as cover from 

predation, foraging habitat, or migratory pathways. The NOAA map 

to the right shows the Florida Loop current in the Gulf of Mexico, 

which then joins the Gulf Stream on the east coast of Florida. See 

NOAA for additional info on this seasonally changing loop. 

 

Sargassum is commercially harvested for many purposes, including 

the feed supplement industry—at one time without any regulation. 

The mats of vegetation provide crucial habitat for a wide variety of 

marine animals in the open ocean, including economically important 

species such as tuna, dolphin, wahoo and billfish, as well as sea 

turtles and marine birds.  The South Atlantic Fishery Management 

Council (SAFMC) was instrumental in passing regulations for 

management of this off-shore habitat from Florida to North Carolina. 

A Fishery Management Plan for Pelagic Sargassum Habitat in the 

South Atlantic Region was approved in 2003 and implemented firm restrictions on commercial harvest of 

this important habitat. The plan includes strong limitations on commercial harvest. It limits harvest to 

November through June to protect turtles, requires observers onboard any vessel harvesting Sargassum, and 

prohibits any harvest within 100 miles of shore—all to protect this crucial habitat. 
Did you ever think seaweed (algae) could have such a positive impact on sea turtles and other marine life?  
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