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Eelgrass in Island County

Once again, the focus in this issue of the  Shore Stewards News is to cover one or more of the ten guidelines in the book GUIDE FOR SHORELINE LIVING. As a departure from the norm, this issue will expand on the information in Guideline 10 of the book., “Preserve Eelgrass Beds and Forage Fish Spawning Habitats”. In particular, the first three pages will cover eelgrass in Island County. We hope the information is helpful in explaining one of the treasures of our islands that most people know little about.

As spring and summer bring new growth to your yard and garden, eelgrass meadows also build up on the muddy and sandy bottoms in the shallow and subtidal shorelines of Island County. Much of the shoreline in Island County is eelgrass habitat, particularly in the many harbors and bays. Though you might think that the slender, long emerald-green leaves of eelgrass are a “seaweed”, eelgrass is actually a flowering plant. The most common eelgrass you’ll see in Puget Sound is Zostera marina. It is not technically a grass, but one of those land plants that migrated out to the sea. You’ll rarely see eelgrass flowers, though they do release their long pollen into the water, where it is spread by currents and waves. A perennial plant, eelgrass spreads through seed germination and by spreading rhizomes and roots. Where you may see just a few thin tendrils of eelgrass at the beginning of spring, the same area may be so thick by summer you can’t see the bottom. The blades grow up to 3 feet long, and in our area the maximum depth is about 22 feet. The meadows decay in the fall and winter, providing nutrients for the nearshore food web environment. 

Since the 1980s, protection of eelgrass in Washington State has become a priority for those who manage our habitats and resources, adopting a “no net loss” policy. In Island County’s website, protection of kelp and eelgrass beds, and Pacific Herring spawning areas is part of the Critical Areas Ordinance’s “Fish and Wildlife Habitat Conservation Areas”. As stated, “Eelgrass beds may be found along much of the shoreline in Island County, especially in the many bays and harbors such as Holmes Harbor, Penn Cove, Dugualla Bay, Livingston Bay, and Crescent Harbor.” 
Eelgrass as Erosion Control
One of the reasons stated in the Critical Areas Ordinance’s “Fish and Wildlife Habitat Conservation Areas” for protecting eelgrass is erosion control: “Preservation of kelp and eelgrass beds also serves to protect beaches from erosion by softening the force of waves against the shoreline.” The roots of eelgrass hold sediments in place, which in turn preserves the productive sediment bacteria that many invertebrates use for food. These stable meadows of eelgrass also serve as wave buffers, and reduce the currents caused by the tides, which in turn help to prevent beach and bluff erosion. During low tides, the eelgrass beds hold large amounts of moisture, and protect small creatures who were trapped on the beach when the tide receded.  Without eelgrass to protect them from the summertime temperature extremes, many of these small animals and plants would perish. 

Eelgrass as a Food Factory

Again, from the County’s website on the Habitat Conservation Areas: “Kelp forests and eelgrass beds provide forage, spawning and refuge areas for a number of marine species, including waterfowl, crab, snails shrimp, and the Pacific Herring, an important local forage fish.” 

Every part of the eelgrass supports life, from the roots and rhizomes to the blades. Bacterial and algae attach themselves to the diatom coating on the eelgrass blades. Jellyfish and anemones anchor to the blades, eating passing plankton. Decaying plant and animal matter that gathers on the blades is eaten by small clams, worms, brittle stars, amphipods and isopods. Snails lay their eggs on the tips of the eelgrass. Pacific herring feed on the various lifeforms that live on the eelgrass, and also deposit their eggs on eelgrass from late January through early April, usually between 0 and –10 feet in tidal elevation. Juvenile salmon on their way to the sea also feed on the small animals and fish who hide in the eelgrass, as do cod. Green urchins eat eelgrass, and various crabs also use the eelgrass as food source and shelter. (One of the favorite methods of recreational crabbers seeking the elusive Dungeness crab is to wade through the eelgrass, gathering crabs as they head to deeper waters when the tide retreats.) 

Eelgrass can play a significant part of the diet for some waterfowl, such as the Canada goose and black brant. For the Seri Indians of Mexico, eelgrass grain is part of their diet and culture, with gathering of the grain an important event that everyone joins in. The flour can be made into a bread, though the Seri are the only humans known to use eel grass grain as a food source. 

Other Uses of Eelgrass
For the Indians of the Northwest Coast, eelgrass was used as a food and as a material to use in basket weaving. The ancient Danes burned eelgrass to obtain salt and soda; in more recent times, they used eelgrass as roofing, bedding, straw, and fuel. In Europe, it was used as a mulch on potato fields.  The Dutch used eelgrass to help make their dikes. In the U.S., eelgrass that was dried and sandwiched between layers of waterproof paper was used as insulation. And dried eelgrass was also used as cushioning for the seats of our earliest cars. It has also been used as compost for soil.

Eelgrass Threats
If eelgrass is threatened, so are populations of fish, shellfish, waterfowl, and other animals. When fish and shellfish are threatened, so is a large portion of our Northwest economy. Erosion is increased.  In 1930-31, a disease wiped out most of the eelgrass on the Atlantic Coasts of the U.S. and Europe, with disastrous results. The cause was a normally harmless bacteria that killed off eelgrass weakened by a slight rise in water temperature. 

Threats to eelgrass can be as simple as a boat tied to a stationary anchor or moorage. As the tide lowers, the chain loosens and the boat drifts around the anchorage point. Acting like a slow, huge “line trimmer”, the chain cuts a large diameter circle in the eelgrass, killing it. Piers built over eelgrass shade it from the sun; like land plants, the shaded eelgrass dies from lack of sunlight. Dredging removes plants and changes the ecosystem. Shoreline construction may alter the wave energy, and erode the bottom that the eelgrass grows on. Septic tanks that aren’t pumped regularly may pollute the water, killing the eelgrass. Use of weed killers and fertilizers near the shoreline can also help kill the eelgrass. 
Check These Links For More Information About Eelgrass

Island County survey of eelgrass locations in Island County, including maps. This was a project of the Island County WSU Extension and the Island County Marine Resources Committee, the two sponsors of the Shore Stewards program: http://www.islandcountymrc.org/projects/eelgrass/eelgrass.htm
Salmon and eelgrass in Island County: Island County: Salmon, forage fish and eelgrass
USGS Sept. 2004 Newsletter , with eelgrass article: Eelgrass in Puget Sound - A New Study of Flow, Sediment Transport, and Zostera marina
Calendar of Events

May 18th, Wed., 7:00  pm: FOCIP and Backyard Wildlife Habitat program at the Camano Multipurpose Center, 141 N. East Camano Drive. Patrick Carey, NW Eco-Building Guild, will give a presentation on Green Roofs. Learn about this trend in environmentally sensitive building design.

Junk Tire Recycling. WSU Waste Wise and WSU Beach Watcher volunteers help you get rid of your junk tires for $2 for each off-rim passenger or light truck tire, $3.75 on rim. Large truck tires $6.50 off rim, $15.75 on rim. (Free for holders of Solid Waste Low Income Discount cards from the Opportunity Council , with limit of 5 free no rim tires or $1 for rim passenger tires ). Dates on Whidbey are Saturday, May 21st ,  on Kramer Road next to Bayview Recycle Park from 9-3pm,  Sunday, May 22nd  at  Oak Harbor  Road Shop, 9-3pm , and Tuesday, May 24th  on Kramer Road next to Bayview  Recycle Park 9-1pm. Date on Camano is May 21st, Sat., 9:00 am – 3:00 pm. Camano Road Shop, next to CASA Animal Shelter. For details, contact Janet Hall halljn@wsu.edu, or call her at 678-7974 or 321-5111, ext. 7974. 
May 25th, Weds, 7:00 pm: WSU Beach Watchers and Shore Stewards present a free program, “Shellfish Seeding on your Beach”. Bill Dewey, Public Affairs Manager for Taylor Shellfish Company and owner of Chuckanut Shellfish, Inc. will provide information on small scale shellfish gardening, including how to get started, treaty rights issues, water quality, paralytic shellfish poisoning, and other important considerations.  Camano Center, 141 N. East Camano Drive. (The blue building next to the CASA Animal Shelter)

June 11th, Sat, 10:00 am: Beaches and Bluffs on Camano: Processes and Issues.  Jim Johannessen, Licensed Engineering Geologist with Coastal Geologic Services, Inc. will introduce basic beach and bluff information, discuss natural and altered shoreline processes, recent shoreline mapping on Camano Island, and introduce issues of human modifications.  Program at Camano Center followed by afternoon fieldtrip for first 30 registrants. Free.  Space limited.  For registration form, call (360) 629-4522, ext 6012. 

June 25th , Sat, 10:00 am: Vegetation Management for Bluff Property Owners. Elliott Menashe of Greenbelt Consulting will discuss how decisions we make in the development of our property, including the way we build our homes and businesses, landscape, and garden can affect the environment, which sustains our quality of life.   Program at Camano Center followed by afternoon fieldtrip. Free. Space limited. For registration form, call (360) 629-4522, ext. 6012. 

June 27th, Mon, 6-8:30 pm: Free Septic System Workshop from WSU Waste Wise program. Admirals Cove Shelter, Coupeville. Register: 360-679-7327, or 360-321-5111, ext. 7327.

Email: shorestewards@wsu.edu, or contact Scott Chase at schase@wsu.edu
Phone: 360-629-4522, ext. 6012  (Camano); 360-321-5111, Ext. 6012  (S. Whidbey);

360-678-5111 (N/C Whidbey).   This Program is supported by the Washington State University Extension and the Island County Marine Resources Committee


