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Summary 

Charlotte Harbor is the largest, deepest, and most diverse of the estuaries in 

this region. Charlotte Harbor is influenced by three watersheds - Peace River, 

Myakka River, and Charlotte Harbor Proper. Fresh water from the Peace and 

Myakka rivers mixes with salt water coming through Boca Grande Pass from 

the Gulf of Mexico. While areas closer to the Pass receive significant tidal 

flushing (Gasparilla Sound), areas in the upper harbor near the mouths of the 

rivers have dissolved oxygen, color, and salinity levels that are significantly 

affected by the seasonal fluctuations in river discharges. Seagrasses present 

within Charlotte Harbor include Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii), Turtlegrass 

(Thalassia testudinum), Widgeon grass (Ruppia maritima), and 

Manateegrass (Syringodium filiforme)1. 

Seagrass Measures Water Quality and Improves 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 Charlotte Harbor from 1996-20182. Seagrass in this area has 

remained relatively stable over time since monitoring began. 
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Monitoring Sites 
Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to 

detect localized changes in a specific seagrass meadow 

over time in response to environmental conditions and light 

availability as well as measure overall health. The map to 

the right shows locations of monitoring sites in selected 

meadows in Charlotte Harbor by the Florida Department of 

Environmental Protection Aquatic Preserve staff.  Annual 

seagrass monitoring in the Harbor examines species types, 

density, distribution and how deep the grass will grow (this 

is dependent on light availability).  

Seagrass Diversity and Health 
The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two seagrass 

species at different monitoring locations in Charlotte Harbor Upper 

West part of the estuary (shown in red) and Lower East (shown in 

blue) for the years 1998-20193. They demonstrate that while 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) remains stable throughout the 

system, both sites have seen declines in Turtlegrass (Thalassia 

testudinum). Note that a diverse seagrass species composition is an important indicator of a healthy seagrass meadow and serves 

as more complex habitat for fish and shellfish.  
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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 Gasparilla Sound rom 1996-20182. Seagrass in this area has 

remained relatively stable over time since monitoring began. 

Summary 

Gasparilla Sound/Cape Haze is a section of the larger Charlotte Harbor 

basin, it is close to both Boca Grande Pass and Little Gasparilla Pass and 

receives significant tidal flushing. The upper harbor area is large and 

deeper than Gasparilla Sound and is highly influenced by the Peace and 

Myakka Rivers. Gasparilla Sound contains some of the most dense 

seagrass beds in the area. For this reason, seagrass acreages and 

characteristics as well as targets are sub-divided out in this fact sheet. 

Seagrasses present in Gasparilla Sound include mostly Shoalgrass 

(Halodule wrightii), followed by Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum) and 

Manateegrass (Syringodium filiforme)1. 
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Seagrass Diversity and Health 

 The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two seagrass species 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) and Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum), total 

amount of grass, and depth at which the grass was growing at selected 

monitoring locations in Gasparilla Sound/Cape Haze area for the years 

1998-20193. They demonstrate that overall density of seagrass and 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) remain stable throughout the system with 

slight declines in Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum). Note that a diverse 

seagrass species composition is an important indicator of a healthy 

seagrass meadow and serves as more complex habitat for fish and 

shellfish.  

Monitoring Sites 
Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to detect localized 

changes in a specific seagrass meadow over time in response to 

environmental conditions and light availability as well as measure overall 

health. The map to the right shows locations of monitoring sites in selected 

meadows in by the Florida Department of Environmental Protection.  

Annual seagrass monitoring examines species types, density, distribution 

and how deep the grass will grow (this is dependent on light availability).  

1Yarbro, L. A., and P. R. Carlson, Jr., eds. 2016. Seagrass Integrated Mapping and Monitoring Program: Mapping and Monitoring Report No. 2. Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute Technical Report TR-17 version 2. vi + 281 p. 
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
3Brown, Melynda. 2017. Charlotte Harbor Aquatic Preserves: 18-Year Results of the Seagrass Transect Monitoring Program 1999-2016. Florida Department of Environ-

mental Protection.  

https://www.chnep.org/


Seagrass in  
Estero Bay 

PUBLIC  
ENGAGEMENT 

Summary 

Estero Bay is the first aquatic preserve in Florida. The western boarder 

consists of a chain of barrier islands. The estuary has significant freshwater 

inputs from small rivers and weak tidal exchange due to the restricted size of 

the four main inlets. Although the estuary is separated from the Charlotte 

Harbor estuary, it does receive water indirectly from the Caloosahatchee 

River through San Carlos Bay. The seagrasses present within Estero Bay 

include Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii), Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum), 

and Manateegrass (Syringodium filiforme)1. 

Seagrass Measures Water Quality and Improves 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 seagrass mapping in Estero Bay from 1996-20182. From 2004 to 2014, seagrass acreage in 
the Estero Bay basin has remained relatively stable. However, consistent mapping of acreage and locations aerial photography is 
needed at least every 3-4 years in order to evaluate trends in seagrass acreage1. 
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Monitoring Sites 

Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to 

detect localized changes in a specific seagrass meadow 

over time in response to environmental conditions and light 

availability as well as measure overall health. The map to 

the right shows locations of monitoring sites in selected 

meadows in Estero Bay by the Florida Department of 

Environmental Protection Aquatic Preserve staff.  Annual 

seagrass monitoring in the Bay examines species types, 

density, distribution and how deep the grass will grow (this 

is dependent on light availability).  

Seagrass Diversity and Health 

The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two 

seagrass species in Estero Bay for the years 2002-20193. 

Although seagrass total acreage appears to be increasing, 

overall seagrass abundance at the five monitoring stations 

depicted appears to be declining (2006–2013). While 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) appears to remains stable throughout the system, sites have seen declines in Turtlegrass (Thalassia 

testudinum). Note that a diverse seagrass species composition is an important indicator of a healthy seagrass meadow and serves 

as more complex habitat for fish and shellfish.  
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1Yarbro, L. A., and P. R. Carlson, Jr., eds. 2016. Seagrass Integrated Mapping and Monitoring Program: Mapping and Monitoring Report No. 2. Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute Technical Report TR-17 version 2. vi + 281 p. 
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
3Estero Bay Aquatic Preserve 



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 Lemon Bay from 1996-20182. Seagrass in this area has 

remained relatively stable over time since monitoring began. 
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Summary 

Lemon Bay Basin extends from South Venice to the Gasparilla Island Causeway. 

Due to high amounts of urban land use, the watershed has been impacted by 

stormwater runoff, channelization of natural streams, increase of impervious 

surfaces, and conversion of natural habitat to other land uses. The tributaries to 

the estuary have also been transformed by ditching for mosquito control and 

development activities. Seagrasses present in Lemon Bay mostly include 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii), followed by Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum) and 

Manateegrass (Syringodium filiforme)1. Lower Lemon Bay receives tidal flushing 

from New Pass and has large seagrass meadows. Upper Lemon Bay has 

freshwater inputs from the artificial waterway ‘Venice Canal’ connecting it to Dona 

and Roberts Bays and nearby Alligator Creek, seagrass meadows here have lower 

total acreage and less species diversity.  

Seagrass in Lemon Bay 
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Monitoring Sites 
Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to detect localized changes in 

a specific seagrass meadow over time in response to environmental conditions 

and light availability as well as measure overall health. The map to the right 

shows locations of monitoring sites in selected meadows in Lemon Bay by the 

Florida Department of Environmental Protection Aquatic Preserve staff.  Annual 

seagrass monitoring in the Harbor examines species types, density, distribution 

and how deep the grass will grow (this is dependent on light availability).  

Seagrass Diversity and Health 
The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two seagrass species 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) and Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum), total 

amount of grass, and depth at which the grass was growing at selected 

monitoring locations in Lemon Bay area for the years 1998-20193. They 

demonstrate that overall density of seagrass and Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii), 

remain stable while Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum) demonstrates slight 

declines over the past few years. Note that a stable meadow with a diverse seagrass species composition is an important 

indicator of a healthy seagrass meadow and serves as more complex habitat for fish and shellfish.  

1Yarbro, L. A., and P. R. Carlson, Jr., eds. 2016. Seagrass Integrated Mapping and Monitoring Program: Mapping and Monitoring Report No. 2. Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute Technical Report TR-17 version 2. vi + 281 p. 
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
3Brown, Melynda. 2017. Charlotte Harbor Aquatic Preserves: 18-Year Results of the Seagrass Transect Monitoring Program 1999-2016. Florida Department of 

Environmental Protection.  

https://www.chnep.org/


Summary 

Pine Island Sound basin also encompasses Matlacha Pass and San Carlos 

Bay. This area is known for its extensive seagrass beds. Pine Island Sound 

receives tidal flushing from nearby Boca Grande, Captiva, and Redfish 

Pass and contains Pine Island Sound Aquatic Preserve. Matlacha Pass 

and Aquatic Preserve (divided from Pine Island Sound by Pine Island itself) 

and San Carlos Bay are influenced by inputs from the Caloosahatchee 

River and Punta Rassa Pass to the south. Seagrasses present include 

Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum), Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii), 

Manateegrass (Syringodium filiforme), Stargrass and Paddlegrass 

(Halophila sp.)1. Propeller scarring and freshwater from the Caloosahatchee 

River continue to impact seagrass beds throughout the region. 
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Seagrass Measures Water Quality and Improves 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 seagrass mapping in Pine Island Sound/Matlacha Pass from 1996-20182. Due to tidal 

flushing in Pine Island Sound, which hosts the majority of the regions seagrass, acreages in this area have remained relatively 

stable over time since monitoring began. Inconsistencies in the graphic below are explained by variability in aerial mapping studies 

conducted by the different Water Management Districts that span the region. Meadows in the northern part of the region, under the 

jurisdiction of the Southwest Florida Water Management District (SWFWMD), are mapped every two years. The southern sub-

region, seagrasses were mapped in 2006, 2008, and 2014 by the South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD). 
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Monitoring Sites 
Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to 

detect localized changes in a specific seagrass meadow 

over time in response to environmental conditions and 

light availability as well as measure overall health. The 

map to the right shows locations of monitoring sites in 

selected meadows in the area by the Florida Department 

of Environmental Protection Aquatic Preserve staff.  

Annual seagrass monitoring examines species types, 

density, distribution and how deep the grass will grow (this 

is dependent on light availability).  

Seagrass Diversity and Health 

 
The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two 

seagrass species at different monitoring locations in Pine Island 

Sound area (PI01-09) and Matlacha Pass (MP01-04) for the 

years 1998-20193. They demonstrate that while Shoalgrass 

(Halodule wrightii) and Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum). 

remains stable in the Pine Island Sound area which is mostly 

influenced by seawater from the nearby passes, Matlacha Pass (which receives freshwater flows from the Caloosahatchee River) 

has experienced recent declines in Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum). Note that a diverse seagrass species composition is an 

important indicator of a healthy seagrass meadow and serves as more complex habitat for fish and shellfish.  

1Yarbro, L. A., and P. R. Carlson, Jr., eds. 2016. Seagrass Integrated Mapping and 
Monitoring Program: Mapping and Monitoring Report No. 2. Fish and Wildlife Research Institute Technical Report TR-17 version 2. vi + 281 p. 
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
3Brown, Melynda. 2017. Charlotte Harbor Aquatic Preserves: 18-Year Results of the Seagrass Transect Monitoring Program 1999-2016. Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection.  
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Summary 

San Carlos Bay is located southwest of Fort Myers, at the mouth of 

the Caloosahatchee River. It connects to Pine Island Sound to the west and 

to Matlacha Pass to the north. Seagrass in San Carlos Bay is primarily 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii), followed by Turtlegrass (Thalassia 

testudinum), Manateegrass (Syringodium filiforme), Paddlegrass and 

Stargrass (Halophila sp.)1. 

 

Seagrass Measures Water Quality and Improves 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 seagrass mapping in San Carlos Bay from 1996-20182. Seagrass in this area has remained 

relatively stable and appears to have increased over time since monitoring began. However, consistent mapping of acreage and 

locations with aerial photography is needed at least every 3-4 years in order to evaluate trends in seagrass acreage1. 
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Monitoring Sites 

Seagrass Diversity and Health 

 

Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to detect localized 

changes in a specific seagrass meadow over time in response to 

environmental conditions and light availability as well as measure 

overall health. The map to the right shows locations of monitoring 

sites in selected meadows in San Carlos Bay by the Florida 

Department of Environmental Protection Aquatic Preserve staff.  

Annual seagrass monitoring in the Bay examines species types, 

density, distribution, and how deep the grass will grow (this is 

dependent on light availability).  

The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two seagrass 

species at different monitoring locations in San Carlos Bay, total 

amount of grass, and depth at which the grass was growing at the 

monitoring sites in the years 1998-20193. Although seagrass total 

acreage appears to be increasing in aerial imagery, seagrass abundance at the three monitoring stations depicted appears to be 

declining. Both Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) and Turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum) also appear to have declines slightly in recent 

years. Note that a diverse and stable seagrass species composition is an important indicator of a healthy seagrass meadow and 

serves as more complex habitat for fish and shellfish.  

1Yarbro, L. A., and P. R. Carlson, Jr., eds. 2016. Seagrass Integrated Mapping and Monitoring Program: Mapping and Monitoring Report No. 2. Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute Technical Report TR-17 version 2. vi + 281 p. 
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
3Brown, Melynda. 2017. Charlotte Harbor Aquatic Preserves: 18-Year Results of the Seagrass Transect Monitoring Program 1999-2016. Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection.  
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Summary 

The Caloosahatchee River watershed spans Lake Okeechobee to 

San Carlos Bay. The historically shallow and meandering river has 

been deepened, straightened, and widened into a highly managed 

and regulated waterway. The river and estuary’s ecosystems are 

significantly altered, watershed runoff and discharges from Lake 

Okeechobee have impacted the water quality and salinity regimes. 

The freshwater Caloosahatchee River was home to many acres of 

Tapegrass (Vallisneria americana) that have seen significant 

declines due to multiple causes, chief among these are fluctuating 

salinity regimes. Those acres are not quantified here, the 

seagrasses present within the Tidal Caloosahatchee River include 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) and Widgeongrass (Ruppia 

maritima).  

Seagrass Measures Water Quality and Improves 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 seagrass mapping in the tTdal portion of the Caloosahatchee River from 1996-20182. From 

2006 to 2014 seagrass acreage in the tidal Caloosahatchee River appears to have increased. However, consistent mapping of 

acreage and locations with aerial photography is needed at least every 3-4 years in order to evaluate trends in seagrass acreage1. 
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Monitoring Sites 

Seagrass Diversity and Health 

 

Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to detect 

localized changes in a specific seagrass meadow over time in 

response to environmental conditions and light availability as 

well as measure overall health. The map to the right shows 

locations of monitoring sites in selected meadows in by the 

Florida Department of Environmental Protection and Water 

Management District.  Annual seagrass monitoring examines 

species types, density, distribution and how deep the grass 

will grow (this is dependent on light availability).   

The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two seagrass 

species Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) and Wigdeongrass 

(Ruppia maritima), total amount of grass, and depth at which the 

grass was growing at selected sites in the tidal Caloosahatchee 

the years 2001-20192. Although seagrass total acreage appears 

to be increasing in aerial imagery, seagrass abundance at the six 

monitoring stations depicted does not appear to remain stable or is declining. Note that a diverse seagrass species composition is 

an important indicator of a healthy seagrass meadow and serves as more complex habitat for fish and shellfish.  

1Yarbro, L. A., and P. R. Carlson, Jr., eds. 2016. Seagrass Integrated Mapping and Monitoring Program: Mapping and Monitoring Report No. 2. Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute Technical Report TR-17 version 2. vi + 281 p.  
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
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Summary 

The Myakka River is Florida's only federally designated Wild and Scenic River. It 

lies between Tampa Bay and Port Charlotte. The Myakka River is 68 miles long 

with the lowest 20 miles being brackish water with tidal influence. The watershed 

is fairly undeveloped so the riverine ecosystem is about as intact as in the 

southern half of the state. Seagrasses within the Myakka River Basin primarily 

consist of Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) followed by Widgeongrass (Ruppia 

maritima)1. Note that Tidal Myakka River seagrass meadows comprise a small 

portion of the total acreage for Charlotte Harbor area and are mainly influenced by 

freshwater flows from the river.   

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 seagrass mapping in the tidal portion of the Myakka River from 1996-20182.  While seagrass 

acreage has increased since 2010, but is still down from historical numbers since monitoring began. 
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Monitoring Sites 
Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to detect localized 

changes in a specific seagrass meadow over time in response to 

environmental conditions and light availability as well as measure 

overall health. The map to the right shows locations of monitoring sites 

in selected meadows in Tidal Myakka River by the Florida Department 

of Environmental Protection Aquatic Preserve staff.  Annual seagrass 

monitoring in the Harbor examines species types, density, distribution, 

and how deep the grass will grow (this is dependent on light 

availability).  

Seagrass Diversity and Health 

The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two seagrass species 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) and Widgeongrass (Ruppia maritima), total 

amount of grass, and depth at which the grass was growing at selected monitoring locations in Tidal Myakka area for the years 1998-

20193. They demonstrate that overall density of seagrass, Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii), and Widgeongrass (Ruppia maritima) have 

experienced slight declines over the  past few years. Note that a stable meadow with diverse seagrass species composition is an 

important indicator of a healthy seagrass meadow and serves as more complex habitat for fish and shellfish.  

1Yarbro, L. A., and P. R. Carlson, Jr., eds. 2016. Seagrass Integrated Mapping and Monitoring Program: Mapping and Monitoring Report No. 2. Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute Technical Report TR-17 version 2. vi + 281 p. 
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
3Brown, Melynda. 2017. Charlotte Harbor Aquatic Preserves: 18-Year Results of the Seagrass Transect Monitoring Program 1999-2016. Florida Department of 

Environmental Protection.  
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Summary 

The Peace River Basin spans 105 miles from Green Swamp to Charlotte 

Harbor. From its headwaters in Polk County, the Peace River meanders 

through swamps, pine flatwoods, hardwood hammocks and marshes before it 

fans out into the Charlotte Harbor estuary. The watershed is low and flat, 

peppered with shallow lakes and wetlands and is impacted by development, 

agriculture, and mining. Seagrasses in the Peace River primarily consist of 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) followed by a small percentage of 

Widgeongrass (Ruppia maritima)1. Note that Tidal Peace River seagrass 

meadows comprise a small portion of the total acreage for Charlotte Harbor 

area and are mainly influenced by freshwater flows from the river. 

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 seagrass mapping in the tidal portion of the Peace River from 1996-20182.  Seagrass 

acreage has increased since 2012, but is still down from historical numbers since monitoring began. 

COASTAL & HEARTLAND NATIONAL ESTUARY PARTNERSHIP 

Seagrass in  
Tidal Peace River 

FISH, WILDLIFE, & 
HABITAT  

PROTECTION 



 

Uniting Central and Southwest Florida to protect water and wildlife 

 

326 W. Marion Ave. 

Punta Gorda, FL 33950-4417 

(941) 575-5090 

CHNEP.org 

CONTACT INFORMATION               

COASTAL & HEARTLAND NATIONAL ESTUARY PARTNERSHIP COASTAL & HEARTLAND NATIONAL ESTUARY PARTNERSHIP 

Monitoring Sites 
Monitoring is the repeated observation of a system to detect localized 

changes in a specific seagrass meadow over time in response to 

environmental conditions and light availability as well as measure overall 

health. The map to the right shows locations of monitoring sites in 

selected meadows in Tidal Peace River by the Florida Department of 

Environmental Protection Aquatic Preserve staff.  Annual seagrass 

monitoring in the Harbor examines species types, density, distribution, 

and how deep the grass will grow (this is dependent on light availability).  

Seagrass Diversity and Health 
The bar graphs below show the total abundance for two seagrass species 

Shoalgrass (Halodule wrightii) and Widgeongrass (Ruppia maritima), total 

amount of grass, and depth at which the grass was growing at selected 

monitoring locations in Tidal Peace area for the years 1998-20193. They 

demonstrate that overall density of seagrass, Shoalgrass (Halodule 

wrightii), and Widgeongrass (Ruppia maritima) all appear relatively stable with slight declines over the past few years. Note that a 

stable meadow with diverse seagrass species composition is an important indicator of a healthy seagrass meadow and serves as 

more complex habitat for fish and shellfish.  

1Yarbro, L. A., and P. R. Carlson, Jr., eds. 2016. Seagrass Integrated Mapping and Monitoring Program: Mapping and Monitoring Report No. 2. Fish and Wildlife Research 
Institute Technical Report TR-17 version 2. vi + 281 p. 
2Southwest Florida Water Management District (2008, 2016) and South Florida Water Management District (2008, 2014)  
3Brown, Melynda. 2017. Charlotte Harbor Aquatic Preserves: 18-Year Results of the Seagrass Transect Monitoring Program 1999-2016. Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection.  
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