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L Crucial eelgrass disappearing; nitregen blamed
GANNETT NJ KIRK MOORE
B oo SRS Asbury Park Press

By KIRK MOORE
TOMS RIVER BUREAL

Barnegai Bay's undarwaber sas grass meadows — crilical nursery areas and homa to many of the
esluany's crabs and fish — thinned dramatically from 2003 1o 2006, & frend that Rulgers University
scientizls ink 1o high levals of nilrogen pollution coming into the bay. |

Eelgrass beds in Bamegal Bay showed an average loss of half of their biomass, the measured weight of
fronds per square mater of bay botiom, while the loss was almaost BB percent in Litle Egg Harbor, the
southermn and of the eshary, acconding to a paper recently complated by reseanch professor Micheel J.
Kennish and field researchers Scott M, Haag and Gregg P. Sacowicz,

The Ruigers repon comes weeks after siale biologisis reporied that bay scallops sharpdy declinad in
2008, after a couple of years whan the bivalves were widesgread in Litlle Egg Harbor.

Noeswspnpars

"The scallops really inhabit the sea grass bads . . . and now you know why the scallops weren'l ihers,”

; L’Q Kannish sald. “Il's 8 primary indcator of condibons in the bay *

At the fop of the scleniists’ ist of suspecied causes i whal Kennish calls the ongoing eutrophication of
Bamegal Bay: an ecosysiem-wide shift thal's coma from increasing flows of nilrogen compounds in the
walar,

Nitrogan fuals the growth of algae, Kennish said, which can smother eelgrass.

The scientisis’ work on ealgrass could pave the way 1o establishing slandards for nilrogen emissions inio
walenways, said Kennish, who i on a national science advisory board halping the LS. Environmental
Proleclion Agency deal with the problam

EPA officials say two-thinds of the nation’s esluaries have sutrophication problems, and Bamegat Bay Is
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near the top of that list.

“The problem is, there's no nutrient standard in New Jersey or olher stales lo control nitrogen inputs,”
Kennigh said. Developing those standards would give govemment and environmental agencles a
warning signal, Kennish said: "You cannol exceed that number without wrecking the system.”

Longtime eelgrass researcher Paul Bologna, director of the aquatic and coastal sdences program
Muonlciair State University, mhmnmmmmshmmmmmmmm
back o 1998, although it's not as dine in some localions.

"There are parts of my dala that are very similar, bul in some localions we've seen maore stability,”
Baologna said. "We're slso having some successes with (aelgrass) restoration.”

The 200306 timaframa may show an especially sharp drop becausa water quality in 2003 was especially
good, with a disappearance of brown-tide algae thal had plagued the bay earlier this dacade, Bologna
said.

Confounding factors ke brown fide make it hard to debermine “whal is a good year, whal is a nomal
year? he sakd.

"1 don't disagres with Mike's (Kennish) assessment that it's due mostly to human activity and excass
nilrogen going inta the bay,” Bologna added.

Sorme of il comes as almaspherds fallout, fram air polulion caused by distanl power plants and malor
vahicles, sclentists say. But half of It comes from pecple who live In Ocean County and even pars of |
soulhermn Monmoulh County around the headwalers af the bay's ifibulary Slreams.

Lawn fenilizes, pel waste, disturbed soil, pavemant and slorm draing. sl contibule nilragen compounds Lo
storm-water runoff, And just Bke il does on land, that nitrogen acts as a fertilizer in the bay, feeding the
sudden growth of algae, Kennish said.

Excessive nitrogen from slonm-waler sewers and air-polluion fafloul annually put an estimated 2.5 million
pounds of nilrogen compownds into the bay, Kennish said. The estuary is 42 mies long, no more than
thrae miles across 8l its widest points and an average of ree feel deep, with just two direct cuBets o the
acean,

In such a small body of water, the resull has been axplosive growth of both microscopic plants called |
phiytoplankion and large algae like sea letivee thal Boals through the bay in massive difls. Those plants !
tend bo shade or smather eslgrass, and "tha 2004 data were totally unexpecied,” Kennlsh said.

Thi solution is simple, but political will is needed for it to happen, Kennish sasd.
“Wa've got 1o reduce the inpuls ai the sources,” he said. “We nead lo reduce development.”

“The walershed is now about 35 percent developad. A lagoonal estuary like this should really onty have
20 parcant development,” Kennigh =aid. New Jersey also needs 1o work wilh the lederal gavernment Lo
curl air emissions from Midwes! power planis, he said.

Known among sclentisls a5 Zosbera marina, ealgrass grows in long, thin fronds that shaller bise crabs,
bay scallops and young fish, Biologists say selgrass beds ara one of tha mos! imporand pieces in tha bay
ecosystam; & masshee East Coasi disesse oulbreak and die-off of eelgrass in the 19308 led 1o a collapse
of bay scallops and endangered the sundval of branl, geese that cat eelgrass.

OM THE WEB: Visil our Web sile, www.app.com, and click on this story for a link io the Rulgers University
8@ grass rapor and join in he online discussion of this topic in story chal.
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