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Dr. W. Judson Kenworthy shared his knowledge of 
techniques designed to restore seagrass habitats 
damaged by boat propellers and hulls during a recent 
workshop held in the Florida Keys. Kenworthy, a
research scientist from NOAA’s Coastal Center for 
Fisheries and Habitat Research in Beaufort, N.C., has
been developing, researching, and assessing seagrass
restoration techniques in the Florida Keys for 
nearly two decades and has published extensively on
this topic. The workshop was hosted by the Florida Park
Service and sponsored by the Florida Keys 
National Marine Sanctuary.

Resource managers, scientists, educators, and interested citizens listened attentively as Kenworthy described
the most common seagrass in the Florida Keys, turtle grass, Thalassia testudinum, as the "redwood" of 
seagrasses.  In contrast, Cuban shoal grass, Halodule wrightii, and manatee grass, Syringodium filiforme are
“ground covers and shrubs” because of their relatively fast-growing, colonizing nature.  When the slow-
growing turtle grass dominates an area, it is considered to be a mature seagrass community that can exist 
indefinitely under the right conditions.

"When a boat impacts a turtle grass bed, it damages a habitat that does not repair itself readily," 
commented Kenworthy.  Often, propellers cut deeply into the underground stems called rhizomes, cutting off
the growing tips, halting growth in the affected rhizomes. In addition, rhizomes are not genetically 
programmed to grow downward into the prop scar or blow-hole, a crater formed when a boater tries to "power
off" the flat.  Instead, rhizomes grow outward and upward. Recolonization of the damaged area is hindered
further because the loose, coarse sediments that often fill the holes are not suitable for new seagrass 
colonization. Currents move these sediments around readily, further preventing colonization.  Tropical storms
and hurricanes have been known to cause significant erosion to already damaged banktops, which took 


