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Structural alteration of seagrass meadows is known to influence the abundance and diversity of 

associated fauna. The aim of the study therefore was to determine the influence of seagrass 

structure on the distribution of epiphytic meiofauna. We hypothesized that the distribution and 

abundance of meiofauna taxa, including harpacticoid copepods would differ between meadows 

as a result of their specific seagrass structural properties. We examined abundance and diversity 

of epiphytic meiofauna, including harpacticoid copepods in Thalassodendron ciliatum meadows 

with differing structural complexities in terms of shoot density and canopy in the rainy and dry 

season. Meiofauna samples were collected through snorkeling by placing plastic bags over 5 – 

10 shoots of Thalassodendron ciliatum and adding 8% Magnesium chloride (MgCl2) solution. 

These were passed over a 1 mm sieve (to remove macrofauna) and a 38 µm sieve (to retain 

meiofauna). Biofilm were also collected from the leaves by scraping off using microscopic cover 

glasses for determination of epiphytic biomass (chlorophyll a) and diatom abundance 

(fucoxanthin) through pigment analysis. Shoot density and shoot length were determined within 

quadrats of 25cm by 25cm. Shoot densities ranged from 296±16.3 shoots m
-2

 in less complex 

habitats to 614.4± 22.1 shoots m
-2

 in more complex habitats while canopy height ranged from 

27.7±2.0 cm in less complex habitats to 43.6±1.2 cm in more complex habitats. Biofilm 

chlorophyll a concentration ranged between 242-430 µg/g of biofilm while fucoxanthin ranged 

between 40-92 µg/g of biofilm being higher in less complex habitats compared to the more 

complex habitats. Similarly, meiofauna and harpacticoid copepod abundance increased with 

decreasing seagrass complexity unlike our expectations. However, diversities of meiofauna were 

higher in more complex habitats although harpacticoid copepod exhibited higher diversity in the 

less complex habitats.  The higher epiphytic biomass (microalgae) observed in the less complex 

seagrass habitats that serves as a source of food for epiphytic fauna explained the greater 

abundance of epiphytic meiofauna at structurally less complex seagrass habitats relative to more 

complex habitats. Further, differential response of epifaunal groups to habitat complexity was 

observed and led to contrasting patterns of diversity with harpacticoid copepods showing higher 

diversity in less complex habitats. Our results therefore suggest that food resources rather than 

seagrass structural habitat complexity, were important in determining the distribution of 

epiphytic meiofauna assemblage, especially harpacticoid copepod communities associated with 

Thalassodendron ciliatum meadows.  


