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The significant role seagrass meadows play in supporting fisheries productivity and food 
security across the globe is not adequately reflected in the decisions made by authorities with 
statutory responsibility for their management. One initiative to change this situation and 
expand our understanding of seagrass-associated fisheries is the Indo-Pacific Seagrass 
Network (IPSN). The IPSN is a collaborative research network to build capacity and perform 
standardized, coupled social-ecological surveys of seagrass and associated fisheries across 
the Indo-Pacific. 

In 2018, we published a study with a unique global analysis of three data sources to present 
the case for why seagrass meadows need to be globally appreciated for their role in 
supporting fisheries production and food security. A database was created to collate data. Our
assessment of the diversity of fish species utilising seagrass meadows at some stage in their 
lifecycle by drawing on existing peer reviewed studies, resulted in 746 species of fish 
documented to utilise seagrass meadows the Indo-Pacific, 486 in Australasia, 222 in the 
North East Pacific, 313 in the Caribbean, and 297 in the North Atlantic. Assessing this data 
shows that seagrass meadows were found to provide valuable nursery habitat to over a 1/5th 
of the world’s largest 25 fisheries, including the Walleye Pollock, the most landed species on 
the planet.  Furthermore, an analysis of available small scale fisheries data (in metric tonnes) 
from 13 locations across the tropics and sub-tropics found 79 ± 18% of species to be seagrass
associated. 

We also presented evidence of global extent of seagrass meadow use as invertebrate fishing 
habitats. We found 108 global examples (65 literature reports and 43 expert witness 
observations) of low tide seagrass invertebrate harvesting by hand and on foot at low (or very
shallow) tide, often referred to as ‘gleaning’. In many regions (e.g. Indo-Pacific) it is the 
accessibility (on a daily basis and in most weather conditions) and minimal gear requirements
(facilitating those with limited income) that confer a sense of food security derived from 
seagrass meadows. Invertebrate gleaning activity is expanding globally, and we speculate that
in the tropics increased coral reef degradation is leading to increasing reliance of people on 
seagrass invertebrate species for food. Invertebrate gleaning activities are commonly 
unreported and unregulated, which is problematic given their widespread status and apparent 
importance to food security in many areas, and especially the Indo-Pacific. It is likely that the
sustainability of these invertebrate fisheries is compromised with localised evidence of 
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recruitment overfishing, loss of species and associated cascades, as well as concerns 
regarding the direct impact of fishing activity (e.g. trampling or using small tools) on the 
supporting habitat. 

Our findings highlight the need to expand research into the links that seagrass meadows 
provide in support of global fisheries production. Better information is needed on the 
characteristics and status of seagrass associated fisheries, and to achieve this, research and 
monitoring is required as well as policy that recognises the importance of these fisheries and 
the need to support their sustainability. Basic information is also needed at a range of levels 
from the basic life history of many invertebrate species to the migratory behaviour of fish 
species as they move between different habitat types. 

As one step to improve our understanding of seagrass associated fisheries and their 
sustainable management, the Indo-Pacific Seagrass Network focuses the first collaborative 
transdisciplinary data collection (2018/2019) on invertebrate gleaning in seagrass. The core 
team in IPSN have developed four research protocols: an ecological survey of seagrass and 
unvegetated habitats and associated invertebrates; Gleaning landing survey; Socioeconomic 
and environmental survey of the location; and a habitat mapping protocol. Currently (Feb 
2019) we have 37 research locations across the Indo-Pacific that have signed up for data 
collection. The research network is open to anyone that is interested in seagrass and 
assocoated fisheries and active in the Indo-Pacific. The data will allow for large-scale 
analysis but also local data to be published and shared with natural resource management 
institutions in these locations to create greater awareness of the importance of seagrass 
associated fisheries. 
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