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I. INTRODUCTION
 

Seagrasses are aquatic angiosperms which are completely adapted 
to
 

life in the marine environment. According to Arber (1920) and den
 

Hartog (1967, 1970, in press) they need the following faculties to
 

be able to colonize the sea successfully:
 

1. Ability to live in a saline medium
 

2. Ability to function normally when fully submerged
 

3. A well-developed anchoring system
 

4. Ability to complete the generative cycle when fully
 

submerged
 

5. Ability to compete with other organisms under 
the more
 

or less stable conditions of the marine environment
 

The number of species which indeed have these 
properties is
 

They are grouped in 12 genera, 9 of which
 extremely small, viz.. 50. 


belong to the Potamogetonaceac and the other 
3 to the Hydrocharitaceae,
 

both families being classified into the monocotyledonous 
order of the
 

The taxonomic composition of the group is shown in Table 1.
 
Helobiae. 


For the nomenclature of the seagrasses, refer to 
the recent monograph
 

(den Hartog, 1970).
 

TABLE 1
 

Taxonomical Composition of the Group of the Seagrasses
 

of
 
.Number
Families Genera species
families
and subfamilies
 

i1
Potamogetonaceae 
 1

Zostera 
 5
Zosteroideae Phyllospadix 


1
Heterozostera 

3
Posidonia
Posidonioideae 
 8
Halodule
Cymodoceoideae 


Cyxzdocea
 
2
Syringodlum 

2
Amphibolis 

2
Thalassodendron 


Hydrocharitaceae
 1
Enhalus
Hydrocharitoideae 2
Thalassia
Thalassioideae 

8
Halophila
Hlalophiloideae 




91Structure, Function, and Classification 

The number of seagrass species is by no means proportional to
 

their ecological importance. The seagrasses usually occur in enor­

mous quantities and form dense beds which cover immense areas in the
 

coastal.waters of both temperate and tropical seas, and are in fact
 

one of the most conspicuous communities of the shore. The true
 

importance of the seagrass beds to the ecosystems of marine coastal
 

waters is not yet fully understood, and is therefore generally under­

estimated, if not minimized. It is obvious that seagrasses as primary
 

producers hold a key position in these ecosystems, buc there is little'
 

insight about the energy transfer from seagrasses to the next trophic
 

level. It is known only that a very restricted number of animal
 

species consume seagrasses directly. It is, however, highly improba­

ble that the enormous quantity of energy stored by seagrasses does
 

not serve a function and has to be regarded as a mere waste. It is
 

known that the seagrass beds indeed fulfill several other functions,
 

e.g., stabilizing the bottom, providing a substrate for epiphytes and
 

epizoa on bottoms otherwise unsuitable for these species, and provid­

ing shelter and nursery grounds for fish, shrimps, and other inverte­

brates, but the importance of these functions bears not the slightest
 

relation in terms of energy to the enormous quantity of matter stocked
 

in the seagrasses. Could this be a folly of nature? It is more
 

likely that the energy contained by seagrasses comes at the disposal
 

of the consumers during and after decomposition of the material, th's
 

entering other trophic levels via the "detritus cycle," as advocated
 

by Petersen (1891, 1918). Regrettably the number of investigations
 

in the field of decomposition of seagrasses is very small (see
 

Chapter 4).
 

As a contribution to a better understanding of the seagrass 

ecosystem, I will present a survey of the structural and functional 

features of the seagrass communities, as well as an attempt to clas­

sify the various communities. Finally, I will discuss some desiderata 

for further ecological research. 
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