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Students Seek the story of Sargassum through scientific inquiry within the Sargasso Sea  

 
June 12, 2017, Woods Hole, MA — Elusive, immense, and 
unbounded, the Sargasso Sea lies within the North Atlantic 
Ocean, and is the only sea with no land boundaries. This spring, 
students with Sea Education Association (SEA) studied 
Sargassum, a resilient form of floating seaweed for which the 
sea is named, and found a unique form that has not been 
observed by researchers in this century. Additionally, students 
assessed the health of Sargassum in the context of warming 
global ocean temperatures, and found that organisms living on 
the seaweed were not negatively impacted as predicted by other 
studies.  
 Sargassum is a holopelagic seaweed, meaning it spends its entire life drifting on the 
surface of the open ocean. In the North Atlantic Ocean, the most abundant forms of 
Sargassum are S. fluitans III, S. natans I, and S. natans VIII. Recently, untraditional 
movement of Sargassum resulted in massive inundation events known as a “golden 
tides”; the exact cause still remains a mystery. 
 Students conducted original research on Sargassum while aboard one of SEA’s tall 
ships, the SSV Corwith Cramer. The cruise track began in Nassau, Bahamas, stopped in 
Bermuda, and then ended in New York City. Students studied both morphological and 
molecular differences within and between the geographical regions along the cruise 
track. Upon first sight of the seaweed, student researcher Paige Petit described it as “a 
drop of gold in the sea of blue.” 
 Four forms of Sargassum were collected: S. fluitans III, S. natans I, S. natans VIII, 
along with a rare form termed S. fluitans “other.” A combination of methods was used; 
Neuston nets were towed alongside the ship at noon and midnight and dip netting 
occurred whenever clumps of the elusive Sargassum appeared. The rare form of S. 
fluitans morphologically resembled S. fluitans X, but, curiously, was most closely 
genetically related to S. natans VIII. This taxonomic discrepancy between morphological 



identification and genetic sequencing is an age-old debate in the field. More research is 
required to better understand the role of S. fluitans X in the Sargasso Sea. 
 In addition to genetic analyses of Sargassum, students attempted to report on the current 
health of the seaweed as well. To do this, students assessed the physical state of Sargassum by 
plant age, as determined by growth region, and coverage of epibionts, which are organisms 
permanently attached to the leaves and stems, such as barnacles, tubeworms, hydroids and 
bryozoans. Students expected epibionts to promote new growth in Sargassum, as epibionts 
provide essential nutrients and UV protection to the plant; however, they found no significant 
relationship between epibiont coverage and plant new growth.  
 Even though previous studies by Huffard et al. (2014) saw a declining amount of 
epibionts, the students on this cruise observed high percentages of epibiont coverage. 
Furthermore, students predicted the trend of warming global ocean temperatures would 

contribute to the decline of epibionts, and subsequently a 
decline in the health of Sargassum as well. Although the 
students did observe sea surface temperature to fit the trend of 
the warming global ocean, epibionts were not in decline, and 
students observed and collected a great amount of Sargassum, 
which had been absent in recent SEA cruises (L. Cooney, 
pers. comm.).  
 “The students put in an incredible amount of effort to 
gain this data,” said Kelsey Lane, an assistant scientist for 
SEA, as she explained her amazement in students’ ability to 
create and take total ownership of a project. While the 
Sargasso Sea remains a mysterious and unexplored domain 
for many, Julián Pedraza explained that, “a person’s 
perception of the sea will drastically change after seeing vast 
mats of Sargassum extending miles away. Sargassum is 
important to continue studying, as it is responsible for the 
unique productivity of the sea.” The future possibilities for 
Sargassum research, like the sea, are limitless. 
	

About	Sea	Education	Association/SEA	Semester®		
Sea	Education	Association	(SEA)	is	an	internationally	recognized	leader	in	undergraduate	ocean	
education.	For	nearly	45	years	and	more	than	one	million	nautical	miles	sailed,	SEA	has	educated	
students	about	the	world’s	oceans	through	its	Boston	University	accredited	study	abroad	program,	
SEA	Semester.	SEA/SEA	Semester	is	based	on	Cape	Cod	in	the	oceanographic	research	community	of	
Woods	Hole,	Massachusetts	and	has	two	research	vessels:	the	SSV	Corwith	Cramer,	operating	in	the	
Atlantic	Ocean,	and	the	SSV	Robert	C.	Seamans,	operating	in	the	Pacific.		
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Two students in the Sargassum 
research group pose with S. 
fluitans III while working in 
the lab aboard the SSV 
Corwith Cramer. (Left to right: 
Karrin Leazer, Paige Petit) 
	


