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Abstract.  Tropical  seagrass  communities  are  one  of
the  most  productive  aquatic  ecosystems  on  earth.  A
high  diversity  of  seagrass  species  occurs  in  south-

eastern Africa;  however,  these  marine  angiosperms
are  among  the  least  studied  in  the  world.  To  address
this,  we  have  revised  Thalassodendron  Hartog
(Cymodoceaceae),  one  of  the  most  representative
seagrasses  in  these  coastal  waters.  Morpho-anatom-
ical  analyses,  complemented  with  field  data,  reveal
that  specimens  from  rocky  habitats  present  a number
of  distinguishing  characters  (e.g.,  rhizome  intemode
lengths,  leaf  epidermal  cells,  and  flower  structures)
that  recommend  their  exclusion  from  the  species  T.
ciliatum  (Forssk.)  Hartog.  A new  species  from  rocky
habitats,  T.  leptocaule  Maria  C.  Duarte,  Bandeira  &
Romeiras,  is  thus  described  and  illustrated,  with  the
type  from  Mozambique,  and  an  identification  key  for
the  investigated  taxa  is  presented.

Key  words:  Coastal  waters,  Cymodoceaceae,
lUCJS  Red  List,  seagrass,  southeastern  Africa,
Thalassodendron.

Seagrass  species  are  marine  angiosperms  widely
distributed  in  both  tropical  and  temperate  coastal
wat<  eal  ig  one  of  the  most  productive  aquatic
ecosystems  on  earth  (Gullstrom  et  al.,  2002;  Spalding
et  al.,  2003).  Seagrass  meadows  function  as  shelters
and  nurseries  for  juvenile  animals.  Their  canopy  acts
as  a hydrodynamic  barrier  in  near  shore  areas,  and
their  roots  and  rhizomes  stabilize  bottom  sediments,
providing  large  benefits  for  fisheries  (e.g.,  Bandeira,
1995;  Gullstrom  et  al.,  2002;  Spalding  et  al.,  2003;
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Eklof  et  al.,  2005).  Seagrass  beds  also  play  an
important  role  in  the  development  of  carbonate
sediment  facies,  promoting  the  settling  and  stabili-

zation of  fine  sediment;  moreover,  seagrass  stems  and
blades  provide  important  habitats  for  epiphytic
marine  organisms,  such  as  calcareous  faunas  and

skeletal  material  to  the  substrate  (Perry  & Beaving-
ton-Penney,  2005).

Although  seagrasses  provide  one  of  the  most
important  coastal  ecosystems,  a decline  in  their
distribution  and  abundance  has  been  observed  and  is
due  to  a growing  coastal  population  and  an  over-
exploitation  of  resources  (e.g.,  Short  & Wyllie-
Echeverria,  1996;  Barbera  et  al.,  2005).  Together
with  mangroves,  coral  reefs,  and  tropical  rainforests,
seagrass  meadows  are  among  the  most  threatened
ecosyslems  on  earth  (Waycott  et  al.,  2009).  Seagrass
meadows  and  the  ecosystems  they  support  are  also
threatened  by  natural  disturbances  and  the  potential
impacts  of  climate  change  (Bjork  et  al.,  2008).  The
preservation  of  these  ecosystems  and  their  associated
services — in  particular,  biodiversity,  primary  and
secondary  production,  nursery  habitat,  and  nutrient
and  sediment  sequestration — should  be  a global
priority  (Orth  et  al.,  2006).  An  ecosystem-based
conservation  and  management  strategy  is  essential  to
preserve  not  just  seagrasses  and  their  dependent
communities,  which  include  several  threatened
species,  but  also  the  entirety  of  coastal  ecosystems
(Orth  et  al.,  2006;  Hughes  et  al.,  2009).
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Figure  1.  Thalassodendron  leptocaule  Maria  C.  Duarte,  Bandeira  & Romeiras.  — A.  Community  of  T.  leptocaule  and  seaweeds

bract  enclosing  the  female  flower  in  fresh  specimen.  — D,  "
3801,  LISC).  Scale  bars:  B = 15  mm;  C,  D = 5
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are  distinctly  different  from  T.  leptocaule  specimens
from  rocky  habitats.  Morpho-anatomical  analyses
indicated  that  leaf  epidermal  cells  (either  on  adaxial
or  abaxial  surfaces)  are  somewhat  isodiametric  or

(Fig.  3A)  and  rectangular  with  sinuous  anticlinal  walls

in  T.  leptocaule  (Fig.  3B)  (a  character  also  present  in
Amphibolis ).  The  male  flower  in  T.  ciliatum  is
protected  by  four  bracts  rather  than  one,  as  is  the
case  in  T.  leptocaule;  anthers  from  T.  ciliatum  are
considerably  longer,  6-10  mm  versus  ca.  2.5  mm  (Fig.
3C,  D).  The  only  male  specimen  known  of  T.
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