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Abstract

This conference report describes the programme of the 12" International Seagrass Biology
Workshop, its highlights, areas of growth for the workshop, and potential future directions for
the workshop series. The report is written with an eye toward where it fits within the field of
seagrass research.

Highlights

* The size and profile of the International Seagrass Biology Workshop is increasing.

* The rising profile of the workshop is in line with the increase in attention for seagrass
in the scientific community and media.

* The next iteration of the workshop should consider more social science content.

Introduction

The 12" International Seagrass Biology Workshop (ISBW12) was the latest meeting in the
now biennial International Seagrass Biology Workshop (ISBW) series, which commenced in
1993. Held in Nant Gwrtheyrn, Wales, United Kingdom, 16-21 October 2016, ISBW12 was
one of the largest gatherings of seagrass scientists to date (see Figure 1). Reflecting the aim
for all ISBWs to help provide answers to on-going global research on seagrass, as well as to
provide a space to describe and foster positive management outcomes for these ever more
stressed coastal seagrass environments (Coles et al., 2014), a theme ‘securing a future for
seagrass’ was chosen for ISBW12. It signalled the intentions of the meeting’s organisers and
the co-convening World Seagrass Association (WSA) to mark an important waypoint on the
path to greater conservation for seagrass habitats and seagrass-dependent species.

In this conference report, we detail how the growing profile for seagrass science is at least
partially due to the activities associated with International Seagrass Biology Workshop
(ISBW) meetings, and highlight how ISBW12 might have made conservation action for
seagrass more likely. We do this through giving focus to four aspects of the meeting that
seem to represent growth for seagrass science. These were (1) the increase in size of the
ISBW community and the conference’s scientific programme, (2) the high profile of the
research presented, (3) the broad coverage of ISBW12 in print and online media, and (4) the
clear establishment of a strong social media presence for seagrass scientists and



enthusiasts. We conclude with thoughts on how seagrass science and conservation can
continue to grow through the ISBW series.

Growth in conference size

Figure 1 illustrates that ISBW12 was among the best-attended ISBWs. The number of
delegates that attended ISBW12 was 161, compared to approximately 110 for ISBW11
(Xiaoping Huang, personal communication). They delivered 84 oral and 37 poster
presentations on the key conference themes of ‘resilience and a changing environment’,
‘ecosystem services’, ‘restoration and management’, and ‘raising the profile of seagrass
meadows’; a substantial increase on the respective 46 and 22 at the previous meeting
(South China Sea Institute of Oceanology, 2014). The attendance was higher than the
previous ISBW maximum of 147 for ISBW6, and the total of 121 presentations was close to
the high of 149 at ISBW6 and equal to the second high at ISBW9 (Coles et al., 2014). The
increase in delegate numbers and the large number of presentations delivered are indicators
of the healthy trajectory of seagrass science as a field of research.

Figure 1. Delegate numbers for each ISBW (Data sources: Coles et al., 2014; Xiaoping
Huang, personal communication)

As Table 1 shows, the attendees also included a large contingent of students, two of which
were high school students (who presented a poster on their own seagrass research). This
high student attendance was not skewed by a presence from a local university, as can
sometimes be the case at conferences. Only 31% of British attendees were students,
compared to 35% across the entire delegation. The suggestion is that 2016 overall turnout
will not be an isolated occurrence, as a good number of early career researchers are
focussing on seagrass. Given the intensifying calls for more research to assess and foster
the reduction of threats to seagrass habitats and the species that depend on them (Orth et



al., 2006; Unsworth and Cullen, 2010; York et al., 2016) it is extremely encouraging to see
the seagrass research community’s flagship gathering grow in size during a period where
similar events are struggling with decreasing attendances (Stevens et al., 2016).

Table 1. Delegate demographics and nationalities

Delegate Demographics

Female 81 50%
Male 80 50%
Student 56 35%
Non-student 105 65%
Total delegates 161 _

Delegate Nationalities (largest delegation first, all other nationalities < 5%)

United Kingdom 31 19%
Australia 25 16%
United States of America 16 10%
Sweden 13 8%
The Netherlands 9 6%

The growth in conference size also opened up new knowledge exchange and skill-
development opportunities for the seagrass scientists in attendance. To accommodate the
larger number of delegates, the number of workshops was increased from three at the
previous ISBW to twelve at ISBW12. The workshops allowed opportunities to develop social
media, science communication, and seagrass restoration skills, as well as to discuss
fostering infrastructure for seagrass monitoring and conservation in Southeast Asia. They
also provided increased space for the type of group interaction that is not possible during
contributed talk and poster sessions; on this occasion on topics like seagrass flowering,
ecosystem resilience, and stressors.

A full list of the talks, posters, and workshops that made up the conference is available in the
ISBW12 programme, which is attached as a PDF supplement to this paper.

Growth in profile of research

Previous descriptions of seagrass science in peer-reviewed literature have noted it to be of
low recognition in the research and conservation communities when compared to the
attention given to coral and even mangrove science (Cullen-Unsworth and Unsworth, 2016;
Duarte, 1999; Orth et al., 2006; Unsworth and Cullen, 2010). A brief overview of the content
presented at ISBW12 is evidence that seagrass research may now be turning a corner in



terms of how it is perceived, with signs of it entering the scientific mainstream. Firstly, in his
conference-opening plenary presentation, ‘Securing a Future for Seagrass Meadows’,
Professor Carlos Duarte highlighted that while seagrass science is still less prolific than coral
and mangrove science in terms of the number of peer-reviewed publications, it is now close
to equally cited (12:10, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOwWkMF2G-YY). It was no
surprise then, that in anecdotal feedback to conference organisers, and in posts on social
media, delegates regularly remarked on the high quality of the contributed talks and posters
that were presented as ISBW12 unfolded. Secondly, firm evidence of the greater profile for
seagrass research could be seen in the work presented by some of the other plenary
presenters. Delivering his talk on ‘Seagrass Carbon Storage’, Dr. Peter Macreadie presented
work (Macreadie et al., 2015) that featured as a cover story for the Proceedings of the Royal
Society B. Likewise, Professor Jeanine Olsen’s plenary, ‘Leveraging “Omics” for Seagrass
Biology’, included research (Olsen et al., 2016) that had featured on the cover of Nature,
another leading journal covering all scientific fields.

Growth in media coverage

One of the main themes of Professor Carlos Duarte’s plenary presentation was the rising
public profile for seagrass meadows. Just as seagrass has had a lower profile than coral
reefs in the scientific community, so it has been the case in mainstream and popular media
(Duarte et al., 2008). Duarte described this transition as being from an “ugly duckling” to “a
beautiful swan”, showing evidence that coverage of seagrass in news media has
exponentially grown since 2013 (50:29, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOwWkMF2G-YY).
Much of this coverage, he said, had been optimistic, on topics such as seagrass recovery
and ecosystem services. ISBW12 was itself the subject of two such positive reports
identifiable by the Google News search engine; the first ever mentions on that platform of the
“International Seagrass Biology Workshop”. The stories in a daily national newspaper, The
Scotsman, and on the citizen journalism platform NoFibs, both talked about the role of
seagrass as a carbon sink (Englart, 2016; Lilley, 2016).

In addition, a statement highlighting the precarious conservation status of seagrasses,
written by the World Seagrass Association (WSA) and signed by many of the ISBW12
delegates (Supplement, pp. 5-7), was released to coincide with the beginning of the
conference. This statement was covered by the BBC (Briggs, 2016) and other outlets (Davis,
2016; “Gwynedd summit calls for action over plight of sea grass meadows,” 2016;
Tennenhouse, 2016, Unsworth et al., 2016). The positives of ISBW12 and seagrass science
in general were also reported by the Welsh local media (“Scientists descend on the Llyn to
discuss seagrass meadows,” 2016).

Growth in conference reach

ISBW12 was perhaps the first ISBW to have an immediate scientific and conservation
impact beyond the walls of the conference centre. Figures 2a and 2b show that online
interest in seagrass heightened in the weeks prior to and during the meeting, likely due to
social media use by delegates and the seagrass enthusiasts interacting with them and the
release of the World Seagrass Association consensus statement. Over 100 people used the
#ISBW12 tag on Twitter during the meeting and there were close to 1,000,000 impressions
(the number of times ISBW12 content was displayed) across Twitter, Instagram, and



Facebook for the conference's final day. The meeting will also continue to have reach
through this proceedings, and through the archived plenary presentations on YouTube
(www.youtube.com/channel/lUCGSHPIN3rgaE04a0bgzCYjw) and (with delegate blog
commentaries) on Speak Up for The Blue (Chiquillo, 2017; Lilley, 2017; Smulders, 2017;
Trevathan-Tackett, 2017; Unsworth, 2017).
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Figure 2a: Searches on the Google search engine for “seagrass” from 1% April 2012 to 1
April 2017, peaking during the ISBW12 dates. Data has been normalised (y-axis), where 100
= the day with most searches for seagrass as a proportion of all Google searches, and 75 =
75% the proportion of searches for seagrass as a proportion of all Google searches
compared to the day with the most searches. Data source: Google Trends
(www.google.com/trends).
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Figure 2b: Searches for “seagrass” on YouTube from 1% April 2012 to 1% April 2017, peaking
during the ISBW12 dates. Data has been normalised (y-axis), where 100 = the day with
most searches for seagrass as a proportion of all YouTube searches, and 75 = 75% the
proportion of searches for seagrass as a proportion of all YouTube searches compared to
the day with the most searches. Data source: Google Trends (www.google.com/trends).

Areas for continued and new seagrass science growth

Some aspects of delegate diversity at ISBW12 were particularly encouraging. Table 1
illustrates that gender balance at the meeting was achieved. With initiatives like the adoption
of a meeting Code of Conduct (ISBW12 was the first ISBW to have such a code), it is likely
this will continue to be the case. The ISBW’s reputation for being a safe space for all, no



matter of their gender, gender identity, heritage, sexual orientation, or any other factor,
should continue to grow as its scientific programme does.

Yet, despite an ISBW high of 28 nationalities being represented at ISBW12 (Coles at al.,
2014), the data in Table 1 shows that the great majority of these came from nations where
the financial barriers to conducting and participating in science are fewer. Several delegates
had their visa applications for attending ISBW12 refused by UK Visas and Immigration who
seemed to call their credibility as research professionals into question based on their
nationality. Feedback to the conference organisers suggested that further potential
delegates from so-called developing countries were unable to afford the financial costs of
attendance. The ISBW does have progressive policies to encourage attendance from
nations with less financial capacity to send delegates to ISBW, including alternating its
location between so-called developed and developing nations (ISBWs have been held in the
Philippines, Mexico, Tanzania, Thailand, China, and Brazil) (Coles et al., 2014). Further
initiatives to support growth in the number of delegates from countries not well represented
at ISBW12 and previous ISBWs should be encouraged for ISBW13 and beyond (e.qg.,
support with visa applications, more travel scholarships).

The stronger focus given to conservation at this ISBW, as a result of the meeting theme,

also opens up questions as to whether ISBW organisers and the WSA should do more to
encourage social science programming going forward. There is no doubt that the specific
focus on seagrass biology, as well as the relatively small meeting size, is a huge attraction of
the ISBW series. This was the majority feedback to the authors of this paper in social
sessions at the conference. Yet, seagrass meadows are intrinsically socio-ecological
systems (Cullen-Unsworth et al., 2014) and social science is seen as a key ingredient in the
conservation and continued existence of such threatened habitats (Bennett et al., 2017).
Integrating social science into the ISBW series is a delicate issue, but surely one that can be
overcome. The organisers of ISBW13 should consider its integration.

In making decisions on the future of the ISBW series, it also needs noting that the convenors
of the series prefer an intimate meeting size (c. 100 delegates), as the meeting has become
renowned for the high quality face-to-face discussions and knowledge sharing opportunities
such a gathering allows (Coles et al., 2014). We suggest, however, that at 161 delegates,
ISBW12 retained its intimate seagrass-focussed character. Some expansion in delegate
numbers to accommodate the higher number of graduate students studying seagrass, as
well as more developing world delegates, is both moral and important for the future
development of seagrass science. Future annual general meetings of the WSA should
review the preferred size for ISBWs so as to ensure that the workshops continue to be
inclusive and comprehensive, while still being instantly recognisable as part of what has
become a very successful series (Coles et al., 2014). The recurring People and the Sea
conference, for instance, has remained intimate during growth to 250 delegates (Dr. Marloes
Kraan, personal communication; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SQQyXnsqgKY). The
ISBW would likely remain consistent in feel at 200-250 delegates.

Conclusion: Plenty of reasons for #0ceanOptimism

One of the workshops at ISBW12 was on the topic of ocean optimism (more commonly
written as the social-media-friendly ‘#oceanoptimism); the idea that positive examples of



conservation needed to be sold to the public and policy-makers to foster further
conservation. Certainly, the raised profile for seagrass as a result of the conference is a
reason for optimism. The growth in seagrass science, evident in the ISBW growth, is now
reminiscent of the growth in coral reef science, likewise evident in the growth of the
International Coral Reef Symposium (ICRS) series, as the latter meeting transitioned from
featuring basic research to being increasingly focused on management applications
(Richmond and Wolanski, 2011). More people talking about the value of seagrass can only
be a good thing for its survival prospects as a habitat. The conservation initiatives proposed
in workshops, to mitigate anchor damage to seagrass in Wales and to take a more
structured approach to management of Southeast Asian seagrasses, are further reasons for
#oceanoptimism. Other examples of #oceanoptimism in the 121 delegate presentations are
too great to list here.

The growth of ISBW thus far has been parallel to developments in the wider field of seagrass
research (e.g. the setting up of the WSA, the inauguration of a ‘Red List’ of threatened
seagrass species by the International Union for Conservation of Nature, see Coles et al.,
[2014] for further developments). The developments on show at ISBW12, of seagrass
research on journal covers, as well as of higher media and social media profiles for
seagrass, are of a similar magnitude. They should help fuel the growth of the ISBW series.

Seagrass science is in great health and has the potential to become even more impactful
through the ISBW series. Until the eagerly awaited ISBW13, the new and vibrant online
#seagrass community will continue to meet via social media. ISBW12 was a successful,
well-organised meeting, with the quality of delegate to which we can safely trust the future of
seagrass research and conservation.
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