
lac Bay is a clear-water shallow tropical 
lagoon on the east coast of the island Bonaire, 
Caribbean netherlands. The bay, which contains 
the largest seagrass beds of the Caribbean 
netherlands, is a locally important foraging 
area for green sea turtles (Chelonia mydas). At 
present the native seagrass species in lac Bay are 
threatened by a rapid expansion of the invasive 
seagrass Halophila stipulacea (Forsskål 1775) 
(Willete et al. 2014). There is raised concern that 
the green sea turtles that graze in lac Bay might 
avoid the invasive seagrass Halophila, which 
originates from the Red Sea and western indian 
Ocean. 

To assess whether green turtles are willing 
to graze on H. stipulacea, twenty cafeteria 
experiments (adapted from de iongh 1996) 
were set up randomly from October-December 
2013 within an area in lac Bay, which has 
high year-round green turtle grazing pressure 
(Sea Turtle Conservation Bonaire pers. comm). 
Three seagrass tethers, each with a thick bush 
of one of the three dominant seagrass species 
(Thalassia testudinum, Halophila stipulacea, 
and Syringodium filiforme) were placed on 
sticks in the sand (Fig. 1). A GOPRO camera 
was placed at 2 m. distance from the sticks 
and was left to film unattended as long as the 

battery lasted (1-2 hrs). in total, 18 turtles were 
observed, with five grazing events, one of which 
on H. stipulacea (Fig. 1) and two each on T. 
testudinum, and S. filiforme. Throughout the 
study area we observed grazed plots in (mixed) 
H. stipulacea meadows.

invasive species are a burgeoning threat to 
ecosystems world-wide, including the Caribbean 
marine environment (lopez and Kraus 2006). A 
key question is how and how strongly native 
biota will respond to the invading species. To 
our knowledge, this is the first documented 
record of green turtle feeding on H. stipulacea 
in the Caribbean. This observation may not 
be surprising considering the fact that H. 
stipulacea forms an important food species for 
the green turtle throughout the native indo-
Pacific distributional range of the seagrass 
species (Turkozan & Durmus 2000, Spalding et 
al. 2003, Christianen et al. 2013). We speculate 
that green turtles will respond in their diet to the 
changing species composition of the foraging 
habitat that is getting more dominated by 
a pioneer community. 
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AbstrAct. –From Bonaire, we here provide the first documented case of the green turtle feeding on the invasive 
seagrass, Halophila stipulacea, in the Caribbean. The seagrass is rapidly invading existing seagrass meadows and 
altering key foraging habitat of this endangered marine reptile throughout the eastern Caribbean. We expect that more 
records of green turtles feeding on this invasive species will gradually follow from throughout the region and that the 
green turtle might alter its foraging behavior in response to the changing species composition of its foraging habitat.
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FIg. 1. Caribbean green turtle grazing on H. stipulacea during a cafeteria experiment in lac Bay, Bonaire, 29 Oct 2013.


