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Introduction

The Manatee Pocket is a small, shallow embayment located near the confluence of the St.
Lucie River and the Indian River Lagoon, within Port Salerno, Martin County, Florida
(Figure 1). The embayment covers a surface area of approximately 0.24 square miles (62
ha) and is situated within an entirely urban area of eastern Martin County. The shoreline
of the embayment is mostly armored with seawalls and revetments, however natural
shorelines with mangroves and other emergent vegetation are also present. Development
within the vicinity of the Pocket consists mainly of commercial marinas, restaurants, and
single family residences.

As an estuarine waterbody, the embayment receives tidal high salinity water from the
Indian River Lagoon and Atlantic Ocean (located about two miles to the east), as well as
fresh water from a series of shallow tributaries, including Manatee Creek, Salerno Creek,
Crooked Creek, and several other unnamed creeks. The Manatee Pocket serves as the
base for commercial fishing activities and other water-related industries in Martin County
and also provides important habitat for a variety of fish and wildlife species.
Accumulation of muck (fine-grained, organic sediments) within the Pocket and its
tributaries over the years has degraded both fisheries habitats and navigational access.
Accordingly, the County proposes to dredge the main channel and three tributaries of the
Manatee Pocket as a remedial action.

This report describes the results a preliminary seagrass assessment conducted by
Ecological Associates, Inc. (EAI) within the areas of the Manatee Pocket that may be
affected by dredging operations. The objectives of the assessment were to locate,
characterize, and map any seagrass beds that are present.

Methodology

Field work was conducted on August 22-23, 2006. An in-water survey was performed in
areas where water quality permitted (i.e., near the confluence of the Pocket and the St.
Lucie River). In these areas, seagrasses were identified along a series of shore-
perpindicular linear transects spaced at approximately 100-foot intervals. Coverage of
each species of seagrass encountered was estimated by using a 0.25 m? quadrat. In the
remainder of the Pocket, where water visibility was so poor as to preclude a visual
survey, benthic resources were sampled at random discrete points using a Ponar grab,
rather than through continuous observation of the bottom.
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Results

The in-water portion of the assessment was conducted on a total of 22 transects, the
results of which are presented in Figure 2. Substrates were primarily comprised of sand
close to shore and near the mouth of the Pocket, and were comprised of organic muck or
some combination of sand and muck elsewhere. Three species of seagrass were identified
within the Manatee Pocket: Johnson’s seagrass (Halophila johnsonii), paddle grass
(Halophila decipiens), and shoal grass (Halodule wrightii). Seagrasses were mainly
present in shallow areas close to shore. However, they were also present within portions
of the conceptual dredge footprint.

Seagrasses were very patchy and mixed in their distribution; however some general
observations were evident. Shoal grass was usually dominant closest to the shoreline, and
was typically replaced by the Halophila species further from shore. Although paddle
grass was generally found in the deepest areas, it was restricted to depths of less than
about five feet.

Figure 2 depicts the overall extent of seagrasses observed during the survey. These beds
are somewhat ill-defined because of the patchy distribution and sparse coverage of
constituent species. Within each bed, sparse to dense bottom coverage of grasses was
interspersed with areas of barren substrate. Small mixed Halophila beds occasionally
reached collective bottom coverages of up to 75 percent, however total bottom coverage
within each bed as a whole was less than five percent.

A total of 82 grab samples were collected within the southern portion of the Manatee
Pocket (Figure 3). No seagrasses were collected in the grab samples. Substrates were
found to consist almost entirely of organic muck and were absent of any obvious
macroinvertebrate fauna, with the exception of a single Portunid crab. Seagrasses are
likely precluded from this portion of the Pocket due to the combination of low light
transmission and unsuitable substrates.
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