Report of attendance at the World Seagrass Conference Naples June 17th to June 21st, 2024,
attended for the 17th June only.

| was delighted to be able to attend the World Seagrass Conference this year, especially since | am the
WWF Senedd Seagrass Champion and the President of the World Seagrass Association is currently
Benjamin Jones from Project Seagrass based in Bridgend.

| would like to note that my presence representing Senedd Cymru did not go unnoticed, and the
organisers were delighted that a parliamentarian had shown interest in the significance of seagrass
restoration.

The conference received unprecedented support, with 486 participants from 48 countries, which
shows the increased interest that has recently been taken in the restoration of seagrass populations.

My attendance allowed me to network with several groups from around the world as well as learn a
great deal more about seagrass. There were several presentations from seagrass scientists based in
Wales, the UK and Ireland and it was a pleasure to be able to support the Welsh seagrass community
on behalf of Senedd Cymru.

Below are images from one of the Welsh presentations and posters from Welsh delegates.
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The importance of seagrass and understanding its contribution to climate change

Seagrasses have a significant global role in supporting food security, mitigating climate change,
enriching biodiversity, purifying water, protecting coastlines and controlling diseases. In May 2022,
the General Assembly of the United Nations proclaimed 1 March as World Seagrass Day.

Seagrass has been shown to be 40% more efficient at carbon capture than trees and accounts for 20%
of carbon sinking. The UK has lost 92% of its seagrass meadows since the Second World War which
has largely been due to dredging and poor water quality. Loss of seagrass meadows also results in a
loss of biodiversity, because not only does seagrass provide shelter for marine life but it also reduces
noise pollution by acting as an underwater dampener which improves the quality of the area for
animal reproduction. | believe that it is imperative that we do everything possible from a policy point
of view to learn about seagrass and how best to help restoration.

At the conference, | learnt more about seagrass in a Welsh/UK context. Firstly, there is only one
seagrass species found in Wales, Zostera Marina, and because of this, there is no genetic diversity
among the seagrass colonies in Wales. This means that if seagrass is destroyed due to environmental
factors another species will not simply repopulate the available habitat. Investigations are underway
to see if it is possible to genetically modify seagrass genomes so that they can become more thermal
resistant and greater adaptability to pathogens.

| also learned that the UK water has 75% higher nitrogen content than the global average and this is
contributing significantly to stopping seagrass meadows from flourishing.

Of particular note were presentations given regarding Seagrass restoration in the coastal waters
around Virginia in the USA, which has been a global success story through the work of scientists from
the Virginia Institute of Marine Science (VIMS) who found a small patch of eelgrass and figured out
how to restore it in this system. There was also discussion around The University of Virginia’s Long
Term Ecological Research program which has developed a methodology that is being used to quantify
the amount of carbon that is being sequestered in seagrass beds. This has great potential in allowing
seagrass to qualify for carbon credits which will generate considerable income for further restoration.

There were notable presentations of much interest around how seagrasses trap microplastics and the
development of restoration techniques in UK waters.

Further work

The information | learnt from attending this conference certainly informs my contributions to policy
and to questions to the Cabinet secretary regarding the marine environment, especially since seagrass
restoration is part of the Welsh Government's forward work programme.

Since this conference, | have arranged for follow-up meetings with people | have met at the
conference to discuss what legislative changes are needed to help seagrass restoration in Wales. |
have also expanded this work to now include seaweed and the potential for seaweed farming in Wales.



