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Monitoring Sea Star Populations

Sea stars are a key
component of intertidal
ecosystems. With sea
star wasting syndrome
causing a rapid decline
in their population,
what can you do to
help?
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the spread of this devastating

What is the current status?

What are scientists doing?

The cause of wasting syndrome

Researchers are currently

help scientists track the progress of

remains unidentified, and although

investigating many aspects of this

sea star wasting syndrome, and

there have been outbreaks in

syndrome, in an effort to better

perhaps find a way to limit its

phenomenon. Trained volunteers
can provide essential data that will

effects.
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Types of surveys
General observation: CoastWatchers
and other trained volunteers can help by
making careful observations of sea stars
on any stretch of rocky shoreline they
visit. These anecdotal reports can
provide a snapshot of current
conditions.
Surveys: CoastWatch is organizing
formal surveys, conducted on a regular
basis at selected sites, using a specific
protocol in order to obtain scientifically
useful data. If you would be interested
in volunteering to help with a survey,
and would like information about
training and protocols, contact
CoastWatch: (541) 279-0027,
fawn@oregonshores.org.

Survey protocols
Because the cause of sea star wasting
syndrome and how it spreads is
unknown, reasonable precautions are
taken during surveying.
Do not handle sea stars that appear to
be in distress, and be especially careful
not to touch unhealthy animals and then
touch healthy sea stars or the rocks they
are clinging to.

What to look for on an
unhealthy sea star
Lesions: typically the first visible sign
of the presence of this disease is white
lesions on the sea star’s ectoderm.
There can be one lesion or many;
lesions will have decaying tissue
around them.
Body fragmentation: As these lesions
grow the arms of the sea star will
completely detach from its body and
the star’s skeleton will begin to
degenerate.

Watching for juvenile
sea stars
Keep watch for apparently
healthy juvenile sea stars in
areas where adult animals
have been depleted.
Reporting sightings of
juvenile sea stars is
essential to tracking the
disease and identifying
signs of possible recovery.

How to submit your
observations
There are many ways to report
your sea star observations:
1. Submit the information as
part of a CoastWatch mile
report, or by using the
Dispatch form on the
CoastWatch website:
http://oregonshores.org/coast
watch.php5
2. You can send the information
and pictures directly to
CoastWatch Volunteer
Coordinator Fawn Custer at:
fawn@oregonshores.org
3. You can also submit your
observations to MARINe (at
UC Santa Cruz):
http://www.eeb.ucsc.edu/paci
ficrockyintertidal/dataproducts/sea-starwasting/observationlog.html#track-disease
Please submit all juvenile sea star
observations to:
http://gordon.science.oregonstate.
edu/sea_star_wasting/recovery_lo
g/new

Hopes for a recovery
Scientists, organizations like
CoastWatch, and citizens alike are
diligently working on a better
understanding of this disease.
With more knowledge, we may
find ways to better protect sea star
populations, but sea star recovery
may simply depend on time or
evolution. In any case,
CoastWatch will continue its
efforts to monitor sea stars and
rocky shores.

Why is this important?
Sea stars are often "keystone
species," meaning that they play a
central role within their
ecosystem. Their predatory
feeding controls other species, by
helping to shape species balance,
distribution, and diversity within
their intertidal zone. Because of
this, the impact of sea star decline
due to wasting syndrome can be
far-reaching. Oregon's rocky
shore ecosystems will change if
sea stars don't recover.

