
Eelgrass  
What is it?  
Eelgrass is a plant that grows underwater. It is a type of submerged aquatic 
vegetation (SAV). It is the only true “seagrass” (a plant that can grow in full-strength 
sea water) found in the Chesapeake Bay—and it is the most abundant. Zostera 
marina, its scientific name, comes from the Greek word for “belt” (zoster).  

What does it look like?  

Eelgrass probably got its name because of the way it looks. It is thin like a blade of 
grass—and an eel. Its narrow, dark green leaves shoot up from underground 
rhizomes (or a knobby underground type of root that grows horizontally).  

Where can you find it? 
Eelgrass is mainly found in Bay areas whose waters have a high salt content. It grows near the shores. Most Chesapeake eelgrass can 
be found in an area that is south of the Choptank River. Since it needs sunlight to survive, eelgrass can only grow in water where the 
sunlight can reach it. If the water is very clear, eelgrass can grow up to nine feet below the water’s surface.  

What does it do? 
Eelgrass, like all other submerged aquatic vegetation, is similar to plants that grow on the land—with some important differences. Land 
plants have a waxy outer skin on their stems and leaves (called a cuticle). Eelgrass doesn’t have this skin covering. Gases and 
nutrients can easily pass from the plant to the water and vice versa. In addition, eelgrass has special air-filled spaces inside its leaves 
and stems. They help the leaves and stem float in the water.  

Just by being there, eelgrass serves a useful function. Its rhizomes (a kind of root system) anchor soils and sediments at the bottom of 
the Bay. This helps keep the water clear. Eelgrass produces oxygen that other creatures need to survive. When it exists in large 
clusters, it helps lessen the effects of waves, preventing land erosion and keeping all kinds of animal larvae from being dashed about 
and destroyed.  

Like all underwater grasses, eelgrass provides an important nursery for many creatures of the Bay. Very young crabs, and fish, as well 
as seahorses, sea squirts and other creatures, hide out in Bay grass meadows, well-fed and protected from their predators.  

Eelgrass grows best in the cooler seasons (spring and fall) and dies back during the warmer summer. This growing pattern is unlike 
that of any other SAV in the Bay.  

What does it eat?  
Eelgrass survives by creating its own food through a process called photosynthesis. In this process, plants take in carbon dioxide and 
water. With the help of sunlight absorbed by a green pigment called chlorophyll, they then produce oxygen and carbohydrates for their 
own uses, and release oxygen and water vapor into the air.  

Because of this, eelgrass and other plants are called primary producers. They produce their own food.  

What eats it?  
Eelgrass and other submerged aquatic vegetation are the base of many food chains in the Bay because they are primary producers.  

Waterfowl such as brant and Canada geese, widgeon, and redhead and black ducks all eat eelgrass, as do green sea turtles. However, 
scientists estimate that only 5% of eelgrass is eaten by these grazers. Most animals simply cannot digest this plant.  

The “food” eelgrass provides for other animals in its food chain comes from another source. Their leaves are actually food farms. 
Diatoms, bacteria and decaying plant and animal matter (called detritus) gather on eelgrass leaves. All of this is a feast for many tiny 
animals. These animals, in turn, attract fish and marine birds to the area to feed on them. When eelgrass dies, it also becomes part of 
the detritus available for all the another animals in its food chain.  
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Flora-fact 
As strange as it seems, eelgrass has been used for many different purposes throughout 
the centuries. It has been used as mulch in Europe, as food for Mexican Indians, as 
insulation for American homes, as an upholstering and packing material in Europe, and 
as a part of Holland’s sturdy dikes.  

Today, people around the Chesapeake Bay region see eelgrass—and all the other 
underwater Bay grasses—as crucial to the health of this ecosystem. In recent time, 
these important plants have been disappearing, and there are many efforts underway to 
make sure they remain a part of the Chesapeake Bay region for years to come.  

  © 2005-2021 Maryland Public Television. All Rights Reserved. 

Bayville
https://thinkport.org/bayville 




