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        EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
In the spring and summer of 2011, unprecedented quantities of pelagic Sargassum, a brown, holopelagic macroalga that 

serves as habitat for a large and diverse assemblage of marine organisms (Wells and Rooker 2003, Hoffmayer et al. 2005), 
stranded along Caribbean island coastlines, significantly disrupting local fishing, tourism, and community life. Pelagic 
Sargassum is typically found in low abundance in North Atlantic equatorial regions and the Caribbean and is rare in the 
South Atlantic. During the 2011 Gulf and Caribbean Fisheries Institute, we discussed probable ocean current mechanisms 
that transported masses of the alga into the Eastern Caribbean (Franks et al. 2011), Based on our back-tracings of Sargas-
sum drift using ocean models, we speculated that such masses originated from the equatorial region of the Atlantic Ocean 
where the alga likely flourished as a result of nutrient input from a variety of sources.  

Our present investigations into the unique 2011 event include examination of the effects of an unusually strong North 
Equatorial Counter Current (NECC), coupled with an unusually strong Inter-tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ) event in 
2010, that we speculate deflected large quantities of pelagic Sargassum into the NERR between the equator and the NECC 
where nutrients and rising sea surface temperature amplified Sargassum  growth before being transported into the Caribbean 
in 2011 by regional ocean currents. We suggest that stronger than normal ocean currents and higher sea surface tempera-
tures can be expected as the earth warms, likely enhancing retention of pelagic Sargassum in the NERR and enabling 
subsequent  blooms such as occurred in 2014, an event we are currently investigating. 
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