New Horizons for Seaweed Extracts

in Sportsturf Maintenance
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hen | retired from academia three

years ago | fully intended to dust

off my golf clubs and spend more
time on the course and work on my handicap.
Things rarely work out as planned and | find
myself busier than ever on projects of one
kind or another — most of them dealing with
one or other aspect of seaweed, a subject in
which | have had a lifelong interest.

These various projects have brought me in contact with
countless people in many countries. Interest in seaweeds has
never been greater with endless possibilities from the huge
variety of species in our oceans. A common factor to many of
my meetings and discussions is the confusion that surrounds
the science behind seaweeds — much of this confusion
is generated by commercial claims that are given poetic
licence by marketing and sales personnel. Hereunder are
some of the more common themes for debates that have
been put fo me over the years.

Q. All seaweeds are the same?

A. No, not at all. There are as many seaplants as land
plants and the variety and diversity is just as complex. The
Algabase seaweed database lists over 123,000 different
seaweeds. They are classified into families much the same
as plants and animals. The three main classifications are
by colour — red, green, brown.

Within these classifications there can be major differences,
eg brown seaweeds that are constantly immersed in water
(sub-tidal) and those that are under water part of the time and
exposed on the shoreline for the rest of the time (inter-tidal).

Q. Seaweed is a nuisance with minimal

commercial value?

A. Quite the opposite in fact. The seaweed industry is
estimated to be worth over €8 billion annually with more
than 80% of this coming from the food industry. Common
everyday products such as ice-cream, beer and toothpaste
may contain seaweed derived ingredients.
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Q. Seaweed is a muck and magic product with little
scientific basis?

A. Research on the use of seaweeds in plant care
has been ongoing for more than fifty years. Several universities
became very well known for the volume and depth of research
with significant centres being Trondheim in Norway,
Portsmouth in the UK, Clemson and Virginia in the USA.

A new two year €2m Industry Led Programme Research
Project ‘Bioactives from Irish Seaweeds’ funded by Enterprise
Ireland and supported by the Marine Institute is expected
to commence later this year. It is expected to fill in the gaps
in existing knowledge and produce sound scientific data
in three years time on which future applications can be
based. Seaweed is a complex natural storehouse of
biomolecules and unlike synthetic chemicals the activity is
frequently due to a combination of effects and this makes it
particularly difficult to identify and explain.

Q. Why is Ascophyllum nodosum promoted so strongly?
A. Ascophyllum nodosum is the species which has been used
most extensively for the past sixty years and which has been
the subject of several hundred research papers and reports
based on trials carried out in universities and research in-
stitutes. This brown seaweed is only found in the temperate
waters of the North Atlantic but the extracts have been widely
used in all continents. In
more recent years com-
mercial  extracts  from
some other brown sea-
weeds such as Ecklonia
maxima and Macrocystis
have come on the market
and have been the subject
of scientific trials

and reports.

Al seaweeds are
continuously exposed to
stress but interfidal species
such as Ascophyllum
are often described as extremophiles because they have
to grow and survive in conditions fluctuating between
immersion in femperate salt water and exposure to
blistering sunshine or deep frost on bare rocks in dry
surroundings for several hours each day. This is
the driving force behind the production and accumulation
of an arsenal of siress resistant substances which can
also come to the assistance of terrestrial plants such as
turfgrass in stressful situations ranging from frost to intense
solar radiation and from very wet to drought conditions,
as well as other stresses such as those arising from high
salt levels in the soil.







