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\? The Outer Banks is fa 1d swee
~ beaches, but some of its most | es live not in the

- ocean, but in the calm, protect s of its sounds. Among them

~is the Lined Seahorse (Hippgca ‘E‘ a species so uniqxgly'

‘adapted to estuarine life.« +8
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\While rarely spotted ng ors, seahorses are common residents of

\ the Outer Banks’ sougg;sjd pagrass beds’;alt marsh channels, and
shallow flats. Their survival'depends on thedhealth of these habitats
— habitats now threaten d by climate change, rising turbidity, and
microplastic pollution ‘ :

’ﬂ,.,fv’

\ ‘ifhis guide takes an in:glepﬁ '9.9 their biology, ecology, and

~ conservation needs in the 2utérnks. {
"i 5 .'?'A /




Species Profile: The Lined Seahorse

(Hippocampus erectus)

Physical Characteristics

Lined seahorses are the largest seahorse species on the U.S.
Atlantic coast. Adults typically measure 4=7 inches, though some
may reach 8 inches in robust seagrass ecosystems.

Key traits:

&

‘Bony rings instead of scales
Prehensile tail acting like an anchor
Tubular snout for suction feeding
Coronet (ridge on the head) uniquely shaped in each
individual
Independent eye movement for spotting predators and prey
simultaneously
Color shifting ability based on habitat, stress, and
reproductive status

Coloration includes yellow, olive, black, red, rusty brown, or
mottled patterns with thin vertical lines.

Sexual Dimorphism

. Males have a large, smooth brood pouch on-their abdomen.
- Females have a slimmer body and a more pointed belly.




Why the Outer Banks Is Ideal S * " I/

System, the secon -largest estuary in the United Stateé Theqe ‘
! ~waters are/ / R "g \\ e
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/ The Outer Banks is bordered by the Albemarle- Pamllcoistuqrine H ‘

\ This creates perfec ,eondltlons”fbn seahorses to feed breed, and

anchor themselves tgyegetat;on / ;
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Ecology & Behavior: How Seahorses Live in
Outer Banks Waters

Feeding Strategy
Seahorses are sit-and-wait ambush predators.

Their snouts create a vacuum, sucking prey in whole. They lack:

|

« teeth
. stomach
. true digestive enzymes

This means they must eat constantly, gra;‘in‘g{'t’”‘ﬁrqiughout the day.
Daily Behavior ) R B

« Anchor to vegetation during currents

« Move vertically more than horizontally

. Perform color changes to blend in

. Use eyes independently to monitor for danger

Predator Avoidance
Common predators in the Outer Banks include:

« blue crabs

. pinfish

. flounder - N
. rays

. large wading birds (herons, egrets) ' e

Seahorses rely on camouflage, stillness, and their tail anchor.to avoid being
swept into predator zones.

Seasonal Movements

. Spring—Fall: shallow seagrass méadows
«  Winter: deeperchannels and marsh edges for warmth and stability



Reproduction: The Miracle of Male Pregnancy

Courtship

- N

Outer Banks seahgr;_ engage in:

° . éﬂ :
e . A
! tmgs remforcmg pa|r bonds o
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Egg Trans . ;
1. Female deposits eggs into the male’s brood pouch.

2. Male fertlllzes the: internally.
3. Pouch regulates oxygen, salinity, and nutrients — functioning like

Gestation & Birth -

o

. Gestation: 14—24 days, depend 1 erature
. Brood size: 100-400 babies, some J
. Babies emerge ?ully formed but only 8-12 mm long

»

Mortality is hlgh — only 1-3% survive to adulthood due to predation
and storms.



Threats to Seahorses in the Outer Banks

Outer Banks seahorses face numerous environmental and human-driven
stressors.

Habitat Loss
Seagrass meadows are declining due to:

. increased turbidity

. dredging

. boat propeller scars

. rising nutrient loads

. storm erosion

. climate-driven heat waves

/

Micropléstics and Microfibers

Outer Banks waters have extremely high microfiber levels due to the
“coastal funnel effect.” These fibers:

. ‘accumulate on grass blades
.| are eaten by seahorse prey
. may be ingested indirectly by seahorses

Warming Waters
Elevated temperatures:

. reduce dissolved oxygen

. stress eggs in the brood pouch .
. cause seagrass die-offs 0
. increase vulnerability to disease
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Conservation Strategies for the Outer Banks

Habitat Protection

. Expand seagrass conservatlbh zonesﬁ"_ 2
. Support living shorelines over seawal
. Reduce dredging near grass beds
. Establish prop-free zones in

Reduce Microplastic Pollution

: . Promote microfiber filters for Out
. Storm-drain filtration upgrades '“
. Public outreach on synthetic clﬂng impact:

Monitor Populations

.

Citizen science programs could log:

. sightings il B
. habitat condition | . ?’ e
E - 4l 2 A
. water quality data . SR

ge “no-dragging’ zones'f'or casfknet,s
cyclln‘g fishir line ___'__,_;’_,,} B
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Scientific Fast Facts (for

Species: Hippocampus erectus
Lifespan: 3-5 years
Babies per brood-.~»»100—400
Diet: mysid shrimp, copepods, amphlpods, fish
Habitat depth: 1-6 ft (summer), 4-12 ft (W| nte
Fully protected from harvest

Conclusion

Seahorses are one of the Outer Ban|
ecologically valuable species. Their |
. seagrass meadows, clear water, anc
- Yet they are vulnerable — particula
damage, warming water, and incrg
' Protecting seahorses means prote€i
ecosystem that supports fisheries, '
coastal resilience. With strong ste
conservation action, Outer Banks
gracefully through seagrass mead@ws for gener
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