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Seaweeds succumb to viruses too!
Scientists from Plymouth, UK are warning the UK kelp biofuel industry to beware of viruses.
Whilst known to infect certain types of seaweed, a new study published in the ISME Journal is the
first to describe viruses in kelps, which are important both ecologically and commercially.
Researchers from the Marine Biological Association (MBA) and University of Plymouth examined
Laminaria and Saccharina kelps commonly occurring around the British Isles, and which include
target species for the emerging kelp biofuel industry. They detected viruses by searching at the
molecular level for their DNA 'fingerprint', and their presence was confirmed by observation of
symptoms of infection using conventional and electron microscopy.
Kelps are the largest brown seaweeds, engineering temperate rocky coastlines into complex habitats
comparable to terrestrial forests, which support extensive marine ecosystems. They are extremely
valuable to humans for—amongst many other uses—direct consumption, sources of hydrocolloids
and pharmaceuticals, and biofuels.
In the field, these viruses were found to have infected two thirds of their host populations; however,
their biological impact remains unknown and the authors warn that this unexplored pool of viruses
could have unexpected effects in cultivation conditions.
Lead author of the study Dean McKeown is a University of Plymouth funded PhD student based in
the MBA’s Viral and Molecular Ecology group, and co-supervised by Drs. Declan Schroeder (MBA)
and Murray Brown (School of Biological and Marine Sciences). The study also made use of the
cutting edge technology housed within the University’s Electron Microscopy Centre.
Dr Schroeder said: "History has taught us the havoc caused by the destructive effects of viruses in
agriculture, especially when embarking on large-scale monoculture farming practices. The kelp
biofuel industry therefore needs to be aware of this virus lurking in the genome of many kelp
species."
The kelp species examined were oar weed (Laminaria digitata), Northern kelp or cuvie
(Laminaria hyperborea) and sugar kelp (Saccharina latissima). Dr Brown added: “Our
research is being extended to include commercially important kelps farmed extensively
in south-east Asia. If detected in these, the multi-million $ global kelp industry could be
affected.”
Find out more about seaweed research and the future of kelp farming at
http://www.theecologist.org/green_green_living/2988214/biofuels_from_seaweed.html
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The Marine Biological Association (MBA) is a professional body for marine scientists with some
1,400 members world-wide. Since 1884 the MBA has established itself as a leading marine biological
research organization contributing to the work of several Nobel Laureates and over 170 Fellows of
the Royal Society. In 2013, the MBA was awarded a Royal Charter in recognition of its long and
eminent history and its status within the field of marine biology. The award strengthens the
Association’s role in promoting marine biology as a discipline and in representing the interests of the
marine biological community.
www.mba.ac.uk / @thembauk
The University of Plymouth is renowned for high quality, internationally-leading education, research
and innovation. With a mission to Advance Knowledge and Transform Lives, Plymouth is a *top 50
research university with clusters of world class research across a wide range of disciplines including
marine science and engineering, medicine, robotics and psychology. A twice winner of the Queen’s
Anniversary Prize for Higher Education, the University of Plymouth continues to grow in stature and
reputation. It has a strong track record for teaching and learning excellence, and has one of the
highest numbers of National Teaching Fellows of any UK university. With 21,000 students, and a
further 17,000 studying for a Plymouth degree at partner institutions in the UK and around the
world, and over 100,000 alumni pursuing their chosen careers globally, it has a growing global
presence.
http://www.plymouth.ac.uk
* Research Fortnight Research Power League Table 2014.

