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The invasive kelp Undaria pinnatifida has recently become established at several locations in California coastal waters. Undaria is native to Japan, but in recent decades it has spread via either purposeful or accidental introductions to numerous other coastal areas worldwide. Both Undaria’s population dynamics, and its effects upon native communities, have been found to vary greatly among invaded areas. Thus, the potential effects of Undaria upon California’s marine communities cannot be predicted from previous studies. In this study, we tracked the timing and magnitude of Undaria recruitment, growth, and subsequent reproductive onset, in the Santa Barbara, California harbor following the discovery of a dense, reproductive population in April 2001. From July to September 2001, there was limited recruitment of new Undaria sporophytes. Although these individuals reached maturity and produced viable offspring, they were much smaller than the spring 2001 cohort. However, a much larger recruitment pulse was observed during January to March 2002, followed by rapid growth of individuals. This recruitment pulse is correlated with a drop in ocean temperature, and ongoing laboratory culture experiments are exploring the effects of different water temperatures on the growth of microscopic stages of Undaria. This research provides insight into the potential for the spread and relative impact of Undaria to previously unoccupied habitats along the California coast, as well as information for the timing of subsequent eradication efforts.
