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Proliferation of urban structures and mangrove forests in estuaries are altering the
shading of intertidal sediments. Urbanization also tends to increase nutrient loads
in estuaries, which can have numerous direct and indirect effects on estuarine flora
and fauna. Mangrove canopy shades the sediment and provides nutrients to the
ecosystem via leaf litter. Microphytobenthos, macrofauna, sediment erodibility, and
various biogeochemical properties of sediments have been shown to differ significantly
between unshaded intertidal sediment and nearby sediment under a mangrove canopy.
This study tested the effects of experimental manipulation of shading and addition of
nutrients on the microphytobenthos, macrofauna, sediment erodibility, and selected
biogeochemical properties of exposed intertidal flat next to the seaward edge of a
mangrove forest. In the first of two experiments, plots were shaded with roofs to
give lightly shaded plots and heavily shaded plots, for comparison with unshaded
control plots; nutrients were added in an orthogonal design. Sediment and benthos
were sampled after 2 weeks. Nutrients were omitted in the second experiment, with
plots sampled after 2 weeks or approximately 3 months. The only effect of nutrients
was a small negative effect on chlorophyll a and colloidal carbohydrate. Light shading
(clear roofs) generally increased measures of microphytobenthos biomass (e.g., Fo and
chlorophyll a) and biogeochemical properties associated with microphytobenthos such
as colloidal carbohydrate. Heavy shading (black roofs) generally decreased measures
of microphytobenthos biomass and microphytobenthos-associated biogeochemical
properties. Effects on the fauna were much smaller and inconsistent with previous
studies, after 3 months, assemblages were different under heavy shading compared
to light shading and unshaded control plots, with differences primarily driven by
changes in the oligochaetes. Natural or anthropogenic changes in shading at larger
spatial scales are likely therefore to directly and indirectly change microphytobenthos,
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sediment properties, macrofauna and hence ecosystem functions; but any flow-on
effects to the fauna are difficult to predict without further experiments to understand the
indirect and direct responses of fauna to changing microphytobenthos and properties
of intertidal sediment.

Keywords: microphytobenthos, shade, macrofauna, biogeochemical, mangrove forest, intertidal flat,
urbanization, ecosystem function

INTRODUCTION

Many important changes occur in estuaries subjected to
increased urban development, including eutrophication,
pollution, disturbances associated with boating, increased
sedimentation and many others (Chapman et al., 2008; Whitfield
and Elliot, 2011). There has been a proliferation of artificial
structures into intertidal and shallow subtidal areas (Glasby
and Connell, 1999; Chapman and Underwood, 2011; Firth
et al., 2016; Bishop et al., 2017), which replace natural habitats;
often providing habitat of very different structure and altering
physical conditions, such as by shading of nearby sediment. Most
research has focused on the organisms inhabiting the structures
themselves (e.g., Chapman, 2003), or on fish in adjacent waters
(Able et al., 1998; Clynick et al., 2008; Munsch et al., 2014), rather
than the surrounding sediment.

As well as directly altering the environment, anthropogenic
impacts can cause significant shifts in ecological structure;
for example, there has been widespread net loss of mangrove
forest area worldwide (Morrisey et al., 2010), but there are
locations with large terrigenous sediment supply and accreting
intertidal flats, where mangrove forests are spreading into
adjacent habitat (Saintilan and Williams, 1999; Morrisey et al.,
2010). This has been attributed to anthropogenic impacts such
as: climate change, increased inputs of nutrients to estuaries
and catchment deforestation causing increased erosion of
terrestrial sediment and hence increased estuarine sedimentation
(Morrisey et al., 2010).

Urban development can directly and/or indirectly alter
water turbidity, which alters the amount of light reaching the
underlying sediment bed (i.e., it causes shading) and alters
nutrient load, which in turn can alter plankton, phytobenthos
such as seagrass (Hauxwell et al., 2003) and microphytobenthos
(Stutes et al., 2006). Algal blooms, either on the sediment-
surface or in the overlying water column, have been associated
with eutrophication, which can cause major changes to benthic
assemblages (Raffaelli, 1999). The relative importance of direct
changes to sediment due to shading caused by these blooms,
or indirect changes due to anoxia or other processes associated
with the algae is not always clear. Shading of habitat can be
very important in determining distributions and abundances of
organisms, which may be affected either directly by changes
in environmental stress, or indirectly via changes to biotic
relationships (e.g., Wiens, 1976; Defew et al., 2004; Kon et al.,
2011). On rocky shores and seawalls, shading can increase
or decrease amounts of algae and change sessile assemblages
(Williams, 1994; Blockley, 2007) or cause mobile animals to
aggregate (Takada, 1999). Van Colen et al. (2015) demonstrated

that in non-shaded controls and bare sediment treatments,
microphytobenthos biomass (chlorophyll a) was positively
related to the density of Macomona liliana, while no significant
linear relationship was found between both variables in shaded
sediments; shading-induced changes in bioturbation interference
also determined meiofauna densities. Thrush et al. (2014)
demonstrated that shade on sandflats altered the interaction
network between sediment biogeochemical fluxes, productivity,
and macrofauna. However, Pratt et al. (2015) showed there were
no significant differences in a multivariate metric of ecosystem
function nor the constituent ecosystem function variables
between shaded and non-shaded plots on a sandflat. Lundkvist
et al. (2007) demonstrated that light is an important forcing factor
in the biostabilization of cohesive sediments. Sanger et al. (2004)
showed reduced density of saltmarsh vegetation under docks in
South Carolina, although it is not known whether this was a
direct effect of shade on the plants themselves, or an indirect
effect via changes to sediment. Saunders and Connell (2001)
showed increased numbers of spirorbid polychaetes on mangrove
pneumatophores that were shaded by surrounding seagrass.
Subsequent experiments, using artificial substrata, indicated that
this was a direct effect of shading on recruitment.

Relatively few experiments have looked at effects of shade
on microphytobenthos in unvegetated soft sediments, and they
have yielded inconsistent results. A series of experiments in
Manukau Harbour investigated the effects of experimental
manipulation of shade and grazing pressure on unvegetated
sandflat sediments (e.g., Thrush et al., 2014; Harris et al., 2015;
Van Colen et al., 2015). They demonstrated that reductions
in incident sunlight changed the interaction network between
sediment biogeochemical fluxes, productivity, and macrofauna,
but did not find an increase in erosion threshold with
increasing microphytobenthos biomass. Defew et al. (2002)
showed a change in the size of mudflat diatoms in low
light conditions in the laboratory in response to shading, but
there were no changes in species richness and little effect
on biomass, carbohydrate production and photophysiology.
When both temperature and shading were manipulated,
mudflat microphytobenthic assemblages illustrated a variety
of responses to the different conditions, including changes
in biomass, pigment ratios, species richness and diversity
(Defew et al., 2004). Stutes et al. (2006) showed an effect
of shading on micro-algae in the field, but only when there
was a large amount of natural light. Given microphytobenthos
are important drivers of ecosystem functioning, including
food web dynamics (Byers and Grabowski, 2014), sediment
erodibility (Black et al., 2002; Tolhurst et al., 2009; Grabowski
et al., 2011) and biogeochemical properties of sediments
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(e.g., Tolhurst et al., 2008; Murphy and Tolhurst, 2009), changes
in microphytobenthic communities caused by changes in shading
and/or nutrients could cause numerous knock-on effects on the
sediments they inhabit and other organisms.

The canopy of mangrove trees can cast deep shade over
the substratum. Previous work has shown that intertidal
benthic assemblages differ between muddy substratum that is
continuously shaded, periodically shaded and nearby unshaded
substratum (Chapman and Tolhurst, 2004, 2007; Tolhurst and
Chapman, 2007; Kon et al., 2010, 2011; Tolhurst et al., 2010).
Leaf litter is the largest constituent of mangrove organic matter
contributing to food chains (Lee, 2008), the decomposition of
which releases nutrients to the ecosystem (Kamruzzaman et al.,
2019), although this release is slower in temperate climates
compared to tropical ones (Gladstone-Gallagher et al., 2014a).
The shaded habitat under the canopy of the mangroves typically
has greater amounts of leaf litter, which may affect macrofauna.
For example, Lee (1999) demonstrated increased colonization of
defaunated intertidal sand in buckets by the addition of mangrove
detritus, whilst Gladstone-Gallagher et al. (2014b) found small
changes in the relative abundances of a few dominant taxa in
response to the addition of mangrove detritus to intertidal flats.

Thus, the expansion of mangrove forests and proliferation of
man-made structures into more open habitats (e.g., saltmarsh,
mudflat, and sandflat), can result in significant changes to
environmental conditions, such as the amount of shading and
nutrients, with knock-on effects for ecosystem structure and
function. Yet, it remains unclear how much the previously
found differences in benthos and properties of the sediment
in differently shaded microhabitats are caused by variation in
shading, and how much by variation in other components such
as leaf litter and nutrients.

Although quantified patterns of differences are essential to
underpin causal models, observation alone is not sufficient
to distinguish among the many potential models that can
explain any pattern (Underwood et al., 2000). Manipulative field
experiments allow direct tests of different competing models that
can explain a set of observations. The effects of shade may be
complex in muddy sediments because shade may directly affect
benthos and not sediment, affect sediment and not benthos, or
affect both, resulting in highly complex interactions.

This study examined the effects of artificially shading
unvegetated intertidal soft sediment adjacent to mangrove forests
in Sydney Harbour estuary to mimic the effects of shading
by mangrove canopy or man-made structures. The previous
differences documented between biota and sedimentary features
between the substratum under mangrove canopy and adjacent
unshaded intertidal flats (Chapman and Tolhurst, 2004; Tolhurst
and Chapman, 2007) could be due to the effect of the shade from
the canopy, increased nutrients under mangrove trees from the
mangrove detritus, a combination of these two factors, or some
other unknown factor(s). If differences are due to shade alone,
it was predicted that the addition of shading to sun-exposed
substratum would alter the sediment and the benthos to resemble
that generally found under canopy. Specifically, it was predicted
that amphipods and insect larvae would increase in number and
oligochaetes and polychaetes would decrease in shaded habitats.

It was similarly predicted that microphytobenthos would increase
under the shaded roofs, which would lead to increased amounts
of photosynthetic pigments and colloidal carbohydrate with
concomitant increases in the erosion threshold, proportion
of fine-grained sediment, and a decrease in erosion rate.
Alternatively, if the original differences identified were due
to increased nutrients in the sediments under the trees from
the greater amounts of filamentous algae and leaf litter, it
was predicted that shading would have no effect, but the
addition of nutrients to the sediment would lead to the
differences in biota and abiotic variables described above. If
both shading and increased nutrient levels under canopy caused
the original patterns, an interaction between increased shading
and added nutrients would be necessary to lead to the original
patterns identified.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Sites
Two sites in Sydney Harbour estuary, Tambourine Bay and
Gore Creek were chosen, the former being one of the locations
where the original observations were made (Chapman and
Tolhurst, 2007; Tolhurst and Chapman, 2007). They are in
very sheltered embayments of Sydney Harbour estuary, with
little wave-action except during storms, nor much boat activity.
The only public use of the study sites is occasional harvesting
for bait (pers. obs.), but the sites were generally undisturbed.
They have shallow intertidal flats that are emersed during low
tide and during high tide the water is <2 m deep, with a
narrow strip of mangroves and urban development, including
seawalls, at their landward edge. Grain size in the embayments
is spatially and temporally variable resulting in mixed intertidal
flats, for example at Tambourine Bay mean mud (<63 µm)
content is 36.6% (S.E. 6.35, n = 15), with a range of 15.5–
99.5% (data converted from mud mass density in Tolhurst and
Chapman, 2007). Further physico-chemical data from Sydney
Harbour estuary, including from Tambourine Bay can be found
in Markich and Jeffree (2019). Data and modeling of nutrients
and suspended sediment in the estuary can be found in Birch
et al. (2010). The phytobenthos at the study sites include
green filamentous algae, diatoms and cyanobacteria. The diatoms
and cyanobacteria rarely form visible biofilms like they do in
other estuaries around the world, whilst the green filamentous
algae often form visible mats on the sediment surface and
provide many of the same functions as microphytobenthos
(Fagherazzi et al., 2013).

Field Methods
Two field experiments were completed, with the second modified
according to the results obtained from the first. The first was
on an intertidal flat at Tambourine Bay, Sydney Harbour (see
Tolhurst and Chapman, 2007 for details). On the 22nd February
2005, thirty six 0.25 m2 plots, with 4 m between adjacent
plots, were allocated randomly to nine treatments. Twelve were
left undisturbed as an unshaded control and twelve shaded
with 0.25 m2 roofs of black Perspex (heavy shading), held
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approximately 10–15 cm off the surface of the sediment by plastic
pipe legs in each corner of the plot. To test for effects of the
physical structure of the roofs (other than shading), 12 plots
were similarly covered with clear Perspex roofs as a procedural
control; however, unquantified observations indicated that a
thin layer of sediment settled on the roofs and although it was
regularly removed, the sediment under the clear roofs was lightly
shaded compared to the unshaded control plots, although not
as deeply shaded as the plots with the black roofs. Thus, the
three shading treatments were unshaded control, lightly shaded
and heavily shaded.

Four replicate plots of each treatment were not further
manipulated and four of each were supplied with nutrients.
A flexible plastic tube, 1.5 cm in diameter and with small holes
15 cm apart along its length, was formed into a ring and filled
with Osmocote (Scotts Osmocote Plus, Roses Superfeeder, 15%
N, 5.2% P, 10% K). Laboratory tests showed that this supplied
nutrients continually throughout a 4-week period and, although
amounts of nutrients decreased with time, their concentrations
were always more than twice the background level. These rings
were carefully buried in the sediment surrounding each plot to
a depth of 2 cm. Thus, plots were surrounded by a supply of
nutrients, with no disturbance to the plot itself. A procedural
control, a similar ring without Osmocote, was applied to the
remaining 12 plots (4 of each of the shading treatments).

Two weeks later, data from this experiment were collected
over 2 days because it was not possible to collect all the
samples on the same day. Days were nested within sites to
avoid confounding spatial and temporal patterns (Tolhurst
and Chapman, 2005), although previous work has shown no
significant differences in benthos nor sediment over 2 days
(Tolhurst and Chapman, 2007). Accurate quantification and
analysis of all pigments present requires destructive sampling
and HPLC analysis, which is laborious and expensive (Jeffrey
et al., 1999). Remote sensing techniques have advantages over
destructive sampling (Murphy et al., 2008), spectroradiometry
can reliably estimate the relative amount of absorption by a
range of pigments, or groups of pigments (Murphy et al.,
2005a). In each plot, the reflectance spectra (350–1,050 nm,
in 1 nm intervals) were taken in 2 replicate randomly chosen
areas under ambient light using an Analytical Spectral Devices
(ASD) FieldSpec Pro spectroradiometer (ASD, Boulder, CO,
United States details in Murphy et al., 2005a,b). Spectra were
taken using an 8◦ fore-optic, from a height of 35 cm, thus
measuring reflectance from an area of mud the same size as
the subsequent contact core sediment samples (5 cm diameter).
Each spectral measurement was an average of 30 individual
spectra. Immediately prior to the collection of each spectrum, a
calibration spectrum was taken from a ∼99% reflective panel of
spectralon. Two and four replicate spectra were taken from each
plot for experiments 1 and 2, respectively. The same replicate
5 cm diameter areas were then dark-adapted for 15 min with foil
chambers and the microphytobenthic biomass (Fo) and ‘health’
(Fv/Fm) measured using a Heinz Walz Diving Pulse Amplitude
Modulation (PAM) fluorometer (Honeywill et al., 2002).

Next a 5 cm diameter, ∼2 mm deep, cryogenic contact
core sample was taken from the same spot as the PAM and

spectroradiometer measurements. These cores were immediately
wrapped in aluminum foil, stored in liquid nitrogen and returned
to the laboratory. The thickness of each core was measured
to calculate core volume so the biogeochemical data could be
expressed as concentrations (mass density), because of potential
confounding of data expressed as content (mass fraction; Perkins
et al., 2003; Tolhurst et al., 2005). Then, all samples were weighed,
lyophilized in the dark (to prevent degradation of pigments) and
stored at −70◦C in the dark before analysis of biogeochemical
sediment properties.

The erosion thresholds and relative erosion rate (suspension
index, Si) of the sediment were measured adjacent to the sampled
areas using a Cohesive Strength Meter (CSM), for more details
see Tolhurst et al. (1999) and Vardy et al. (2007). Finally, two
benthic sediment cores, 8.5 cm diameter and 5.0 cm deep, were
collected from each plot to sample the surface macrofauna. Just
the surface was sampled because the mangrove roots prevented
sampling of deeper sediments in the previous work on which
this study is based Chapman and Tolhurst (2004). Two syringe
cores of sediment, 2 cm diameter and 2 cm deep, were collected
to measure grain size and organic matter.

The second experiment was set up in two bays, Tambourine
Bay and Gore Creek on 21st April, 2005. Twenty-four plots were
established in each site and allocated randomly to unshaded
control, lightly (clear roofs) and heavily shaded (black roofs)
treatments. Fertilizer manipulation was not included because of
the lack of a response in the first experiment. Approximately
2 weeks later, on the 5th May, 2005, 12 of the plots (n = 4
for each treatment) at Gore Creek were sampled as before to
test whether the patterns found previously at Tambourine Bay
were also found at Gore Creek. The roofs were then re-used
to set up two additional plots of each treatment at each site,
giving a total of six plots for each treatment. These were sampled
approximately 3 months later, over 2 days on the 4th and 5th
July, 2005, but because a large storm destroyed most of the plots
at Gore Creek, only data from Tambourine Bay were available
for analysis. On the 4th July, 2005, light intensity readings were
taken in three plots of each treatment and under the adjacent
mangrove canopy.

Laboratory Methods
The type and relative abundance of pigments were obtained from
the 2nd-derivative reflectance spectra (Murphy and Tolhurst,
2009). Reflectance spectra were calculated by dividing the
mud spectrum by the calibration spectrum. To derive absolute
reflectance this quotient was then multiplied by the panel
calibration factors provided by the manufacturer of the panel.
The relative amount of absorption by pigments was estimated
using derivative analysis of the reflectance spectra. First, spectra
within each plot were averaged. Second-order derivatives were
then calculated from the average spectra using the combined
differentiation and smoothing method of Savitzky and Golay
(1964), with a 20 nm smoothing window. Fourth-order derivative
spectra may be better at separating individual pigments (Bidigare
et al., 1989), but were not used here because they were too
“noisy” due to the small reflectance of the mud. Second-
order derivative spectra are centered on zero with peaks in
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the spectrum representing absorption maxima of pigments. The
relative amounts of pigments in each plot-average spectrum were
calculated by automatically identifying the maximum value in
the 2nd derivative above zero and its wavelength position, for
each major absorption in the spectrum. The identity of pigments
was inferred by comparing the wavelength locations of maximal
absorption with the published wavelengths of in vivo absorption
maxima (Bidigare et al., 1989; Smith and Alberte, 1994; Aguirre-
Gomez et al., 2001). Absorptions were identified at 419 nm
(chlorophyll a), 434 nm (probably a mixture of chlorophylls a and
c), 471 nm (chlorophyll b), 493 nm and 587 nm (carotenoids and
xanthophylls), 618 nm (chlorophyll a), 630 nm (chlorophyll c),
and 675 nm (chlorophyll a).

The benthic cores were sieved over 500 µm mesh and the
retained fauna preserved in a 10% solution of formol-seawater
before being sorted under a microscope. Taxonomic resolution
was mixed from broad groups (e.g., oligochaetes and nematodes),
through families (polychaetes) to species/morphospecies
(amphipods, gastropods) because: (i) the taxonomy of many of
these groups is not well-known or identification keys are not
easily available and (ii) identification of these fauna at mixed
resolution is suitable to identify spatial and temporal patterns
of variation of these fauna within and among habitats (e.g.,
Chapman, 1998; Chapman and Tolhurst, 2004).

Contact core samples were used to measure a suite of
biogeochemical properties: chlorophyll a and b, colloidal
and total carbohydrate, water concentration, mud, sand and
organic matter using standard methods (see Murphy and
Tolhurst, 2009; Chapman et al., 2010 for more details). The
concentration of water was calculated from the contact core as
(Wtwet −Wtdry)/core volume in cm3, where: Wtwet = wet weight
of the sediment; Wtdry = dry weight of the sediment. The colloidal
carbohydrates (the water-soluble fraction of carbohydrates) and
total carbohydrates were measured from a sub-sample of each
contact core using the sulphuric acid-phenol Dubois assay
(Dubois et al., 1956). Data were calculated as glucose equivalents
using a standard curve and expressed as mass density (µg cm−3

for colloidal carbohydrate and mg cm−3 for total carbohydrate).
Approximately 0.2 g of the freeze-dried sample was used for
the assay of colloidal carbohydrate and 0.0025–0.005 g for
the assay of total carbohydrate. Chlorophylls a and b were
measured spectrophotometrically from a sub-sample of the
contact core using a dimethyl formamide (DMF) extraction,
following the equations of Porra et al. (1989) and expressed as
mass density (µg cm−3):

Chlorophyll a = 12 (A664 − A750)− 3.11 (A647 − A750)

Chlorophyll b = 20.78(A647 − A750) − 4.88(A664 − A750)

Where A are the absorptions at the specified wavelengths.
Organic matter was determined from each contact core and

each syringe core by ashing the remaining sediment in a furnace
at 450◦C, with the sediment weighed pre- and post-ashing and
data expressed as mass density (g cm−3). The grain size was then
measured by washing the ashed sediment through a mini 63 µm
sieve, of known weight. The sieve containing the remaining
sand sized sediment was then freeze-dried and re-weighed to

determine the mass density of sand (>63 µm g cm−3) and mud
(<63 µm g cm−3).

Statistical Methods
Biotic assemblages and the suite of sedimentary variables were
analyzed using multivariate analyses of variance (Permanova;
Anderson, 2001). The biotic data used matrices of Bray–
Curtis dissimilarities and untransformed data and the abiotic
data used matrices of normalized Euclidean distances. Levels
of probability were estimated from 999 permutations of
the data using the reduced model (Anderson, 2001). When
factors were significant (at P < 0.05), the means were
illustrated in nMDS plots (Clarke, 1993) and means compared
using t-tests within the Permanova statistical package. The
biota and abiotic variables that contributed most to the
significant differences among relevant means were identified
using SIMPER, which provides the contributions of each
individual taxon/abiotic variable to the mean dissimilarity
between any two variables.

Univariate data (e.g., abundances of individual taxa, the
number of taxa, individual sedimentary variables and individual
pigment bands) were analyzed using analysis of variance
(ANOVA). First, heterogeneity of variances was tested using
Cochran’s test and, if significant, significant F-ratios were
interpreted with caution. Differences among means for factors
with significant F-ratios were identified using Student–Newman–
Keuls (SNK) tests (Underwood, 1997a). For all analyses, nutrients
(plus/minus/procedural control) and shading (black roofs/clear
roofs/no roofs) were treated as fixed factors, with plots nested
within the nutrient x shading interaction. Each site and time were
analyzed separately. The differences among treatments, when
significant, were over and above plot differences.

RESULTS

Amounts of Shading
The light readings showed that average light intensities
(photosynthetic photon flux density) on the day of measurement
were 1,048 µmol m−2 s−1 (SE = 31) in the unshaded control
plots, 4.6 µmol m−2 s−1 (SE = 0.93) under black roofs, 648 µmol
m−2 s−1 (SE = 53.4) under clear roofs and 64 µmol m−2

s−1 (SE = 1.1) under the mangrove canopy. The black roof
produced sediment more heavily shaded than that under the
mangrove canopy, whilst the clear roof produced sediment more
lightly shaded than that under the mangrove canopy. The clear
roofs decreased average light intensities by approximately 38%,
mangrove canopy by approximately 94% and the black roofs by
over 99.5%. Therefore, the term lightly shaded refers to clear
roofs, the term heavily shaded refers to black roofs and unshaded
control refers to plots with no shading.

Changes After 2 Weeks, Tambourine Bay
and Gore Creek: Fauna
In the first experiment at Tambourine Bay, 45 taxa were
identified, including ten families of polychaetes, seven species
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FIGURE 1 | nMDS plots showing differences among treatments,
(A) Tambourine Bay macrofauna after 2 weeks, (B) Gore Creek macrofauna
after 2 weeks, (C) Tambourine Bay properties of sediment after 2 weeks,
(D) Gore Creek properties of sediment after 2 weeks, (E) Tambourine Bay
macrofauna after 3 months, (F) Tambourine Bay properties of sediment after
3 months. For panels (A,C), each point represents 1 plot; black – heavily
shaded plots with black roofs, gray – lightly shaded plots with clear roofs,
white – unshaded control plots; circles – with nutrients, square – procedural
control (buried plastic ring), triangle – no additional nutrients. For the rest of
the panels, each point represents 1 plot; black – heavily shaded plots with
black roofs, gray – lightly shaded plots with clear roofs, white – unshaded
control plots.

of amphipods, eight species of bivalves and groups such as
nematodes, insect larvae and oligochaetes. Of the >4,000
individuals, approximately 70% were polychaetes (39% were
spionids). Analysis using PERMANOVA (Anderson, 2001) on
untransformed data showed no significant effect of either factor
(Shading or Nutrients), nor significant interaction (P > 0.05 for
all terms in the analysis; Figure 1A) and, thus, no effect of either
factor on the faunal assemblage as a whole.

The number of taxa, families of polychaetes and abundances
of oligochaetes, capitellids, spionids, amphipods, bivalves and
nematodes (which together made up 85% of individuals) were
each analyzed using analyses of variance (Table 1A). There

were no significant differences among treatments, nor general
consistent trends for most data. In some cases, this was due to
very small differences among treatments (e.g., the number of
taxa in Figure 2). In other cases (e.g., abundances of bivalves,
amphipods, and oligochaetes), taxa were extremely variable
among some or all treatments (Figure 2). Heavy shading did,
however, reduce abundance of spionids and capitellids as was
predicted, although this was only significant for capitellids
(Table 1A and Figure 2). Adding fertilizer had no significant
effect on any of the fauna (Table 1A).

In the second experiment at Gore Creek, there were 27
taxa after 2 weeks, including eight families of polychaetes, one
species of amphipods, six species of bivalves and groups, such
as nematodes, insect larvae and oligochaetes. Again, there was
no significant effect of shading (PERMANOVA; P > 0.80)
(Figure 1B). Nor were there any effects of shading on the number
of taxa, families of polychaetes, nor abundances of oligochaetes,
capitellids, sabellids, spionids, or bivalves (Figure 3, all F-ratios
for Treatment had P > 0.05).

Changes After 2 Weeks, Tambourine Bay
and Gore Creek: Sediment Properties
The properties of the sediment (Fo, Fv/Fm, chlorophyll a and b,
colloidal and total carbohydrate, erosion threshold, erosion rate,
mud in contact core and syringe core, sand in contact core and
syringe core, organic matter in contact core and syringe core and
amount of water) from experiment 1 at Tambourine Bay after
2 weeks were analyzed as normalized Euclidean distances using
PERMANOVA. In contrast to the fauna, there was a statistically
significant effect of shading in experiment 1 (P < 0.01), with all
treatments significantly different from each other (at P < 0.05).
Nevertheless, the nMDS (Figure 1C) shows considerable overlap
among the different treatments.

The percentage contribution of each variable to Euclidean
distance measures among the different levels of shading was
calculated for each variable. Sediment in plots without roofs
was primarily distinguished from that with light shading by
amounts of water (10% of the average distance measure), colloidal
carbohydrate (8%) and Fo (8%). The two types of roof were
mainly distinguished by Fo and Fv/Fm (10 and 9%, respectively)
and chlorophyll a extracted from the contact cores (8%).

Analyses of the sedimentary variables for experiment 1 at
Tambourine Bay after 2 weeks gave no significant effects of either
treatment (shade and fertilizer) on most variables (Tables 1B,C
and Figure 4). Light shading caused a significant increase in:
Fo, concentration of chlorophyll a and water (Table 1B and
Figure 4). There was a strong effect of shading on concentrations
of colloidal carbohydrate (Table 1B), with decreased values under
both amounts of shading, particularly the heavily shaded ones,
which was opposite to what was predicted, but as predicted,
there was no significant effect on total carbohydrate. There was
a significant decrease in the concentration of sand in the absence
of nutrient addition under light shading (Table 1C and Figure 4).

In contrast to the fauna, there was a small, but significant
effect of fertilizer on chlorophyll a and colloidal carbohydrate
(Table 1B), although Student–Newman–Keuls (SNK) tests could
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TABLE 1 | ANOVA for macrofauna and properties of sediments in plots subjected to Shading (Sh), addition of Nutrients (N) and appropriate control treatments,
experiment 1 at Tambourine Bay after 2 weeks; details in text. 20 mm is data from syringe core, 2 mm is data from contact core, 2 samples from each of n = 4 replicate
plots.

(A)

Source df No. taxa Fams. Poly. Oligochaetes Capitellids Spionids Amphipods Bivalves Nematodes

Sh 2 - – – * – – – –

N 2 – – – – – – – –

ShxN 4 – – – – – – – –

P(ShxN) 27 ** – – – – *** – –

(B)

Source df Fo Fv/Fm Chl. a Chl. b Coll. Carb. Total Carb. Eros. thres. Eros. rate

Sh 2 ** – * – ** – – –

N 2 – – * – * – – –

ShxN 4 – – – – – – – –

P(ShxN) 27 * – * ** *** *** – –

(C)

Source df Mud (20 mm) Mud (2 mm) Sand (20 mm) Sand (2 mm) Organics (20 mm) Organics (2 mm) Water (2 mm)

Sh 2 – – * * – – **

N 2 – – – – – – –

ShxN 4 – – – – – – –

P(ShxN) 27 – ** * * ** ** *

Asterisks indicate significance, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. For treatments to be significant, the difference among them must be greater than the plot to plot
variation.

not distinguish among means. In each case, there were smaller
concentrations of chlorophyll a and colloidal carbohydrate in
the plots with added fertilizer (Figure 4), which was opposite to
what was predicted.

In experiment 1 at Tambourine Bay, after 2 weeks, there was
no significant effect of fertilizer on any of the pigment bands
(data not shown), but there were significant differences in the
amounts of pigments between shading treatments (Figure 5A).
The amount of chlorophyll a, as measured by the absorption at
675 nm was significantly different between each of the three shade
treatments. Absorptions by pigments at 587, 618, and 630 nm
were significantly greater under light shading, but there was no
significant difference in absorption between the unshaded control
plots and heavy shading. There was a significant difference
between shade treatments at 493 nm, but the SNK test could
not differentiate between treatments. At 419 nm absorption was
significantly smaller under light shading than heavy shading and
unshaded control plots.

In experiment 2, at Gore Creek after 2 weeks, roofs had no
significant effect on the sediment (PERMANOVA; p > 0.20),
even though the nMDS plots clearly separated the plots with
heavy shading from the other treatments (Figure 1D). Separate
analysis of the individual properties using ANOVA revealed
significant reductions in Fo, Fv/Fm and colloidal carbohydrate
(F2,21 = 6.72, 6.35, and 6.47, respectively, all P < 0.01) under
the heavy shading (Figure 6), although the decrease in Fv/Fm was
small. No other variables showed any significant effect of shading
treatments (Figure 6).

In experiment 2, at Gore Creek after 2 weeks, absorptions
by pigments at 618 nm were significantly different among
shading treatments (Figure 5B), but the SNK test could not
differentiate means. Absorption by pigments at 675 nm were
significantly smaller under heavy shading than both light shading
and unshaded control plots, which were not significantly different
from each other.

Changes After ∼3 Months, Tambourine
Bay
Data were only available from Tambourine Bay because the
experiment at Gore Creek was lost to a storm. For both the
fauna and sediment, nMDS plots and ANOSIM (Clarke, 1993)
showed no significant difference between the plots which had
been in place for 2 weeks less than the others. Thus, all plots were
analyzed together.

Tambourine Bay: Fauna
After ∼3 months, there were 47 taxa, including nine families of
polychaetes, 11 species of amphipods, six species of bivalves, three
species of gastropods, five species of isopods and various broad
groups, such as nematodes, insect larvae, oligochaetes, copepods,
etc. Pairwise comparisons showed that heavily shaded plots had
significantly different benthic fauna to the lightly shaded and
unshaded control plots, which were similar (PERMANOVA;
p < 0.05; Figure 1E).

Differences were primarily due to abundances of oligochaetes
(which contributed 24% to the total dissimilarity between heavily
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FIGURE 2 | Tambourine Bay macrofauna after 2 weeks, mean (SE.; n = 4 plots). Panel (A) numbers of all taxa and abundances of (B) capitellids, (C) spionids,
(D) amphipods, (E) bivalves, and (F) oligochaetes in heavily shaded plots with black roofs (BR), lightly shaded plots with clear roofs (CR) or unshaded control plots
(C), when provided with added nutrients (white bars), no nutrients (linear hatched bars) or the associated procedural control (crosshatched bars).

shaded and lightly shaded plots, 23% to the dissimilarity between
heavy shading plots and unshaded control plots), sabellids (17
and 12%, respectively), spionids (17 and 19%, respectively)
and one species of gammarid amphipod (11% for the latter
comparison only).

The number of taxa, families of polychaetes and abundances
of oligochaetes, capitellids, nereidids, sabellids, spionids,
amphipods, and nematodes were analyzed using analysis of
variance, the other taxa being too sparse for analysis, i.e., data
dominated by zeroes and singletons (Table 2). Several of these

taxa showed significant variability among replicate plots, but
only the number of taxa and abundances of amphipods showed
significant differences among treatments. SNK tests could not
identify the differences among treatments for the number of taxa,
although there were fewer under heavy shading and more under
the light shading (Figure 7). Abundances of amphipods were
significantly reduced under both sets of roofs, which indicates
an experimental artifact. Despite the strong contribution of
oligochaetes to the multivariate patterns and large decreases in
oligochaete, sabellid, and nereidid polychaete abundance under
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FIGURE 3 | Gore Creek macrofauna after 2 weeks, mean (SE; n = 4 plots) number of taxa, families of polychaetes and abundances of capitellids, oligochaetes,
sabellids, spionids, and bivalves in plots with black roofs (black bars), clear roofs (dark gray bars), or control plots (light gray bars).

heavy shading (Figure 7), there was no significant effect of heavy
shading (Table 2).

Tambourine Bay: Properties of Sediment
After ∼3 months, roofs had no significant effect on the sediment
(PERMANOVA, P > 0.25), mostly due to very large and
significant differences among plots. It is clear from Figure 1F,
that four of the six plots with light shading were very different
from the other two plots with light shading, which plotted
together with those with heavy shading and the unshaded control
plots. These two plots with light shading were not the plots
that had been in the field 2 weeks less than the other plots
with light shading.

Although differences were not significant, because four of
the six plots with light shading were clearly separated from the
other plots on the nMDS plot (Figure 1F), SIMPER determined
which variables most contributed to differences in sediment
between the plots with light shading and the unshaded control
plots, or those with heavy shading. The entire range of variables
measured contributed similar amounts to the differences, with
no single property contributing large amounts to the overall
differences in sediments.

In contrast to the fauna, there were significant differences
among treatments for many of these properties of sediments;
these were Fo, Fv/Fm, chlorophyll a, water, total and colloidal
carbohydrate and sand in both types of core (Tables 2B,C and
Figure 8). In general, there were more significant differences in
the biochemical properties than in the physical properties of the
sediment. There were no significant differences in threshold or
rate of erosion, despite the significant changes in the amount of
microphytobenthos, water and sand in the surface sediment.

Most significant differences in the properties of the sediment
were between the plots with light shading and the other
treatments (SNK tests). There was significantly more chlorophyll
a, Fo, total and colloidal carbohydrate and water under the light
shading than in the other two treatments (Figure 8). In all
analyses, heavily shaded and unshaded control plots did not differ
significantly, despite reduced measures of Fo, chlorophyll a and
colloidal carbohydrate under heavy shading (Figure 8). Fv/Fm
showed the opposite pattern to Fo, being significantly smaller
under the light shading.

Although there were significant effects of treatments on
amounts of sand, SNK tests could not distinguish among the
means. There appeared to be an artifact associated with roofs
influencing the amounts of sand and mud, with increased
mud and decreased amounts of sand under both sets of roofs
compared to the unshaded control plots. The rate of erosion
was greatest under heavy shading and least under light shading
(Figure 8). The threshold of erosion did not differ significantly
among treatments, but was slightly reduced under heavy shading.

After 3 months at Tambourine Bay, absorption by pigments
at 419 nm was significantly less under light shading than under
heavy shading and unshaded control plots, which were not
significantly different to each other (Figure 5C). There was no
significant difference in absorption among shading treatments at
471 nm. At 675 nm heavily shaded plots had significantly smaller
amounts of absorption than both lightly shaded and unshaded
control plots, which were not significantly different to each other.
For all other wavelengths, light shading showed significantly
greater amounts of absorption than both heavily shaded and
unshaded control plots, which were not significantly different to
each other (Figure 5C).
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FIGURE 4 | Tambourine Bay properties of sediment after 2 weeks, mean (SE; n = 4 plots) in plots with black roofs (BR), clear roofs (CR), or unshaded control plots
(C), when provided with added nutrients (white bars), no nutrients (linear hatched bars), or the associated procedural control (crosshatched bars). Panel (A) Fo,
(B) Fv/Fm, (C) chlorophyll a, (D) chlorophyll b, (E) colloidal carbohydrates, (F) total carbohydrates, (G) erosion threshold, (H) erosion rate, (I) mud from 20 mm deep
core, (J) mud from 2 mm deep core, (K) sand from 20 mm deep core, (L) sand from 2 mm deep core, (M) organics from 20 mm deep core, (N) organics from 2 mm
core, and (O) water from 2 mm deep core. Fo and Fv/Fm measured with a PAM (unitless); erodibility measured with a CSM, erosion threshold (N m−2), erosion rate
(dimensionless); all other measures are mass density (wt per cm−3).

DISCUSSION

These experiments show that both light shading (produced by
the clear roofs) and heavy shading (produced by the black
roofs) can, within a few weeks, cause significant changes
in microphytobenthos, properties of sediments and some
macrofauna. In contrast, there was little to no effect of addition
of nutrients. Shading by saltmarsh plants has been found
to cause similar changes, altering physical properties, shifting
microphytobenthos communities to diatom dominance and
altering macrofaunal community composition (Whitcraft and
Levin, 2007). This suggests that shading is a fundamental driver
of intertidal sediment ecosystem structure and function in these
Australian habitats.

Effects of Roofs
Mangroves in Sydney Harbour are patchy and do not form a
dense forest, hence their shading of sediment is patchy at the
edges and shaded patches are often comparatively small. We did

our experiment on the edges of the mangrove forests, where the
sizes of the naturally shaded patches and our experimental plots
more closely match. However, the size we chose for our plots
was a trade-off between area shaded and having a manageable
roof size. In addition, our shading manipulation was a persistent
change in shading, similar to that caused by structures such
as bridges; whereas shading due to immersion and emersion is
periodic and hence so are the impacts (Drylie et al., 2018). Thus,
the extrapolation of our findings to larger scale and different types
of shading should be treated with appropriate caution.

Originally, the clear roofs were incorporated into the
experiment as a procedural control to unconfound contrasts
between the unshaded control plots and the heavily shaded plots,
which potentially differed not only with respect to shading, but in
other factors that may be altered by the presence of the roofs, e.g.,
changes to water-movement, reduced predation, mobile fauna
sheltering under roofs during high and/or low tide, etc. (Miller
and Gaylord, 2007). For amphipod abundance there appeared to
be an experimental artifact of roofs, with a significant decrease
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FIGURE 5 | Mean (SE) amount of absorption by pigments at different
wavelengths between 400 and 800 nm under heavy shading (N); light shading
(•); unshaded control plots (�). Panel (A) after 2 weeks at Tambourine Bay,
n = 2; (B) after 2 weeks at Gore Creek, n = 4; (C) after 3 months at
Tambourine Bay, n = 4. Data were analyzed using ANOVA on untransformed
data, asterisks indicate significance, ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

in abundances of amphipods after 3 months under both sets
of roofs compared to the unshaded control plots. For most of
the significant responses shown by the taxa and the sedimentary
properties to shading, measures under the clear and black roofs
showed opposite directional responses, so are very unlikely to be
due to an artifact associated with the structure itself.

Effects of Addition of Nutrients
The only significant effect was a small decrease in biochemically
measured chlorophyll a and colloidal carbohydrate in the
plots with added nutrients. This was opposite to what would
be predicted if algal growth was nutrient limited. Despite
biotic processing of mangrove leaves increasing nutrients in
sediment (Camilleri, 1992) and nutrient addition altering faunal
assemblages (Morris and Keough, 2003); adding a source of
nutrients to sediments does not always result in either measurable
increases in nutrients (Douglas et al., 2016), nor changes to fauna
(Rossi, 2006), nor an overall increase in primary productivity or
biomass of microphytobenthos (Stutes et al., 2006; Cebrián et al.,
2012), but can alter assemblage structure (Gladstone-Gallagher
et al., 2014b), for example by inducing cyanobacterial blooms
(Armitage and Fong, 2004).

The effect of nutrient addition can also be mediated by
other organisms, for example the crab Pachygrapsus crassipes, via
processes such as bioturbation, reduced the relative importance
of nutrients to soft-sediment benthic assemblages (Armitage
and Fong, 2006). It is possible that the crab species found in
our sites, such as the burrowing Heloecius cordiformis, have a
similar effect on nutrients. Nutrient additions to intertidal flats
have been shown to increase chlorophyll a concentration in the
sediment by 90%, but only where resource uptake efficiency and
the accumulation of algae in plots were facilitated by the addition
of high densities of a burrowing bivalve (Eriksson et al., 2017).

These results suggest that microphytobenthos in this part of
Sydney Harbour are not nutrient limited, although it has been
shown that fertilizer application rate and sediment properties
influence enrichment level (Douglas et al., 2016) and it is possible
that we did not get sufficient nutrient release to detect an
effect. The results also suggest that the differences in patterns
of microphytobenthos, carbohydrates and fauna found between
unshaded sediment without large amounts of surface litter
and the shaded sediment with surface litter (Chapman and
Tolhurst, 2004, 2007; Tolhurst and Chapman, 2007), represents
a much more complex interaction of many different factors
(see below sections and Kon et al., 2010) than a simple
increase in nutrients derived from leaf litter. A unified approach
to field-based sediment nutrient enrichment experiments is
required to enhance comparisons and future meta-analyses
(Douglas et al., 2016).

Effects of Shading on the MPB and
Properties of the Sediment
Changes in the properties of sediments due to shading were
primarily in the measures of microphytobenthos and properties
known to be altered by them. This is most likely due to the
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altered light availability, although changes to temperature and
moisture may have also contributed. Visual observations and
the changes in sediment properties indicate that there was
generally an increase in microphytobenthos biomass in the
lightly shaded plots and a decrease in the more heavily shaded
plots. Fewer variables were significantly altered at Gore Creek,
demonstrating spatial variability in the response to shading.
Originally, chlorophyll a and colloidal carbohydrate were
predicted to increase under black roofs (heavy shading), because
of the patterns previously documented between unshaded mud
and mud shaded by the mangrove canopy (Chapman and
Tolhurst, 2004; Tolhurst and Chapman, 2007), which the black
roofs were expected to mimic. However, the black roofs caused
more shading than the mangrove canopy and there was either no
significant response in chlorophyll a and colloidal carbohydrate
or the opposite response occurred. Altered light intensity directly
causes shifts in the microphytobenthos, e.g., in: pigment ratios,
amount of chlorophyll proteins, species composition, growth,
survival, migration of motile species, number and/or size of
light harvesting subunits (Gallagher et al., 1984; Hust et al.,
1999; Defew et al., 2004; Jesus et al., 2006; Stutes et al.,
2006; van Leeuwe et al., 2008; Perkins et al., 2010; Cartaxana
et al., 2016); although the contribution of an indirect effect of
shading via macrofauna cannot be ruled out. In the unshaded
control plots, high light levels are most probably driving motile
microphytobenthos cell migration downward in the sediment
profile or inducing photoinhibition, at least during parts of the
day. Under heavy shading, light availability is probably limiting
microphytobenthic photosynthesis.

On rocky shores and seawalls, shading ameliorates stressful
conditions (Blockley, 2007), for example by decreasing physical
stresses associated with emersion during low tide, particularly
temperature and desiccation (Thompson et al., 2004). Mangrove
canopy directly alters physical conditions such as temperature
and moisture, with concomitant changes to sediment properties
and organisms (Kon et al., 2011). Latitude and its effects on
temperature, insolation and day-length play an important role
in regulating microphytobenthos biomass and their response
to shading. Murphy et al. (2009) suggested that increased
insolation and temperatures were responsible for a decrease
in microphytobenthos biomass during warmer months in
these intertidal flats. The results from Tambourine Bay after
3 months are in line with that suggestion, with the light
shading at least partially emulating conditions found in cooler
months (i.e., increased sediment moisture and decreased light
intensity). The increased concentration of water in the sediment
under light shading is probably due to shading decreasing
temperatures and evaporation during emersion (Kon et al.,
2010), and/or the increase in microphytobenthos biomass, and
decrease in sand increasing water retention (the method for
measuring water does not differentiate between pore water
and water found within organisms). The increase in colloidal
carbohydrate at Tambourine Bay after 3 months is probably
primarily due to the increase in microphytobenthos, which are
known to correlate with amounts of carbohydrate (Underwood,
1997b; Tolhurst et al., 2008). Over the whole study, however,
the differences in pigments and photosynthetic measures are

mixed, suggesting that either the microphytobenthic community
is mixed, exhibiting unique responses, or that something
else in addition to the microphytobenthos is impacting
the carbohydrates.

After 3 months, heavily shaded plots showed directional
responses in sediment properties in line with a reduction in
microphytobenthos (except for grain size), including reductions
in Fo, chlorophyll a, colloidal carbohydrate, erosion threshold
and total carbohydrate; and increased erosion rate and water;
although the differences were not always significant (Figure 8).
The lightly shaded plots showed directional responses in line with
an increase in microphytobenthos biomass; including increases
in Fo, chlorophyll a, chlorophyll b, colloidal carbohydrate, total
carbohydrate, erosion threshold, mud (both types of core),
and water; and decreased erosion rate and amounts of sand
(both types of core), although the differences were not always
significant (Figure 8).

The amounts and types of pigments in microphytobenthos
can yield important information on the composition of the
microphytobenthic assemblage (reviewed by Millie et al., 1993).
Amounts of pigments can also change in response to variations
in the intensity and wavelength distribution of incident light.
Carotenoids, for example, play an important role in protecting
algae from intense sunlight (Young and Britton, 1990) and
changes in amounts of their oxidized derivatives, xanthophylls,
are known to occur over relative short time-intervals in some
micro-algae (e.g., Demers et al., 1991).

After 2 weeks in Tambourine bay (experiment 1), shading
had a significant effect on the amounts of pigments (as
measured by the strength of their absorption spectra), with
carotenoids, xanthophylls, chlorophyll a (419, 618, and 675 nm)
and chlorophyll c (630 nm) greater in lightly shaded plots
than where plots were either heavily shaded or unshaded. The
absorption due to chlorophyll a at 675 nm was greatest in lightly
shaded plots and smallest in heavily shaded plots, indicating that
microphytobenthos biomass was increased in lightly shaded plots
and decreased under more heavy shading. This agrees with the Fo
and biochemically measured chlorophyll a data. These data do
not indicate that pigments were responding differently between
treatments at this time.

After 2 weeks in Gore Creek (experiment 2), there was
little effect of shading on absorptions, with a small significant
decrease in chlorophyll a (618 and 675 nm) under heavy shading,
indicating a small decrease in microphytobenthos biomass.
Again, there was no indication that pigments were responding
differently between treatments.

After 3 months at Tambourine Bay (experiment 2) absorption
by chlorophylls a, b and c (419, 424, and 471 nm) was so strong
that the spectrum became flat and individual bands could not be
easily resolved. This may explain why differences in absorption
among treatments were smaller in this spectral region compared
with other absorptions at longer wavelengths caused by the same
pigments (compare chlorophyll a derivative reflectance at 419 nm
with that at 675 nm in Figure 5C). The different amount and
direction of responses in absorption at different wavelengths
under different shading treatments suggests that as well as
changes in microphytobenthos biomass, there may be some
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FIGURE 6 | Gore Creek properties of sediment after 2 weeks, mean (SE) for panel (A) Fo, (B) yield, (C) chlorophyll a, (D) chlorophyll b, (E) colloidal carbohydrates,
(F) total carbohydrates, (G) erosion threshold, (H) erosion rate, (I) mud from 2 mm deep core, (J) mud from 20 mm deep core, (K) sand from 2 mm deep core, (L)
sand from 20 mm deep core, (M) organics from 2 mm deep core, (N) organics from 20 mm deep core, and (O) water from 2 mm deep core. Fo and Fv/Fm

measured with a PAM (unitless); erodibility measured with a CSM, erosion threshold (N m−2), erosion rate (dimensionless); all other measures are mass density (wt
per cm−3).

TABLE 2 | Analyses of major components of fauna and selected properties of sediments in plots (P) subjected to Shading (Sh), with appropriate control treatment;
experiment 2 at Tambourine Bay after 3 months; details in text.

(A)

Source df No. taxa Fams. Poly. Oligochaetes Capitellids Spionids Sabellids Nereidids Amphipods Nematodes Bivalves

Sh 2 * – – – – – – * – –

P(Sh) 15 – * – * – – ** * – **

(B)

Source df Fo Fv/Fm Chl. a Chl. b Coll. Carb Total Carb. Eros. thres. Eros. rate

Sh 2 ** * ** – ** ** – –

P(Sh) 15 *** * *** *** ** – – –

(C)

Source df Mud (20 mm) Mud (2 mm) Sand (20 mm) Sand (2 mm) Organics (20 mm) Organics (2 mm) Water (2 mm)

Sh 2 – – ** * – – *

P(Sh) 15 * *** – * – – *

2 samples from each of n = 6 replicate plots. Asterisks indicate significance, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 7 | Tambourine Bay macrofauna after 3 months. Mean (SE; n = 6 plots) number of taxa, families of polychaetes and abundance of oligochaetes, capitellids,
nereidids, spionids, sabellids, amphipods, nematodes, and bivalves in heavily shaded plots with black roofs (black bars), lightly shaded plots with clear roofs (dark
gray bars), and unshaded control plots (light gray bars).

physiological shifts in pigment composition and/or behavioral
responses such as migration by diatoms and/or a change in the
species composition of the microphytobenthos assemblage due to
different amounts of shading. Directional changes in absorption
due to chlorophyll c (630 nm) suggest that there might have been
greater numbers of diatoms under lightly shaded conditions and
fewer under heavily shaded conditions. This would support the
interpretation that the increase in colloidal carbohydrates under
light shading was due to microphytobenthos, because diatoms are
known to secrete copious amounts of carbohydrates (Underwood
and Smith, 1998; Paterson et al., 2000; Tolhurst et al., 2008)
and removal of microphytobenthos with algaecide in these
habitats causes significant reduction in colloidal carbohydrate
(Murphy and Tolhurst, 2009).

When light levels are large, excess photosynthetic production,
particularly in diatoms, is used to produce extracellular
carbohydrates that can be utilized later, for example at night
(Lancelot and Mathot, 1985; de Brouwer and Stal, 2002). The
patterns in colloidal carbohydrate (heavy shading < unshaded
controls < light shading) suggest that in heavily shaded
plots there is a reduction in carbohydrate production and
the utilization of available carbohydrates; when there is
no shading there is less carbohydrate production compared
to lightly shaded plots (possibly due to photoinhibition
and/or high temperatures); whilst under light shading there is
excess carbohydrate production. Measurements of the seasonal
changes in microphytobenthos on these intertidal flats using
spectroradiometry and PAM fluorescence demonstrated that
microphytobenthos biomass increased in cooler months and
decreased in warmer months (Murphy et al., 2009), suggesting
that the effects of shading on microphytobenthos may be partially

due to changes in temperature and moisture as well as altered
light intensity.

It is possible that the fauna also affects the carbohydrates,
most likely through total carbohydrates. For example, there were
increased numbers of worms in unshaded sediment, which are
known to secrete carbohydrates during construction of burrows
(Meadows et al., 1990). However, whilst carbohydrates may be
increased locally on burrow surfaces, the net effects of worms and
other fauna tends to be a reduction in colloidal carbohydrates
(Hu et al., 1995; de Deckere et al., 2001). Further work is
required to elucidate causative relationships between the fauna
and properties of the sediments, such as carbohydrates and
how these relate to carbohydrate production from other sources,
such as bacteria.

Both types of roof (levels of shading) tended to decrease the
concentration of sand in the surface ∼2 mm of sediment, with
a particularly large decrease after 3 months in lightly shaded
sediment, accompanied by a concomitant increase in water
(Figure 8). The concentration of mud, however, showed relatively
small changes. The reduction in sand concentration and increase
in water concentration means there was a shift to finer grained,
less consolidated surface sediment under both types of roof after
3 months. This may represent a direct artifact of the roofs, e.g.,
by altering local hydrodynamics (there was evidence of this at
Gore Creek after the storm) or an indirect effect, via changes
in the microphytobenthos and fauna. Diatom biofilms are better
at stabilizing finer sediment than coarser sediment (Fagherazzi
et al., 2013), suggesting microphytobenthos preferentially trap
fine sediment. The decreased amount of sand is thus consistent
with both an artifact of the roofs on hydrodynamics, and an
increased biomass of microphytobenthos.
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FIGURE 8 | Tambourine Bay properties of sediment after 3 months, mean (SE) for panel (A) Fo, (B) Fv/Fm, (C) chlorophyll a, (D) chlorophyll b, (E) colloidal
carbohydrates, (F) total carbohydrates, (G) erosion threshold, (H) erosion rate, (I) mud from 2 mm deep core, (J) mud from 20 mm deep core, (K) sand from 2 mm
deep core, (L) sand from 20 mm deep core, (M) organics from 2 mm deep core, (N) organics from 20 mm deep core, and (O) water from 2 mm deep core. Fo and
Fv/Fm measured with a PAM (unitless); erodibility measured with a CSM, erosion threshold (N m−2), erosion rate (dimensionless); all other measures are mass
density (wt per cm−3).

Despite considerable increases in microphytobenthos under
light shading and decreases under heavy shading, there were
only relatively minor changes in erosion threshold and relative
erosion rate (Si). This was surprising because microphytobenthos
are known to stabilize sediments (Tolhurst et al., 2006a,b;
Tolhurst et al., 2008). Similar limited effects on erodibility
in response to shading have been found in work on the
sandflats in Manukau Harbour (Harris et al., 2015). Directional
responses were, however, generally consistent with the changes
in microphytobenthos biomass and biostabilization, particularly
for the relative erosion rate (Si heavy shading > unshaded
controls > light shading). The limited effect of shading on
erodibility can be explained by consideration of the other
sediment properties, changes in macrofauna and the nature of

biostabilization. The large changes in amounts of sand, water
and to a lesser extent mud suggest that there was a shift to
finer grained, unconsolidated sediment under each type of roof,
which would be less stable than the unshaded control sediment.
These changes in the physical composition of the sediment would
act in an antagonistic fashion to the stabilizing effect of the
microphytobenthos. Oligochaetes were more abundant in lightly
shaded sediment and less abundant in heavily shaded sediment
and have been shown to significantly reduce algal biomass
at the sediment surface (van Regteren et al., 2017), probably
with cascading effects causing a reduction in sediment stability
and increase in erodibility. Thus, an increase in oligochaetes
would also act in an antagonistic fashion to the stabilizing
effect of the microphytobenthos and could explain why the
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effect of shading on microphytobenthos and related sediment
properties were not as large as otherwise might be expected.
Thus, the net effect of changes in physical properties, macrofauna
and microphytobenthos are to increase sediment erodibility in
heavily shaded conditions and generally decrease erodibility in
lightly shaded conditions, although effects were generally small.
Antagonistic effects and variability in the relative magnitude
of the physical and biological contributions to erodibility
would explain why the lightly shaded sediment is not always
more stable than the unshaded sediment, despite the general
increase in microphytobenthos in lightly shaded conditions.
Finally, microphytobenthos do not always stabilize sediment
(e.g., Sutherland et al., 1998; Tolhurst et al., 2008).

Effects of Shading on the Fauna
Despite clear effects of shading on the sediment, it had less effect
on the fauna. Shading was predicted to increase abundances
of amphipods and insect larvae and decrease abundances of
oligochaetes and polychaetes in accordance with patterns of
abundance found between unshaded mud and shaded mud
under the canopy of the trees (Chapman and Tolhurst, 2004;
Tolhurst and Chapman, 2007). In a mangrove forest in Thailand,
manipulative experiments by Kon et al. (2010) showed species
richness and abundance of epifauna increased in shaded
treatments due to lower temperature and higher moisture.

After 2 weeks, there was no effect of shading on the entire
assemblage in either location. There were, however, changes to
individual taxa, some of which were as predicted. Heavy shading
in experiment 1 at Tambourine Bay did not decrease abundance
of all polychaetes, only reducing abundance of spionids and
capitellids (Figure 2), which made up the majority of the worms.
Oligochaetes were decreased in both shading treatments when
nutrients were added and increased in both shading treatments
when nutrients were not added, but increased in lightly shaded
plots and unshaded plots in the procedural control for nutrient
addition. This is difficult to explain. After 2 weeks in experiment
2 at Gore Creek, abundance of oligochaetes also decreased slightly
in deeply shaded plots, as predicted, but increased under light
shading (Figure 3). Spionids and capitellids are opportunistic
taxa, with abundances that change rapidly in response to changes
in resources (Levin, 1984). Because many small polychaetes are
capable of dispersal through the water-column, the decrease
in abundance may have been due to emigration or mortality.
Spionids primarily live in temporary tubes, feeding across the
surface of the mud around the tubes, whereas capitellids are
shallow deposit-feeders. The decreases in capitellids and spionids
under shade are likely to be a direct response to reduction
of food; either the amount of microphytobenthos, or perhaps
bacteria, or meiofauna.

After 3 months, there were significant changes in the
faunal assemblage in deeply shaded plots compared to the
other treatments. This was primarily due to large decreases in
oligochaetes and sabellid polychaetes, but there was little change
in the numbers of capitellids or spionids. In lightly shaded plots,
abundance of oligochaetes, nereids, sabellids, and nematodes
increased, which is opposite to what was predicted (Chapman
and Tolhurst, 2004; Tolhurst and Chapman, 2007), although

differences were not statistically significant due to the large
variability in the data (Figure 7). Insect larvae and amphipods,
predicted to increase in the shade, showed no significant
change, suggesting that shading alone does not determine their
natural patterns of abundance in mangroves. They are probably
more influenced by other factors such as physical structure of
mangrove plants or the distribution/amounts of leaf litter detritus
(Chen and Ye, 2011), which can offer shelter and food.

Future Research
There is a wide variety of different types of natural and
anthropogenic shading on intertidal flats, including persistent
(e.g., docks, jetties, and mangrove canopy) and transient (moored
boats, turbidity, and planktonic algal blooms), which vary
spatially and temporally. This study shows that both light and
heavy shading can significantly alter properties and processes
at the sediment-water interface over a relatively short time
period. Future studies should investigate how the different types,
frequencies and duration of shade stress alter properties and
processes on intertidal flats to identify specific thresholds or
optimum conditions, with the ultimate goal of minimizing
negative anthropogenic impacts to these environments.

CONCLUSION

Shading had major effects on microphytobenthos and related
sediment properties, but patterns were not always as predicted
and there was less of an effect on the macrofauna. Changes
in the amount and intensity of shading of intertidal sediments,
e.g., from anthropogenic (wharves, jetties etc.) or natural sources
(mangrove forests) will alter various components of intertidal
flat sediments, particularly microphytobenthos and associated
properties. Changes in the microphytobenthos only caused small
changes in sediment erodibility. Further research on the effects
of shading on microphytobenthos, including detailed taxonomic
analysis are required to determine the contributions of changes
in biomass, species composition, photoinhibition, physiology,
pigment composition and migration to the patterns found here.
As shown in the current study, changes to the macrofauna are
complex and variable, so before any environmental effects of
increased shading on fauna can be understood, it is necessary
to separate direct effects of shading on fauna from indirect
effects, such as the changes to microphytobenthos or other
resources. This requires appropriate experimental designs that
can separate and measure the relative strengths of direct and
indirect interactions between the biota and the sediment and
the influence of external environmental conditions on these
interactions. This is a major challenge for intertidal flat research.
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