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Massive mortality in kelp beds of the Pacific
coasts of North and South America was caused by
the rise in surface seawater temperature during the
El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO) event of
1982/83, the strongest in the four and half previous
centuries. In northern Chile a stretch of 600 km of
coastline showed massive mortality of the intertidal
kelp species 

 

Lessonia nigrescens

 

 Bory, of which only a
few individuals managed to survive. Kelps and their
associated biodiversity recovered but kelp beds re-
colonization in general was variable in time and
space seemingly very slow along northern Chilean
coasts. Here we show, effectively, that northward re-
colonization advanced less than 60 km in 20 years.
Conversely, kelp beds of the Northern Hemisphere
recovered 300 km in only six months after the same
ENSO event. Genetic diversity in the two most af-
fected populations of 

 

L. nigrescens 

 

shows half of the
heterozygosity and polymorphism with respect to
that observed in six non affected populations. In ad-
dition, geographically separated populations seem
highly isolated as evidenced by high and significant

 

fixation indices (all F

 

ST

 

 values over 0.4).

 

Strong natural bottlenecks occurred long ago in the
past, well studied in terrestrial populations affected by
the Pleistocene ice age during the glacial-interglacial
periods (Stewart and Lister 2001). In these cases the
ecological scenario under which the events occurred
varied due to the dramatic climate changes of the ice
ages (Hewitt 2000). Massive mortality due to ENSO
events is a much more recent phenomenon affecting
marine environments (Fig. 1, a and b) with one of the
strongest events of the last 4 and half centuries occur-
ring in 1982/83 (Quinn et al. 1987). In addition, the
frequency of ENSO events of the last century has dou-
bled in the last 50 years (Holmgren et al. 2001, Jaksic
2001) reducing the biodiversity of coastal habitats at
large spatial scales (Camus et al. 1994). The novelty of
these changes makes it difficult for the scientific com-

munity to make accurate predictions for the whole system
but the recovery of some key ecosystem engineer or
habitat-forming species (Jones et al. 1994, Coleman
and Williams 2002) may help to understand the mag-
nitude of the impact. Kelp beds of the north and
south Pacific are engineer species in terms of biomass
and habitat. In both hemispheres kelp beds were killed
by the 1982/83 ENSO event (Gunnill 1985, Castilla
and Camus 1992, Tegner and Dayton 1987). Recovery
of kelp beds has been in general variable in time and
space (Foster and VanBlaricom 2001) seemingly very
slow along northern Chilean coasts (Camus 1994).

In Chile the 1982/83 El Niño event killed kelp
beds along 600 hundreds kilometres of coastline
(Castilla and Camus 1992). Kelp gatherers collect
these seaweeds from cast-ashore individuals so that
the landings’ statistics of these species is an estimation
of their abundance in nature. Landings recorded dur-
ing the last 20 years showed a steep decrease in three
northern localities of Chile after the ENSO event, and
natural recovery has occurred, but mainly on the
southernmost and less impacted areas (Figs. 1c and 2)
where coastal fishermen moved to collect stranded al-
gae. At sites like Punta Patache (21

 

�

 

S) only a few
patches of individuals of the intertidal kelp species

 

Lessonia nigrescens

 

 survived in 1982/83. This survival
was probably due to the protection provided by local
geographical conditions (coastal points) with stron-
ger coastal upwelling (Fig. 1, a and b), resulting in wa-

 

ter masses richer in nutrients and of colder temperatures
closer to the coast (Martínez 1999). Such upwelling
zones are stable at many points along the coast as de-
scribed by Vásquez et al. (1998) and they were present
during most of the 1997/98 ENSO event in northern
Chile (Lagos et al. 2002) probably avoiding massive kelp
mortality as it occurred in the ENSO event of 1982/83.
The intertidal at only 60 km North of Punta Patache
was densely covered by kelps in 1978 (Fig. 1d) but it
has not yet been re-colonized, and 20 years later rocks
are still covered mainly by crusts of calcareous red al-
gae (Fig. 1e). The ENSO events of 1992, 1997/98 al-
though not causing massive mortality in 

 

Lessonia nigre-
scens

 

 might have contributed to less kelp reproduction
and lower recruitment. Landings decreased in 1999
probably due to mortality rise in the subtidal species
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Lessonia trabeculata.

 

 Thus, on average, the leading re-
cruitment edge of 

 

L. nigrescens

 

 did not advance more
than 3 km per year. This is a much slower rate than
the one observed in kelp beds of the northern hemi-
sphere where they recovered 300 km in only six
months after the same ENSO event (Foster and Schiel
1985, Hernández-Carmona et al. 1989, Dayton et al.
1999). Subtidal kelps may have escaped mortality due
to the presence of individuals in deeper colder habi-
tats not reached by the warm surface waters of ENSO
events.

The genetic consequences of recovery after massive
mortality events have not been studied in macroalgae.
This is particularly important in the kelp 

 

Lessonia nigre-
scens

 

 a species seemingly very sensitive to environmen-
tal changes as it was also affected by human-induced
massive mortality in other areas of northern Chile,
also followed by low recovery and unknown genetic
impact (Correa et al. 2000). Population genetic diver-
sity was evaluated by multilocus Random Amplified
Polymorphic DNA (RAPD) molecular data from sam-
ples of 

 

Lessonia nigrescens

 

 along 3,000 km of the spe-
cies distribution (Fig. 1c, Table 1). The methodology
of sampling and genetic analysis included:

 

Sampling sites and collection of tissues.

 

Individuals of

 

Lessonia nigrescens

 

 (n

 

�

 

10-20) scattered along 500 m of
the intertidal were sampled during 1999/2000 in
eight localities (Table 1) distributed along 3000 km of
coastline, covering 3/4th of the length of the species

distribution that reaches to Cape Horn in the south.
Only the two northernmost localities were highly im-
pacted by the 1982/83 ENSO event (Castilla and Ca-
mus 1992). The samples at site 1 (Punta Patache) re-
covered from a few surviving individuals and now the
colonising northward leading edge is at a locality
called Huaque, only 55 km north of that site. At this
edge point there was only 1 individual

 

�

 

m

 

�

 

2

 

 (SD 

 

�

 

 1.6,
n 

 

�

 

 45) while in populations of central Chile not af-

Fig. 1. (a,b) NOAA satellite images of superficial seawater temperatures (coloured scale in �C) off the coast between 19�S and
21�S in September 1997(a), and September 1998(b). Arrows: Upwelling sites with colder waters. DE-arrow: site of pictures d and e.
1-arrow: sampling site 1. (c) Position of all sampling sites. (d,e) DE-site view in 1978 with Lessonia nigrescens (d) and in February 2002
without kelps (e).

Fig. 2. Landings of two Lessonia species between 1980-2000
in sites 1, 2 and in Caldera (27�S) between sites 2-3. Arrow:
1982/83 ENSO event. Source: National Fisheries Service at
www.sernapesca.cl
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fected by ENSO events or massive mortality there are
normally between 4 and 30 adult individuals

 

�

 

m

 

�

 

2

 

(Santelices and Ojeda 1984). Vegetative tissues were
excised from the base of fronds, where meristematic
areas are normally clean of epi/endophytes. Tissues
were brushed in distilled water, blotted on paper
towel and dried in tubes with Silica gel in beads until
DNA extraction.

 

DNA extractions, PCR with RAPD primers and electro-
phoretic conditions.

 

DNA was extracted from 50 

 

�

 

L of
finely ground tissues. This volume was mixed with
equal volume of Poly Vinyl Pyrrolidona (PVP) and
then extracted with 700 

 

�

 

L of CTAB buffer (3%) in
Tris-HCL 1M, pH 8.0, Na Cl 1.4 M, EDTA 20mM. This
method combines a standard CTAB extraction (Rich-
ards 1987) with the addition of PVP to extract
polyphenols, very abundant in phaeophycean algae.
Addition of PVP is a similar solution to that used by
Hong et al. (1992) also to discard impurities. The mix
was agitated every 20 min for one h at 60

 

�

 

 C, then cen-
trifuged at 12,000 rpm for 5 min. Supernatant was pi-
peted and mixed with 700 

 

�

 

L of Chlorophorm:Isoam-
ilic Alcohol (24:1). The supernatant was precipitated
in 0.6 volumes of 100% isopropanol at 

 

�

 

20

 

�

 

 C for 30
min. Then the solution was centrifuged for 4 min at
14,000 rpm and the DNA pellet washed in alcohol
70% prior to drying. The DNA pellet was diluted in
MilliQ water and quantified in a spectrophotometer
under 260/280 nm. The four chosen primers gave 30
informative bands of a size range between 250 and
1450 pb (Table 2). The PCR were run using 20 ng of
DNA using standard RAPD protocols (Martínez et al.
1999) with higher MgCl

 

2

 

 concentration (4 mM). The
PCR cycle started with 5 min at 94

 

�

 

 C followed by 35
cycles of 1 minute at 94

 

�

 

 C, 1 min at 38

 

�

 

 C and 1.5 min

at 72

 

�

 

 C. A final extension period of 10 min at 72

 

�

 

 C
was added.

 

Data analysis.

 

RAPD banding patterns were trans-
formed to a matrix of 1(band presence) and 2 (band
absence) and the expected Polymorphism and Het-
erozygosity were estimated using the Taylor’s expan-
sion as suggested by Lynch and Milligan (1994) for
dominant genetic data. This modality was incorpo-
rated in the TFPGA software (Miller 1997) used for
this analysis and for the estimation of paired F

 

ST

 

 val-
ues. The Mantel test was used to correlate the matrix
of geographical and genetic (F

 

ST

 

/(1

 

�

 

F

 

ST

 

)) distances.
Results showed that genetic diversity was highly re-

duced in the two northern and most impacted popu-
lations recovering in northern Chile, with estimated
heterozygosities being less than half of those found in
the six other localities (Fig. 3). There was also a signif-
icant pattern of genetic isolation by distance (with all
F

 

ST

 

 values higher than 0.4) where paired genetic dis-
tances (F

 

ST

 

/(1

 

�

 

F

 

ST

 

)) significantly increased from spa-
tial scales of less than 500 kilometres to longer paired
distances (Fig. 4).

The low recovery is probably due to the intertidal
habitat of the species and to a varied set of single and
complementary inhibitory factors affecting kelp re-
cruitment (Martínez and Santelices 1998). Namely
short dispersion capacity, presence of red algal crusts,
strong waves, desiccation and herbivores. Thus, it is
very likely that within a time scale of a few decades ge-
netic diversity in northern populations will not com-
pletely recover before new strong ENSO events im-
pact those low latitudes. New events will probably
come sooner than large-scale climate changes (Jaksic
1998) further decreasing the kelp genetic variability
or completely inhibiting its recovery at its actual
northern distribution limit. Comparisons with other
kelps are difficult to establish as genetic structure has
been evaluated in the North Atlantic kelp 

 

Laminaria
digitata

 

 (Valero et al. 2001) but in populations not
submitted to any known recent event of massive mor-
tality. However, genetic variability in the intertidal
kelp 

 

Postelsia palmaeformis

 

 has revealed that a strong
genetic structure occurs at spatial scales as short as 25 m,
with genetic distances not being stronger than those
observed at 250 km (Coyer et al. 1997). Consequently,
genetic data seem to indicate very short dispersion in
intertidal kelps. Similarly, in the winged kelp 

 

Alaria
marginata

 

 genetic heterogeneity was also strong at
short local scales (patches and within-stand individu-
als), as detected by dominant AFLP data (Kusumo and

 

Table

 

 1. Geographical position of each sampling locality
(main cities in parentheses) and number of individuals used

 

for molecular analysis.

 

Abbreviation Locality
Latitude 

south
Individuals 

sampled

 

1 Punta Patache (Iquique) 20

 

�

 

50

 

�

 

16
2 Antofagasta 23

 

�

 

40

 

�

 

20
3 Coquimbo 28

 

�

 

50

 

�

 

13
4 Las Cruces 33

 

�

 

30

 

�

 

12
5 Constitución 35

 

�

 

20

 

�

 

10
6 Dichato (Concepción) 36

 

�

 

30

 

�

 

16
7 Niebla (Valdivia) 39

 

�

 

45

 

�

 

20
8 Guabún (Chiloé Island) 41

 

�

 

50

 

�

 

14

 

Table

 

 2. RAPD primers used, sequence and number and size of informative bands (30 loci in total).

 

RAPD primer (number of 
informative bands) Sequence 5

 

�

 

→

 

3

 

�

 

Band sizes (bp)

 

C2 (8) GTGAGGCGTC 1165, 1026, 885, 813, 672, 604, 458, 379
C8 (6) TGGACCGGTG 1109, 829, 620, 431, 372, 265
C11 (8) AAAGCTGCGG 1451, 1281, 1062, 978, 607, 485, 396, 316
L5 (8) ACGCAGGCAC 1027, 868, 765, 674, 594, 501, 442, 350
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Druehl 2000). Long dispersion seem to be more the
case in subtidal kelps such as 

 

Macrocystis pyrifera

 

, where
spores have been detected at great distances far from
potential parental plants (Reed et al. 1988). In addi-
tion, drifting thalli of 

 

Macrocystis pyrifera

 

 have pneu-
mocysts that allow better buoyancy and dispersion
(Dayton 1985) while those of 

 

Lessonia

 

 do not have
such structures and they sink. Furthermore recruit-
ment might result from dormant microscopic stages
in 

 

M. pyrifera

 

 (Ladah et al. 1999). Such set of strategies
differ from intertidal species and it might favour the
rapid re-colonisation of 

 

Macrocystis

 

 post ENSO events
described in the northern Pacific in California and
Baja California.

ENSO events may become biological disasters af-
fecting biodiversity at lower latitude coasts in both
hemispheres. Their study hold lessons of great value
not only in giving clues about the magnitude of such
mortality events but also on the variability of ecosys-
tem recovery. Human-induced disasters of similar
magnitude are occurring on 

 

Lessonia nigrescens

 

 popu-
lations affected by mining activities in northern Chile
(Correa et al. 2000). Recovery rates and genetic im-
pact can now be compared with this case of ENSO-
induced massive mortality. However, the ENSO ef-
fects are still in progress, as are the lessons.
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