
Go down to the beach where there were once dozens of sea stars
and you might have trouble finding any at all. Since the summer
of 2013, marine biologists, researchers, divers and the general
public have been reporting devastating declines to sea star
populations on the west coast. 

The die-off has been coined ‘sea star wasting syndrome’.
After becoming infected, sea stars start showing lesions—white
marks–on their bodies. Very quickly, the animals literally begin
pulling themselves apart. Their arms appear to crawl away from
their bodies, and they become less rigid. Within days, there is
nothing to mark their existence but a spot of white mush. 

Though scientists have been monitoring the wasting
syndrome closely, they have not been able to determine the
cause of the die-offs. Researches are looking in to many
possibilities. Environmental toxins and low oxygen levels in the
water could be connected to the wasting, but scientists say this
is unlikely, as no other marine species seems to have been
affected. 

Another theory points to radiation and tsunami debris
arriving on the coast from the Fukushima disaster in Japan.
However, no proof of this has been found either. The wasting
syndrome has been reported in individual locations and it seems
likely, researchers say, that radiation would effect the full length

of the west coast. 
Scientists also think that sea stars may have been infected

with a virus or pathogen. 
The first report of the syndrome came from a place called

Starfish Point on Washington’s Olympic Peninsula. Since then,
observations of the disease have been made from Alaska to
Mexico. Though similar die-offs in sea star populations occurred
in the 1970s,’80s and ’90s, nothing of this scale or range has
been observed before. 

Over a dozen species of sea stars have been affected and
populations are plummeting rapidly. Not only is the syndrome
being identified all up and down the coast, it is also intensifying
in infected areas.

Sea stars are keystone species. This means that they have a
large impact on the habitat that they live in. They are predators
of the sea floor, eating mussels, sea cucumbers, crab and even
other stars. Their plummeting populations are sure to have an
effect on their marine environments, say scientists. 

The wasting syndrome is being carefully monitored  by
biologists and any changes in the landscape of the sea floor will
be documented and studied so that the full effect of sea star
wasting syndrome can be recognized. 0
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Sea stars are still disappearing by the thousands
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