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 Who’s in the water today?
                 Phytoplankton of the Monterey Bay

Monterey Bay is a vibrant ecosystem, providing a home for giant blue whales, tiny phytoplankton, and everything in between. 
The organisms that thrive change with the seasons, as each season brings unique weather and water conditions to the bay. 

Read on to learn which critters you are likely to see, and whether you need your binoculars or your microscope!

 

W
in

te
r 

   
   

   
   

   
   

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

 SP
rin

g     
      

                                         Sum

m
er                                                                   Fall

wind
, u

pw
elli

ng, co
ld water, high nutrients, high oxygen                                        w

arm
 and stratifi ed w

ater, calm
 conditions, low nutrients at the surface                                      

       
     

     
  ra

in 
sto

rm
s, 

hig
h 

su
rf

Diatoms are common in the 
spring. The abundant nutrients 

help them to build their silica-rich 
cell wall.

Dinofl agellates thrive in the fall. 
Their fl agella allow them to swim 
down away from the surface to 

reach nutrients.

Little guys are hard to see! Flow           
cytometry, which is also used to count 
blood cells, helps to identify and count 
the small organisms common in the 

winter.

Phytoplankton?
 small stuff:         

cyanobacteria,             
flagellates 

• Low phytoplankton biomass
• Rains continue to introduce 

pollutants and nutrients

Phytoplankton? 
DIATOMS

• Harmful Algal Blooms occur
• Good monitoring is essential as 

blooms can be dangerous to sea 
life and humans                                                                                           
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orca Whales

humpback whales
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Pigeon guillemots
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Humpback whales
blue whales

anchovies, sardines
sooty shearwaters

pelicans

elephant seals
Great white sharks

jaegers
pacific and common 

loons
western grebes

auklets

Troublemakers?
Pseudo-nitzschia

Troublemakers?
Akashiwo 

Alexandrium

Troublemakers?
not really

AkashiwoAsterionella

Pseudo-
nitzschia

Dictyocha

Synechococcus

Ceratium

Noctiluca

Asteromphalus

Phytoplankton? 
dinoflagellates

• Red tides common - only some 
are harmful

• First rains fl ush nutrients into the 
bay, cause increase in bacteria 

and blooms


