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Abstract
Harmful algal blooms (HAB) have increased in the Arabian Gulf Coast with increased coastal activities including offshore oil exploration, coastal dredging, land reclamation, and urbanization. Dinoflagellates are one of the most important groups of phytoplankton, producing harmful algal blooms threatening human health, commerce and well-being. Some species of dinoflagellates produce resting cysts (“seeds”) that accumulate in bottom sediments where they may survive many years until suitable conditions arise to produce harmful algal blooms again. Since cyst analysis is now an established method used in the management of HABs internationally, the Environment Agency-Abu Dhabi initiated a cyst survey as part of the HAB management program. Samples of bottom sediment were collected from 131 sites representing the whole territorial waters of Abu Dhabi Emirate. The study identified unusually diverse assemblages with 72 distinctive types of dinoflagellate cysts including seven species or groups of species known to cause HAB worldwide. Five of these, are known to produce toxins. Other nontoxic species are capable of developing massive blooms that may reduce dissolved oxygen to threatening levels for fish and other marine life. Cysts of harmful algal species were recorded from almost all samples, many of which included toxic species, showing that bottom sediments within the whole region should be considered as probably carrying some potential risk of HAB. Sites of increased abundance of harmful algal cysts (seedbeds) documented and identified areas of significantly increased risk of HAB. The present study discusses the assessment of risk for HAB from future sediment disturbance by coastal development projects and dredging. In addition, sensitive areas were identified showing the need for continuous cyst monitoring in Abu Dhabi coastal waters. 

