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Maërl beds are composed of unattached coralline red algae species that form nodules or rhodoliths
covering the seabed. The rhodoliths accumulation provides 3D structured benthic habitats that increase
the complexity of sedimentary continental shelves. Mediterranean rhodolith bottoms (also known as
maërl beds) can be found in depths between 50 and 100 m, increasing the continental shelf habitat
diversity, having a remarkable conservation value and being included in the Habitats Directive
(92/43/EEC). Although they are considered hotspots of biodiversity, they frequently occur within fishing
grounds where bottom contact gears compromise the ecological integrity of these biogenic formations.

Sampling was carried out with a non-intrusive video (ROV)
providing a large-scale and continuous approach on an exposed
fishing ground (Blanes) and two Marine Protected Areas (Cabo
de Palos and Columbretes). Multivariate analysis and
Generalised Linear Models were applied to assess the effects of
environmental drivers.
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1 Depth flat muddy bottoms
High abundance of sessile fauna: Crinoidea,
Hydrozoa, Polychaeta, Parastichopus regalis
and Pennatulacea.

2 Sand with ripples and some rhodoliths
(<50% cover)

High abundance of Cerianthus membranaceus,
Holothuroidea, Trachinus sp. and some flat
fishes.

3 Sand with rhodolith and algal cover
High species dispersion. Presence of rocky
outgroups. Dominance of star fishes, sea
urchins, hermit crabs and bryozoans.

CONCLUSIONS
ROV surveys allow to study benthic habitats at a continuous spatial scale and to
obtain information on the presence of visible benthic fauna at large scales. This
approach allowed to identify benthic community patterns linked to
environmental drivers, however, data is limited to the visible component of the
benthic community.
> In general, the most abundant taxa are from the Phylum Echinodermata,

specifically sea urchins (Spatangus purpureus and Sphaerechinus
granularis), starfish (Echinaster sepositus, Chaetaster longipes and Luidia
ciliaris) and various species of Holothuroidea (plot a).

> Location has significant effects on species richness (plot b). As expected,
richness is higher in Columbretes (MPA) and Cabo de Palos (MPA)
compared to Blanes (fishing ground), due to their degree of protection.

> Indices of Richness (plot c) and Shannon (plot d) increase with the presence
of 2 biotopes with respect to the heterogeneity, probably due to the sum of
species of both biotopes, but it decreases rapidly when the number of
biotopes is greater than 2, probably indicating some habitat fragmentation.
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OBJECTIVE
To describe the spatial 
patterns of the conspicuous 
benthic fauna.

To identify biophysical 
drivers of the species 
richness and diversity. 
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