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Executive summary 
 

This document reports on the results of coralligenous and infralitoral reef research carried out in 

the scope of the ADRIREEF project by a project partner the NGO Sunce (Croatia). Data were 

collected during the field work carried out from September 12 until September 20 2020 on the 

Dugi Otok Island (location [ŀƎƴƛŏƛύ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ September 29 until October 6 2020 on the Vis Island 

(location {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ). Both locations were selected a priori and they form part of the marine Natura 

2000 network in Croatia. 

The main aims of the undertaken activities were: 

1) to characterize the coralligenous assemblages dominated by gorgonians at the selected 

sites and to assess current level of disturbances, if present, in order to set the baselines 

for future monitoring 

2) to test several recently proposed protocols applicable for monitoring the effects of 

climate change on infralitoral reefs 

3) to provide on-site practical training in reef monitoring for the employees and volunteers 

of the NGO Sunce 

 

The underwater work performed by SCUBA diving included photosampling and visual census to 

collect data for the characterisation of the coralligenous biodiversity and structure as well as to 

collect data on potential disturbances acting upon these circalitoral reefs (developing below 25 

m depth) such as data on mass mortalities, mucilaginous algal aggregates, invasive species, 

sedimentation and fishing impacts. Related to potential stressors on infralitoral (shallow water) 

reefs, we tested two protocols which were recently proposed within the other Interreg project, 

MPA Adapt, and have carried out fish visual census for climate change indicators as well as the 

assessment of conservation status and climate-related responses of sessile benthic 

macroinvertebrates. For the first time, we have also tested the Lost Fishing Gear protocol 

(developed within a GhostMed programme) in the Eastern Adriatic, both on coralligenous and 

infralitoral reefs. This protocol is designed to assess both the impact of the lost fishing gear as 
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well as to inform decision making process of whether it is feasible to remove it from the marine 

environment.  In addition to natural reefs, we used an exquisite opportunity to also assess two 

artificial reefs (steamboat shipwrecks) found at our study locations, the shipwreck Michele next 

to the Dugi Otok Island and the shipwreck Teti next to the Vis Island.  

During field work, 14 dives were performed on the Dugi Otok Island and 8 on the Vis Island. In 

total, 12 divers participated in the field activities. 

In summary, results revealed rich coralligenous assemblages dominated by Eunicella cavolini at 

[ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ŀƴŘ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ .ŜǎƛŘŜ E. cavolini assemblage, at {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ there is also 

present a mixed Paramuricea clavata and Eunicella cavolini assemblage. Coralline encrusting 

algae, the foundation builders of coralligenous outcrops, were more abundant on the Vis Island, 

where often a representative plate-like thalli of Lithophyllum stictaeforme were additionally 

contributing to the structural complexity of the outcrops and created additional micro-habitats. 

On the Vis Island, notable was abundance of erect bryozoans, one of the main animal builders of 

coralligenous outcrops, with large colonies of Pentapora fascialis especially abundant on Sika 6 

site. In contrast, sponges, usually the most species rich group of sessile macroinvertebrates 

within the coralligenous, were relatively poorly represented on the Vis sites, whereas they were 

much more abundant on the Dugi Otok sites. On the latter, besides Chondrosia reniformis, as one 

of the most abundant sponges, notable was the presence of the strictly protected sponge 

Aplysina cavernicola, contributing to the intermediate layer of the coralligenous habitat. In 

addition, coralligenous outcrops on the Dugi Otok sites were characterized by a dominance of 

encrusting red algae belonging to family of Peyssonneliaceae.  

Denser populations and larger colonies of the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini were recorded 

at the Vis Island than at the Dugi Otok Island, whereas Paramuricea clavata was present only at 

the studied sites on the Vis Island, where it formed a mixed facies of coralligenous assemblages 

with E. cavolini. Its demography was similar to the demography of other Adriatic populations 

studied to date that were characterized by great proportion of large colonies (> 40 cm in height). 
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However, due to low number of assessed colonies, data on P. clavata should be interpreted with 

caution. 

All descriptors selected to evaluate coralligenous ecological status that were related to 

assessment of its understorey (i.e. its basal and intermediate layer) suggest good conditions at 

our study sites. These include species richness and heterogeneity comparable to other Adriatic 

sites with low levels of anthropogenic pressure, high sensitivity levels indicating presence of high 

number of sensitive species and/or their high abundance such as in the case of erect-branchy 

bryozoans for example, positive balance in bioconstruction and generally low percent cover of 

sediment and algal turf. However, related to the erect layer, the extent of injury of erect 

anthozoans (i.e. gorgonians that exclusively form that layer within assessed assemblages) is 

considerable at most sites, indicating disturbances that can specifically and/or more adversely 

affect these more exposed (since they are the tallest within the community) and among the most 

sensitive organisms.  

The mean extent of injury of E. cavolini colonies was almost twice as high on the Vis Island than 

on the Dugi Otok Island. The most affected was population at Sika 3 site followed by Sika 6 (with 

mean extent of injury of 39 and 31%, respectively) and almost 80% of affected colonies (i.e. with 

injury levels >10% of colony surface) at Sika 3 and 66% of affected colonies at Sika 6 site. 

Meanwhile, on the Dugi Otok Island mean extent of injury of E. cavolini colonies was 23% at 

[ŀƎƴƛŏƛ м ǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ 16% ŀǘ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ н ǿƛǘƘ рт҈ ŀƴŘ пм҈ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎƛǘŜΣ 

respecitvely. 

Mean extent of injury of P. clavata colonies was higher at Sika 3 than at Sika 6 site (36 vs. 27%), 

and overall they were fairly similar to the ones observed for E. cavolini at the same location. 

Likewise, high proportion of affected colonies of P. clavata was noted, being 66% of colonies 

affected at Sika 3 and 85% at Sika 6. Although most of the injuries were old, we also noticed 

recent injuries (i.e. denuded axes, mainly on apical tips) that would imply they occurred less than 

1 month ago, which could have coincided with the increased seawater temperatures. Other 

putative causes may include past and present mechanical abrasion by the fishing gear (either lost 
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ƻǊ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƴ ǳǎŜΤ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘύ ŀƴd mucilaginous algal 

aggregates. Although the latter were not observed during this study, their occurrence in the past 

was confirmed by the owner of a local diving center. 

Besides gorgonian conservation status, the fish visual census also revealed more pronounced 

effects of climate change and seawater temperature increase on the Vis Island, located cca. 80 

km south of the Dugi Otok Island. Thermophilic alien fish species Sparisoma cretense was 

recorded only on the Vis Island and the abundance of another thermophilic alien fish, 

Thalassoma pavo, was much higher  on the Vis Island in comparison to the Dugi Otok Island.  

On the other hand, medium (30-60%) to high percentage (>60%) of  affected black keratose 

sponges were observed both on natural and artificial shallow reefs (3-5 m depth) ƻƴ ǘƘŜ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ 

location, whereas another assessed sponge, Chondrosia reniformis, appeared unaffected. 

Putative cause or trigger could include increased seawater temperature over summer period, 

however other causes or even multiple causes of such affectation cannot be excluded. 

Unfortunately such an assessment could not be performed on the Vis Island due to low number 

of individuals/colonies of target species in comparable depth ranges. 

Related to other potential stressors, high abundance of invasive green algae Caulerpa cylindracea 

poses a threat to infralitoral communities on the Vis Island, whereas its abundance was low at 

the Dugi Otok Island. Likewise, its presence was noted also within the coralligenous habitat at 

the Vis Island, however its abundance was low in the gorgonian dominated assemblages at 35-

40 m depth. 

Besides assessment of natural reefs, preliminary assessment of biodiversity on the unintentional 

artificial reefs - the shipwrecks in this study represents a valuable step forward in the evaluation 

of their role. Both visited shipwrecks provide permanent or temporary habitat for many marine 

species. Whereas the diversity and abundance of macrobenthos was outstanding on the 

shipwreck Michele, diversity and abundance of fish species was notable on the shipwreck Teti. 

They both advocate the value of artificial reefs in supporting biodiversity (when used as a tool in 

conservation), provide undisputable diving attraction and offer a great potential for education.  
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In conclusion, activities conducted within this study enabled the acquisition of data relevant both 

for monitoring of coralligenous and infralittoral reefs, as well as for valorization of shipwrecks as 

artificial reefs. Assessment of current status allows for evaluation of changes in the future, either 

due to natural or human-induced causes and informs conservation and management plans. 
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1. STUDY SITES 
 

We carried out field activities at two locations belonging to the marine Natura 2000 network in 

Croatia that were selected a priori by project partners: location [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ on the Dugi Otok Island 

(Fig. 1.1.1) and location {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ on the Vis Island (Fig. 1.1.2). [ƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ 

a viable alternative to another location that was primarily envisaged for reef assessment on the 

ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ ±ƛǎΣ Ǉƭƛŏ {ŜƎŜǘΦ During the field trip at the Vis Island, several attempts were made to dive 

ŀǘ Ǉƭƛŏ {ŜƎŜǘ, including dives by experienced technical divers. However, during the study period, 

strong currents were continuously present at the site, and finally decision was made to omit it as 

any underwater activities performed there were jeopardizing diversΩ safety. Being only few 

kilometres away, hence on the geographical scale where we did not expect significant differences 

in biodiversity patterns of coralligenous assemblages, as shown previously for the Eastern 

Adriatic Sea (Kipson 2012), and in line with the project proposal by the partner NGO Sunce, Cape 

{ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀn alternative location with more favourable local hydrological 

conditions.  In addition, we managed to carry out few specific activities nearby as well as to 

include three additional sites on the island of Vis (a cove close ǘƻ ǘƘŜ hƪƭƧǳőƴŀ ōŀȅ, Kamenica and 

tƭƻőƛŎŀ) to perform fish visual census on shallow reefs (Fig. 1.1.2), otherwise halted at our project 

location due to adverse weather conditions. Geographic coordinates of all studied sites are 

indicated in Table 1.1.1, and a quick overview of the methods applied at each site is provided in 

Table 1.1.2. Visualisation of the studied sites if provided in Figs. 1.1.3 to 1.1.6. 
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Fig. 1.1.1. Map of study sites on the Dugi Otok Island, location Lagniĺi. 
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Fig. 1.1.2. Map of study sites on the Vis Island, indicating the main project location Stupiġĺe and four other 
sites where few specific field activities were undertaken. 
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Table 1.1.1. Geographic coordinates (longitude and latitude) of study sites at both locations on the Dugi 
Otok and Vis Islands.  

    

Location Site Latitude Longitude 
D

u
g
i 
O

to
k
  

Lagnici  1 44° 10' 12.75"N 14° 48' 03.19"E 

Lagnici  2 44° 09' 59.38"N 14° 48' 03.10"E 

Lagnici  3 44° 09' 37.3"N 14° 48' 10.0"E 

Lagnici  4 44° 09' 44.7"N 14° 48' 29.3"E 

Michele  44° 10' 02.42"N 14° 48' 46.11"E 

Fish 1 44° 09' 48.74"N 14° 48' 33.20"E 

Fish 2 44° 09' 57.52"N 14° 48' 30.69"E 

Fish 3 44° 09' 56.86"N 14° 48' 16.68"E 

V
is

  

Sika 3 43° 00' 35.5"N 16° 04' 06.2"E 

Sika 6 43° 00' 31.2"N 16° 03' 54.1"E 

Teti  43° 03' 12.50"N 16° 02' 28.01"E 

Fish 2 43° 04' 26.25"N 16° 07' 22.88"E 

Kamenica 43° 02' 14.10"N 16° 05' 30.17"E 

Plocica 43° 03' 55.43"N 16° 15' 37.45"E 

    
 

Table 1.1.2. Overview of underwater activities/methods carried out at each study site. Photo = photo 
sampling, VCRT = visual census along random transect, Video = video transect, MME = assessment of 
sessile macroinvertebratesô mass mortalities, LFG = assessment of lost fishing gear. 

        

Location Site Photo  VCRT Video Fish census  MME LFG 

D
ug

i O
to

k 
 

Lagnici  1             

Lagnici  2             

Lagnici  3             

Lagnici  4             

Michele              

Fish 1             

Fish 2             

Fish 3             

V
is

  

Sika 3             

Sika 6             

Teti              

Fish 2             

Kamenica       

Plocica       
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Fig. 1.1.3. Study site Lagniĺi 1 (Lagniĺi location, NW of the Dugi Otok Island): a) a fairly flat infralitoral rocky 
botom is replaced by a Posidonia oceanica meadow at 8 m depth which remains interspersed by shallow 
reefs down to 17 m (b), a depth which  marks the top of a vertical west-facing wall full of lost fishing gear, 
either covering the substrate  (c) or hanging from the wall (d) which is full of holes and crevices and hosts 
rich coralligenous assemblages with considerable structural complexity contributed by large erect sponges, 
e.g. Axinella cannabina (d) or abundant yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini population (e) that thrives down 
to 39 m depth, i.e. till the end of the wall which is being replaced by a detritic bottom. Photo credit: M. 
Beloġeviĺ, except (b) and (e) by S. Kipson. 
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Fig. 1.1.4. Study site Lagniĺi 2 (Lagniĺi location, NW of the Dugi Otok Island): a) attractive shallow reefs 
are found between 5 and 8 m depth hosting photophillic algae such as Padina pavonica and Codium bursa 
and some of typical sedentary filter-feeders such as a polychaete Sabella spalanzani (b); Posidonia 
oceanica meadow interspersed by infralitoral reefs extends down to 18 m, the edge of  a vertical  wall (c); 
At 23 m depth the wall extends to a small ledge where few shoots of Posidonia oceanica  are found on the 
sediment bottom as well as an empty shell of Pinna nobilis (d). After the ledge, the wall extends down to 
40.5 m depth (e) and hosts a well developed coralligenous asssemblage dominated by the yellow gorgonian 
Eunicella cavolini (f). Photo credit: a) to c) S. Kipson, d) to f) M. Beloġeviĺ. 
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Fig. 1.1.5. Study site Sika 3 (Stupiġĺe location, SW of the Vis Island): a) a shallow starts at 3 m depth; b) 
top of the shallow is characterized by attractively shaped infralitoral reefs adding to the seascape value of 
the site; c) the vertical wall extends from 4 till 42 m depth; d) infralitoral reefs are dominated by algae, both 
autochtonous as well as the invasive alien green algae Caulerpa cylindracea; e) from 25 m depth 
coralligenous assemblage is dominated by the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini and there is a notable 
presence of a large plate-like thalli of red calcareous algae; f) from 35 m depth the red gorgonian 
Paramuricea clavata contribute to the structural complexity of the rich coralligenous assemblage and forms 
a mixed facies with Eunicella cavolini. Photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ except b) S. Kipson. 
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Fig. 1.1.6. Study site Sika 6 (Stupiġĺe location, SW of the Vis Island): a) a shallow starts at 6 m depth; b) 
infralitoral reefs are heavily overgrown by the invasive green algae Caulerpa cylindracea; c) yellow 
gorgonian Eunicella cavolini population thrive from 18 m depth on infralitoral rocky bottom till the end of the 
West facing wall at 45 m depth; d) coralligenous outcrops developing on the vertical wall are characterized 
by many microhabitats such as holes and crevices; e) Eunicella cavolini is the most abundant contributor 
to the structural complexity of the coralligenous assemblages found here and from 35 m depth it is also 
present in the form of mixed facies with the red gorgonian Paramuricea clavata (f), making this location a 
prime diving attraction. Photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ. 
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2. MONITORING ACTIVITIES 
 

Related to the coralligenous assemblages, at each selected location and two sites within, 

photosampling was combined with visual census to gather the information on habitat structure 

and function as well as on the degree of impact of the main disturbances (for more details see 

Garrabou et al. 2015). Random transects used for visual census were also video recorded, to 

provide additional permanent documentation. Moreover, since at our selected sites 

coralligenous assemblages were dominated by gorgonians - important habitat structuring 

organisms and useful indicators, we also performed assessment of their demography and 

conservation status (see section 2.2). 

Related to infralitoral (shallow water) reefs, we used the opportunity to test two protocols which 

were recently proposed to track the impact of climate change. Hence, we carried out fish visual 

census for climate change indicators as well as the assessment of conservation status and 

climate-related responses of sessile benthic macroinvertebrates. 

For the first time, we have also tested the Lost Fishing Gear protocol (developed within the 

GhostMed programme) in the Eastern Adriatic, both on coralligenous and infralitoral reefs, when 

possible. 

Besides the assessment of natural reefs at our locations, both deep and shallow ones, we had an 

exquisite opportunity to assess also two artificial reefs i.e. accessible shipwrecks nearby. Since 

artificial reefs are also in the focus of the ADRIREEF project, we documented their associated 

biodiversity by underwater photography and videography. 

Overview of the methodology, main results and conclusions are outlined below for each of these 

activities. 
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2.1 Assessment of coralligenous assemblages  

2.1.1. Overview of the methods  

Photosampling 

Within coralligenous assemblages, a minimum of three areas of 2,5 m2 (comprised of 10 

contiguous photos of 50 x 50 cm quadrats to ensure species identification; Figs. 2.1.1, 2.1.2 a) 

were photosampled within the same depth range. Photos were taken with Nikon D7000 digital 

SLR camera fitted with a 10-24 mm lens and housed in a SEACAM housing. Lighting was provided 

by two electronic strobes fitted with diffusers. Such sampling enables further acquisition 

(through subsequent photo analysis) of data on: (i) the presence and abundance of typical 

(target) species, (ii) the structural complexity based on the cover of species/categories 

contributing to basal layer (including encrusting organisms, boring sponges, turf, bare rock and 

sediment) and intermediate layer (massive or bush-like organisms below 15 cm in height) (see 

below the description for assessment of the third, erect layer), (iii) bioconcretion (through 

estimation of cover of encrusting calcareous algae and macroinvertebrates contributing to build-

up of the coralligenous outcrops) and (iv) bioerosion (through estimation of the cover of boring 

sponge Cliona spp. and enumeration of bioeroding molluscs Rocellaria dubia and Lithophaga 

lithophaga as well as estimation of the effects of bioeroders from their grazing marks). Besides 

acquisition of data on habitat structure and function, photoquadrats obtained by photosampling 

furnish information on disturbances through estimates of abundance of invasive species and 

sediments (already available from the analysis of basal layer, as described above). 

Since the goal was also to characterize these coralligenous sites for the first time, we additionally 

performed photosampling of a minimum of 3 replicates of 0.5 m2 using 25 x 25 cm subquadrats 

(Fig. 2.1.2 b) to ensure a more reliable identification of organisms (as suggested previously by 

Kipson et al. 2011), since certain level of detail (useful for species identification) may be lost when 

50 x 50 cm subquadrats are used. 
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Fig. 2.1.1. Scheme of photo sampling carried out within coraligenous assemblages dominated by 
gorgonians at the selected sites (adapted from Garrabou et al. 2015). 

 

Furthermore, to comply with the most integrated assessment of coralligenous ecological status 

so far (Piazzi et al. 2018),  analysis was based on the following descriptors: 

1. The percentage cover of the conspicuous taxa/morphological groups was evaluated for each 

sample using a Photoquad software (Trygonis & Sini 2012). Analysis of percent coverage was 

based on the grid method, with 625 cell division per 50 x 50 cm quadrat, assigning at least one 

category (species/taxa or bare substrate type) to each 4 cm2. Following Piazzi et al. (2018), the 

overall Sensitivity level (SL) was calculated by multiplying the value of the SL of each taxon/group 

(see Appendix 3) for its class of abundance and then by summing up all the final values. The cover 

values of each taxon/morphological group was assigned to eight classes of abundance (see Piazzi 

et al. 2018 and references therein): (1) 0 to ֒ 0.01%; (2) 0.01 to ֒0.1%; (3) 0.1 to ֒ 1%; (4) 1 to ֒

5%; (5) 5 to ֒25%; (6) 25 to 5֒0%; (7) 50 to ֒75%; (8) 75 to ֒100%). Hence, a higher overall score 

would indicate a more pristine site. 
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2Φ ¢ƘŜ ǊƛŎƘƴŜǎǎ όʰπŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ƛΦe. the mean number of the taxa/ groups per replicate) was 

computed. 

3Φ ¢ƘŜ ʲπŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ was evaluated as the mean distance of all replicates within each site from 

centroids calculated through PERMDISP procedure (Anderson 2006, Anderson et al. 2006). In 

ǳƴŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƘƛƎƘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƻŦ ʲȤdiversity would be expected for coralligenous, due to its 

high variability at smaller spatial scales - stemming mainly from the patchy distribution of the 

organisms thriving there. Disturbances such as the loss of structuring perennial species and the 

proliferation of ephemeral algae lead to widespread biotic and to a consequential reduction of 

Ȥ̡diversity (see Piazzi et al. 2018 and references therein). 

4. The percentage cover of sediment and invasive algae was estimated for each sample.  

5. The thickness of the calcareous layer was measured using ŀ ƘŀƴŘπƘŜƭŘ ǇŜƴŜǘǊƻƳŜǘŜǊ ǿith a 

minimum of six replicated measures per site. Since the calcareous accretion of biogenic reefs 

such as coralligenous may be impaired by humanȤinduced impacts,  the thickness and consistency 

of the calcareous deposit can be considered as a good indicator of the occurrence of a positive 

balance in the bioconstruction process, i.e. bioconstruction prevails over bioerosion. Thus, null 

penetration of penetrometer is indicative of a hard rock and suggests that either the biogenic 

substrate is absent or the bioconstructional process is no longer active; a millimetric penetration 

indicates the presence of active bioconstruction resulting in a calcareous biogenic substrate; and 

a centimetric penetration reveals a still unconsolidated bioconstruction (see Piazzi et al. 2018 

and references therein). 

6. The size (mean height) and the percentage of necrosis and epibiosis of erect anthozoans 

(gorgonians) was assessed in situ (see section 2.2). 
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Fig. 2.1.2. Example of: a) 50x50 cm subquadrat and b) 25x25 cm subquadrat used during photo sampling 
within coralligenous assemblage at Stupiġĺe location, Vis Island (photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ). 

 

Visual census and video along random transects 

Visual census along three 10 x 1 m horizontal transects was carried out to assess the third 

component of degree of structural complexity - the erect layer (by estimating the abundance of 
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arborescent and massive species that can reach heights and/or diameters above 15 cm). One 

diver set the transect using a reel (marked at each 1 m length) whereas the other one estimated 

density of the organisms belonging to the erect layer, i.e. the ones higher than 15 cm. The latter 

diver observed the surface that extends 50 cm over and 50 cm below the transect, and afterwards 

he/she moved to the next m2. Hence, the estimates were made within each 1 m2 of the transect 

and the categories of density were used as indicated in Fig. 2.1.3) to avoid counting of all colonies, 

and hence, to speed up the work underwater (usually around 35 m depth). 

 

Fig. 2.1.3. Visual census along random transect performed to aid the assessment of structural complexity, 
through estimation of of the erect layer. Images ilustrate species usually forming the erect layer in the 
coralligenous: a) gorgonians, such as Eunicella cavolini and big sponges such as b) Aplysina cavernicola, 
c) Axinella cannabina and d) Axinella polypoides. To avoid counting of all colonies, categories of density 
were used as indicated in the scheme. 
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The total cover of the erect layer for each transect is obtained by summing up the values of scores 

for each category determined for each quadrat: 

            

  Category 

  1 2 3 4 5 

Score 0 1 2 3 4 

      

Finally, the cover of the erect layer is obtained from the total score per transect (i.e. the sum of 

the scores of ten quadrats). The total score can range from 0 to 40. The estimate of erect layer 

cover in each transect is determined according to the following categories: 

          

  Total score value 

  0 1-10 11-20 > 20 

Cover Null Low Medium  High 

     

 

Besides estimation of the erect layer, visual census along the same transects allowed for 

estimation of abundance of macro-bioeroders such as sea urchins Sphaerechinus granularis and 

Echinus sp. (by counting total N of individuals of each species in each quadrat along the same 

transects, Fig. 2.1.4) as well as estimation of the cover of mucilaginous aggregates, using the 

categories as indicated in Fig. 2.1.5. Estimates of the cover of mucilaginous aggregates can be 

made in each quadrat to cope with the potential heterogeneity, however usually this 

phenomenon is quite homogenous, at least at the scale of the 10 m2 transects, hence a single 

estimate for the whole transect may be provided.  
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Fig. 2.1.4. Visual census along random transect to assess the efect of macrobioeroders. 

 

Fig. 2.1.5. Visual census along random transect to assess the impact of mucilaginous outbreaks. 
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To provide additional permanent records of a greater surface of coralligenous and to compare 

assessment in situ vs.  assessment based on video analysis, marked transects used by divers for 

visual census (Fig. 2.1.6) were also recorded with a GoPro 7 camera fitted with external lighting 

(BigBlue Black Molly V). Both photo sampling and video recording methods applied allow for the 

extraction of data that can be used for characterization of assemblages as well for estimation of 

descriptors aimed to assess coralligenous ecological status. 

 

Fig. 2.1.6. A diver performing visual census along the random transect within a coralligenous assemblage 
dominated by the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini at the Lagniĺi location (Dugi Otok Island, Croatia). 
Photo credit: Z. Jakl.  
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2.1.2. Main results  

Characterization of coralligenous assemblages: community composition and habitat structural 

complexity  

Overall, 120 images of 50 x 50 cm subquadrats (a surface of 30 m2 in total, 7.5 m2 per site) have 

been examined and a total of 99 macrobenthic taxa (i.e. categories of sessile organisms) were 

identified from photographs: 26 macroalgae (9 Chlorophyta, 14 Rhodophyta, 3 Ochrophyta), 1 

protozoan, 33 sponges, 10 anthozoans, 1 hydrozoan, 4 polychaetes, 1 bivalve, 1 gastropod, 12 

bryozoans and 10 ascidians (see Appendix 4). Based on this photosampling effort, the highest 

number of taxa was recorded at Sika 3 site on the Vis Island (74 taxa) and the lowest at [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ 2 

(63 taxa; Fig.2.1.7). These values are in general slightly higher than the ones reported for the 

Adriatic Sea so far, using the same sampling effort (e.g. 46 to 65 taxa were recorded for sites in 

the Northern Adriatic, Kipson 2015). Approximately 1/3 of recorded taxa (36) were present at all 

surveyed sites. The most species rich taxonomic group was the one of sponges at both sites on 

[ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ό5ǳƎƛ hǘƻƪ LǎƭŀƴŘύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ŀƭƎŀŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǊƛŎƘ ŀǘ ōƻǘƘ 

{ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ό±ƛǎ Island). Other main taxonomic groups, i.e. anthozoans, bryozoans and 

tunicates showed comparable species richness at all sites (Fig.2.1.8). 

The analysis of additional images of quadrats 25 x 25 cm (8 images within the replicate of 0.5 m2, 

5 replicates per site, in total 40 images - 2.5 m2 per site) revealed another 10 species/groups at 

each site on the Vis Island, 6 new ones at [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ м ǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ мт ŀǘ [ŀƎƴƛŏi 2 site on the Dugi Otok 

Island (Fig. 2.1.7). These were mainly small, more conspicuous species whose identification was 

enabled by more close-up images that revealed more details and/or by inspection of larger 

overall surface, e.g. bryozoan Beania sp., hard corals Caryophyllia inornata and Hoplangia 

durotrix, white encrusting colonial ascidians belonging to the family of Didemnidae, etc.  

Whereas presence and/or abundance of algal and animal bioconstructors depended on the 

location or the site (see below a detailed characterization of coralligenous assemblage at each 

site), agglomerative species such as sponge Fasciospongia cavernosa and bryozoan Beania sp. 
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were commonly found. Likewise, the main bioeroders at all sites were boring sponges Cliona spp., 

and the endolithic bivalve Rocellaria dubia. 

 

 
Fig. 2.1.7. Number of taxa recorded within coralligenous assemblages (30 - 40 m depth range) at each of 
the 4 studied sites: a) results of photosampling of three replicates of 2,5 m2 per site and photosampling of 
three replicates of 2,5 m2 and five replicates of 0,5 m2 ; b) richness of the 5 main subsets of taxa (based on 
photosampling of three replicates of 2.5 m2 per site).  
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Fig. 2.1.8. Additional photo and video analysis revealed several previously undetected species in the 
coralligenous habitat: a) unidentified branchy coralline algae, b) unidentified sponge or tunicate (no expert 
consensus at the moment of report preparation) ï indicated by a white arrow. Photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ. 
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In addition to sampling of photoquadrats, all available images and videos were inspected and 

hence, additional taxa, not previously recorded at the respective site were noted. The number of 

taxa recorded in this way ranged from 2 to 18 per site. A list of all taxa is provided in Appendix 4. 

[ŀƎƴƛŏƛ м 

The basal layer ƻŦ ŎƻǊŀƭƭƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜ ŀǘ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ м ǎƛǘŜ (Figs. 1.1.3 d,e; 2.1.9) is largerly 

dominated by several species of encrusting Peyssonneliales, which present the main algal 

builders here, reaching  considerable cover of 36.52% (Fig. 2.1.9 a, Fig. 2.1.13). These algae are 

to a much lesser extent followed by encrusting coralline algae (8.6% cover) attaining around 45% 

cover in total (Figs. 2.1.13, 2.1.16). Out of other algal categories, green algal turf is found here 

with 6.7% cover, similar to the category of mixed turf (i.e. mixed algal and animal turf-forming 

species intermingled with sediment grains; e.g. some species of small hydrozoans may classify as 

animal turf; 6.45% cover; Fig.2.1.15). Other algae are either absent or they are present in low 

abundance. 

In the intermediate layer, Flabellia petiolata is the main algal contributor (0.34% cover, Fig. 

2.1.15). The most important group constituting this layer is the one of massive sponges, which 

are present here in the highest abundance of any studied site (7.5% cover, Fig.2.1.15). Species 

such as Chondrosia reniformis, Aplysina cavernicola, Ircinia oros, Ircinia sp. and category of black 

keratose sponges represent this group (Fig. 2.1.9 b,c). Whereas encrusting bryozoans are the 

main animal builders in the basal layer (3.2% cover), branchy bryozoans (4% cover) such as 

Myriapora truncata and Smittina cervicornis/Aedonella pallasi fulfill this role in the intermediate 

layer (Fig. 2.1.14).  

The erect layer is formed exclusively by the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini (Figs. 1.1.3 e; 2.1.9 

c)., contributing to the upper-medium level of structural complexity (Fig. 2.1.18). 
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Fig. 2.1.9. Illustration of the coralligenous assemblage at Lagniĺi 1 site (location Lagniĺi, NW Dugi Otok 
Island) assessed at 35 m depth: a) several species of encrusting Peyssonneliales present major algal 
builders in the coralligenous basal layer where it seems as the occassional organic matter input may be 
provided by fallen posidonia leaves, b) intermediate layer is largerly constituted by massive sponges such 
as this keratose one or c) Chondrosia reniformis; yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini forms the erect layer 
and adds to the structural complexity of the assemblage. Likewise, holes and crevices create additional 
microhabitats here,  convenient also for sediment retention. Photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ. 
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[ŀƎƴƛŏƛ н 

In terms of composition and structure of coralligenous assemblage this site (Figs. 1.1.4 e,f; 2.1.10) 

is ǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ м ǎƛǘŜΦ Almost identical percent cover of Peyssonnelia spp. was recorded 

here as at Lagƴƛŏƛ м ǎƛǘŜ όосΦ56%), followed by encrusting coralline algae with 7% cover (Fig. 

2.1.13). Hence, these species represent the main algal builders in the basal layer of coralligenous, 

reaching similar total values (43.5% cover, (Fig. 2.1.16). Likewise, encrusting bryozoans as the 

main animal bioconstructors are present ƛƴ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŀǘ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ м ǎƛǘŜ όо҈ ŎƻǾŜǊ; 

Fig.2.1.14). Green algal turf (4.4% cover) and mixed turf (8.3% cover) are also found among 

constituents of the basal layer (Fig.2.1.15). 

Again, massive sponges, represented primarily by species such as Chondrosia reniformis, Ircinia 

sp. and category of black keratose sponges are the main contributors to the intermediate layer 

(5.2% cover, Fig. 2.1.10 b,c; Fig. 2.1.15). Sponge Aplysina cavernicola, a strictly protected species 

by national legislation and international conventions, thrives in the coralligenous assemblage 

here but finds also adequate substrate on the lost fishing gear (see section 2.5, Fig. 2.5.4 b). 

Branchy bryozoans as the main bioconstructors in the intermediate layer are present with 4% 

cover (Fig. 2.1.14). Of these, the most abundant species were Myriapora truncata and Smittina 

cervicornis / Aedonella pallasi.  

Aǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ м ǎƛǘŜΣ ǘhe erect layer is formed exclusively by the yellow gorgonian Eunicella 

cavolini (Figs. 1.1.4 f; 2.1.10 c) contributing to the slightly lower (i.e. medium vs. upper medium) 

level of structural complexity here (Fig. 2.1.18). 
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Fig. 2.1.10. Illustration of the coralligenous assemblage at Lagniĺi 2 site (location Lagniĺi, NW Dugi Otok 
Island) assessed at 35 m depth: a) in the basal layer encrusting Peyssonnelia spp. are predominant species 
and the main algal builders; green algal and mixed turf as well as sediment are present here with an overall 
of 15% cover; b) within the basal layer encrusting bryozoans represent the main animal builders whereas 
massive sponges are among the main contributors to the intermediate layer such as Ircinia sp., c) 
Chondrosia reniformis and occassionaly Aplysina cavernicola; the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini 
forms the erect layer. A lot of diverse lost fishing gear was observed at Lagniĺi location, such as longlines 
present in this image. Photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ. 
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Sika 3 

The basal layer of coralligenous assemblage at Sika 3 site is predominantly formed by encrusting 

coralline algae, amounting to the highest percent cover of all investigated sites (29.3%, Fig. 

2.1.13). Some of the algae belonging to this group, namely Lithophyllum sticteaforme 

occassionaly form representative plate-like layered thalli (with approximately 4% cover) that add 

to the structural complexity of the assemblage and create additional microhabitats, as well as 

contribute to attractiveness of recreational diving there (Fig. 2.1.11 b,c). Other constituents of 

the basal layer include several species of encrusting Peyssonnaliacea that are present with 18.3 

% cover (Fig.2.1.13). Hence, encrusting red algae account in total for almost 50% cover at this site 

(Fig. 2.1.16). Out of other algal species in the basal layer, notable is the frequency of occurence 

of Palmophyllum crassum. Encrusting bryozoans (4.1% cover) and serpulids (0.56% cover) are the 

most abundant animal species in the basal layer and the main animal builders here (Fig. 2.1.14). 

Interestingly, sponges (otherwise one of the most diverse taxonomic group within coralligenous) 

were rarely present in the samples, and if they were, they were never abundant (Fig. 2.1.15). The 

exception is the bioeroding sponge Cliona spp., whose presence (evident only from the oscula on 

the surface of the substrate) was frequent. On the contrary, another main bioeroder, the mollusk 

Rocellaria dubia was fairly rarely spoted. In the basal layer there was also considerable 

abundance of mixed algal and animal (e.g. Hydrozoans) turf forming species intermingled with 

sediment, that often covered encrusting red algae (this category was coined as άƳƛȄŜŘ ǘǳǊŦέ and 

amounted to 11% cover at this site, Fig.2.1.15, see example in Fig. 2.1.12 b).  

In the intermediate layer the main animal builders were branchy bryozoans (2.6% cover) such as 

Smittina cervicornis/Adeonella pallasi and Myriapora truncata (Fig.2.1.14), although present as 

relatively small colonies ς the ones of M. truncata rarely exceeded 3-4 cm in height whereas the 

ones of Smittina cervicornis /Adeonella pallasi rarely exceeded 10 cm. Of other animals, mainly 

ascidians such as Halocynthia papillosa and Aplidium cf. tabarquensis were noted. From algae 

within intermediate layer Codium bursa and C. cf. effusum (0.33% cover) were present as well as 

Flabelia petiolata (2.3% cover), with rare appearance of erect Rhodophyta (0.07 % cover; 

Fig.2.1.15). 
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The erect layer was formed exclusively by gorgonians, both the yellow gorgonian Eunicella 

cavolini and the red gorgonian Paramuricea clavata (Figs. 1.1.5 e,f; Fig.2.1.11 c), whereas no erect 

sponges were observed, either within image samples nor video transects. The level of structural 

complexity was evaluated as the upper medium, occassionaly even as high (Fig. 2.1.19) 
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Fig. 2.1.11. Illustration of the coralligenous assemblage at Sika 3 site (location Stupiġĺe, Vis Island) 
assessed at 35 m depth: a) in the basal layer encrusting Corallinales and Peyssonnelia spp. present the 
main algal builders, reaching almost 50% cover, whereas encrusting bryozoans are the main animal 
builders;  b) coralline algae often form representative plate-like layered thalli at this site, contributing to the 
structural complexity and formation of additional microhabitats; c) in such plate-like formation, coralline 
algae even contribute to the intermediate layer, alongside green algae Flabellia petiolata and the main 
animal builder there - branchy bryozoan Smittina cervicornis/Adeonella sp.; the erect layer is formed by 
gorgonians Eunicellla cavolini and Paramuricea clavata, occassionaly considerably injured and overgrown 
by epibionts. Photo credits: M. Beloġeviĺ. 
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Sika 6 

The basal layer of coralligenous assemblage at this site (Fig. 1.1.6 e,f; Fig.2.1.12) is primarily 

formed by encrusting coralline algae and several species of Peyssonneliales, however they are 

present in lower total percent cover than at other Vis Island site, Sika 3 (around 28% vs. 50%,Fig. 

2.1.13, Fig. 2.1.16). The abundance of encrusting coralline algae here was still almost twice as 

high as on the Dugi Otok Island sites (18.5%), whereas the lowest percent cover of Peyssonnelia 

spp. was recorded here of all investigated sites (9.3%; Fig.2.1.13). On the other hand, percentage 

of mixed turf was the highest here (20%, Fig. 2.1.15), 2 to 4-fold higher than on other sites. Other 

constituents of the basal layer include encrusting bryozoans (3.8% cover) and serpulids (1.7% 

cover) as the main animal builders (Fig.2.1.14). Again surprisingly, sponges were almost 

completely absent from photo samples (Fig. 2.1.15), except of bioeroding Cliona spp.. The 

mollusk Rocellaria dubia was another main bioeroder here.  

One of the most characteristic and representative aspects at Sika 6 site was high abundance of 

large colonies of bryozoan Pentapora fascialis (with 9.7% cover) in the intermediate layer (Fig. 

2.1.12 c), as well as of other erect bryozoans (reaching 13.5% cover in total, Fig. 2.1.14) such as 

Smittina cervicornis/Adeonella pallasi and Myriapora truncata, adding considerably to the overall 

bioconstruction. Related to other animals within this layer, not only massive sponges, but 

massive animals in general were rarely present here (Figs. 2.1.15, 2.1.16). From algae within 

intermediate layer, Codium bursa and C. cf. effusum (0.37% cover) were noted. Likewise, taxa 

considered as rather sensitive according to Piazzi et al. (2018; see Appendix 3) such as Flabelia 

petiolata and erect Rhodophyta were present here in the highest abundance of all sites (2.4% 

and 0.43 % cover, respectively, Fig. 2.1.15). 

Like at Sika 3 site, the erect layer was formed exclusively by gorgonians, both the yellow 

gorgonian Eunicella cavolini and the red gorgonian Paramuricea clavata (Figs. 1.1.6 e,f; 2.1.12 c), 

resulting in the level of  structural complexity evaluated as the upper medium to high (Fig. 2.1.19). 
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Fig. 2.1.12. Illustration of the coralligenous assemblage at Sika 6 site (location Stupiġĺe, Vis Island) 
assessed at 35 m depth: a) encrusting Corallinales and Peyssonnelia spp. were the main algal builders 
and encrusting bryozoans were the main animal builders in the basal layer; b) category of mixed turf was 
the most abundant here from all studied sites (cca 20% cover) however one of the most prominent aspects 
of this site was high abundance of erect bryozoans in the intermediate layer such as Pentapora fascialis, 
present as small or c) large colonies, whereas the erect layer was formed by gorgonians Eunicellla cavolini 
and Paramuricea clavata ï on this image present also as juveniles (< 15 cm in height) contributing to the 
intermediate layer. Photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ. 
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Fig. 2.1.13. Abundance (percent cover) of the main algal builders within coralligenous assemblages at sites 
on the Vis and Dugi Otok Island. Data are shown as a mean ± SE. 

 

Fig. 2.1.14. Abundance (percent cover) of the main animal builders within coralligenous assemblages at 
sites on the Vis and Dugi Otok Island. Data are shown as a mean ± SE. 
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Fig. 2.1.15. Abundance (percent cover) of selected morpho-taxonomic or functional groups within 
coralligenous assemblages at sites on the Vis and Dugi Otok Island. Data are shown as a mean ± SE. 

 

Udoteaceae

LAG1 LAG2 SIKA3 SIKA6

0,0

0,5

1,0

1,5

2,0

2,5

3,0
erect Rhodophyta

LAG1 LAG2 SIKA3 SIKA6

0,0

0,5

1,0

1,5

2,0

2,5

3,0

massive sponges

LAG1 LAG2 SIKA3 SIKA6

0

2

4

6

8

10
encrusting sponges

LAG1 LAG2 SIKA3 SIKA6

0

2

4

6

8

10

green turf algae

LAG1 LAG2 SIKA3 SIKA6

%
 c

o
v
e

r

0

5

10

15

20

25

30
mixed turf

LAG1 LAG2 SIKA3 SIKA6

0

5

10

15

20

25

30



 
 
 
 

 
 

37 
 

 

 

Fig. 2.1.16. Abundance (percent cover) of the main morphological groups of macrobenthos within 
coralligenous habitat at each study site. Data are shown as a mean ± SE. 

 

Beside sessile marcrobenthos, additional photos and videos taken at each site were used to note 

the presence of vagile fauna in the coralligenous (see Appendix 4) without any intention to 

compare sites, since no equal sampling effort was applied.  Some of recorded species are shown 

in Fig.2.1.17. 
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Fig. 2.1.17.  Example of vagile fauna observed within coralligenous habitat that all present diving attraction, 
some are endangered or are commercially valued: a) Anthias anthias, b)  Serranus cabrilla, c) Ephinephelus 
marginatus, d) Palinurus elephas, d) Phycis phycis, f) Muraena helena, g) Scorpaena scrofa. Photos are 
taken at Sika 3 and Sika 6 sites, Vis Island.  Photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ except b) and f) S. Kipson. 



 
 
 
 

 
 

39 
 

 

The degree of complexity of coralligenous habitat: comparison of the assessment undertaken 

by different observers or by different methods ɀ visual census in situ vs. video analysis  

The estimates of the erect layer as a part of the assessment of coralligenous structural complexity 

in majority of cases did not differ considerably among the different observers who undertook 

assessment either in situ or from video recordings (Figs. 2.1.18, 2.1.19). Although estimations 

could differ for individual subquadrats, in most cases the final score assigned (as a sum of scores 

for 1 x 1 m subquadrats along a transect, see methodological section) was similar for different 

observers and it usually indicated a medium to upper medium complexity (total score between 

10 and 20, Figs. 2.1.18, 2.1.19). Likewise, there were no considerable differences between 

assessment in situ and the subsequent one from videos, ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ м ǎƛǘŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

medium complexity was estimated by most observers, and high complexity by Observer 5 based 

on video. Nevertheless overall high compatibility of scores from in situ and video analysis imply 

the underwater work could be reduced and a reliable estimate could be obtained from a desktop 

analysis, if the quality video is provided, i.e. the marked transect is positioned in situ to follow 

the relief of the substrate, the appropriate video lighting is in place and the distance of camera 

from the substrate is right (i.e. as close as possible to catch the video frame including 50 cm above 

and 50 cm below the marked transect ς the reelΩǎ rope).   
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Fig. 2.1.18. Location Lagniĺi, NW Dugi Otok. Estimation of the erect layer (as a part of the assessment of 
coralligenous structural complexity) by multiple observers in situ along 3 marked transects (10 x 1 m) and/or 
subsequently from video recordings. All transects were set at 35 m depth.  
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Fig.2.1.19. Location Stupiġĺe, SW Vis Island. Estimation of the erect layer (as a part of the assessment of 
coralligenous structural complexity) by multiple observers from video recordings along 3 marked transects 
(10 x 1 m). All transects were set at 35 m depth. 
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Estimates on the abundance of macro-bioeroders (sea urchins) 

Surprisingly, during both field trips, not a single sea urchin was observed along transects.  

Estimate of coverage of mucilaginous aggregates  

During field survey in September and October 2020 no mucilaginous algal aggregates were noted 

at any of the monitored sites on the Dugi Otok or the Vis Island. 

 

Assessment of coralligenous ecological status  

Similar species richness (alpha diversity, i.e. number of species/taxa per sampling unit/replicate; 

mean number of 51 to 57 species per 2.5 m2) was observed at all study sites whereas 

heterogeneity (beta diversity, i.e. variability in species composition among sampling 

units/replicates within a study site, see methods section for further explantation) was slightly 

higher at Sika 3 site with the mean value of distance to centroids of 23, as opposed to 19 at 

[ŀƎƴƛŏƛ мΣ ŀƴŘ мр ŀǘ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ н and Sika 6 (Fig. 2.1.20). This result would indicate Sika 3 was the 

most heterogeneous, that is, the least prone to potential homogenization due to human induced 

impacts. Since these descriptors are influenced by the size of the sampling unit/replicate, values 

reported here cannot be directly compared to the ones reported by Piazzi et al. 2018 (i.e. these 

authors considered 0.2 m2 as a replicate vs. 2.5 m2 considered here) but it can be compared to 

the ones previously obtained from low impact sites in the Eastern Adriatic by applying the same 

sampling approach (Kipson et al., unpubl. data). 

As opposed to these 2 diversity descriptors, all of the others can be compared to Piazzi et al. 

(2018) because they are based on percentages or punctual field measurements. Hence, besides 

comparing our study sites among themselves, they can be also put in the perspective with sites 

in the west Mediterranean exposed to low or high human-induced impact, evaluated in the same 

way. 

Sensitivity levels varied from 506 ± 16 at [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ н ǎƛǘŜ to 617 ± 19 (mean ± SE) at Sika 6 site. Such 

values are 2 to 3-fold higher than the ones previously reported for sites exposed to high human 

impact and even slightly higher than the ones reported for sites with low human impact along 
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western Italian coast (mean total score between 350-450, Piazzi et al. 2018). This would indicate 

greater number of more sensitive species (see Appendix 3) and/or their greater abundance at 

our study sites, with Sika 6 being especially remarkable in this regard. Among others, the percent 

cover of erect bryozoans, important animal bioconstructors within coralligenous and species 

sensitive to human induced impacts, especially mechanical abrasion, was 3 to even 12-fold higher 

at our study sites than at low impact sites reported by Piazzi et al. (2018). However, it should be 

also noted that some colonies were partially damaged. 

Thickness of calcareous deposit, i.e. penetration of the penetrometer into the substrate ranged 

from 0.5 to 1.5 cm, with mean value around 1 cm at all studied sites (Fig. 2.1.20). Such values are 

3 to 5-fold greater than the ones reported for coralligenous at stressed sites and even slightly 

higher (sometimes even 2-fold) than the ones reported for pristine sites so far (Piazzi et al. 2018). 

As the millimetric penetration of the penetrometer indicates the presence of active 

bioconstruction resulting in a calcareous biogenic substrate, and centimetric one indicates 

bioconstruction that is still not consolidated, our values lie somewhere in between and in any 

case, reveal positive balance in bioconstruction process (Gatti et al. 2012).  

Since coralligenous assemblages were dominated by the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini at 

35 m depth where the main assessment was made at all our study sites, the extent of 

injury/necrosis was estimated in situ for this species. Colonies were twice as affected at sites on 

the Vis Island than at sites on the Dugi Otok Island, with the mean values varying between 15% 

and 38% (Fig. 2.1.20). Such considerable level of damage to colony (with the mean extent of 

injury of gorgonian tissue > нл҈ύ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ н (where it was slightly lower but not 

low, 15%) would be comparable to the levels previously reported for the Central East Adriatic 

Sea (13-26%; Sini et al. 2015) as well as to the ones observed on disturbed sites by Piazzi et al. 

(2018). 

Although sediment coverage varied 2 to 5-fold between sites (from 1.6 to 11%), being higher on 

[ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ (Figs. 2.1.20, 2.1.21 a), in all sites sedimentation was comparable to the level 

observed at sites with low human pressure conditions, as reported by Piazzi et al. (2018). 



 
 
 
 

 
 

44 
 

Out of other potential stressors, the presence of the invasive green algae Caulerpa cylindracea 

was noted at sites on the Vis Island, however its percent cover (at 35 m depth) was still very low: 

0.01 ± 0.01 at Sika 3 and 1.13 ± 1.07 (mean ± SE) at Sika 6 site (Fig. 2.1.21). 

 

Fig.2.1.20. Descriptors of coralligenous ecological status at each study site. Data are shown as mean ± 
SE. 
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Fig. 2.1.21. Assessment of potential stressors within the coralligenous habitat: a) the level of 

ǎŜŘƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŎŎŀǎǎƛƻƴŀƭȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǘ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ǎƛǘŜǎ (Dugi Otok Island) and b) the presence of 

invasive green algae Caulerpa cylindracea at Sika 3 and Sika 6 sites on the Vis Island. Photo credit: 

aΦ .ŜƭƻǑŜǾƛŏΦ 
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2.1.3. Conclusions 

In the depth range from 30 to 40 m, 12 to 15 min of bottom-time was needed to carry out 

photosampling of 3 sets of 10 contiguous photos of 50 x 50 cm (i.e. to take 30 photographs) at 

each site. Thus, it was confirmed once again such sampling can be carried out in a reasonable 

(no-deco) time frame at these considerable depths. 

Analysis of video transects, given a good quality of footage, yields results comparable to in situ 

assessment of the erect layer, carried out as a part of the assessment of coralligenous structural 

complexity. Hence, underwater work may be further reduced. Moreover, such videos provide 

valuable permanent records and serve as a source for detection of additional species, not 

observed within photo samples. Affordability, quality and practicality make the use of GoPro or 

similar cameras with additional video lights highly recommendable for characterization and 

monitoring of coralligenous habitat. 

There was a clear regional pattern in the composition of understorey of studied coralligenous 

assemblages dominated by gorgonians: assemblages at sites within the same location were 

similar but they notably differed between locations on Dugi Otok and Vis Islands. Coralligenous 

assemblage ƻƴ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ό5ǳƎƛ hǘƻƪ LǎƭŀƴŘύ ǿŀǎ characterized by dominance of encrusting 

Peyssonneliales, greater abundance of massive sponges as well as greater presence of green algal 

ǘǳǊŦ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŘƛƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ό±ƛǎ LǎƭŀƴŘύΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ŜƴŎǊǳǎǘƛƴƎ 

/ƻǊŀƭƭƛƴŀƭŜǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜveloping more structurally complex, plate-

like, laminar thalli. Likewise, greater abundance of erect bryozoans, especially Pentapora fascialis 

and Smittina cervicornis / Aedonella sp. was noted there as well as greater abundance of green 

algae Flabellia petiolata. Codium bursa and Codium cf. effusum ǿŜǊŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ 

location (Vis Island), as well as the invasive green algae Caulerpa cylindracea, still present in low 

abundance. Neither mucilaginous algal aggregates or macroeroders were observed at any site. 

Majority of descriptors selected to evaluate coralligenous ecological status suggest good 

conditions at our study sites. These include species richness and heterogeneity comparable to 

other Adriatic sites with low levels of anthropogenic pressure, high sensitivity levels indicating 
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presence of high number of sensitive species and/or their high abundance such as in the case of 

erect-branchy bryozoans for example, positive balance in bioconstruction and generally low 

percent cover of sediment and algal turf. However, all of these descriptors concern mainly basal 

and intermediate layer within coralligenous. Related to the erect layer, the extent of injury of 

erect anthozoans (i.e. gorgonians that form that layer) is considerable at most sites, indicating 

disturbances that can specifically and/or more adversely affect these more exposed (since they 

are the tallest within the community) and among the most sensitive organisms. Such 

disturbances may include mechanical abrasion by the fishing gear (either lost or still in use; 

[ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ Ŝspecially notorious in that respect, see section 2.5), mucilaginous algal 

aggregates and increased seawater temperature due to climate change. Gorgonian conservation 

status is discussed in more detail in section 2.2. 

The sampling approach adopted in this study is the one already proposed by the Croatian 

coralligenous monitoring protocol (Garrabou et al. 2015). As originally envisaged, it is robust 

enough to accommodate subsequent evaluation of different descriptors used for the assessment 

of coralligenous ecological status. With addition of the physical measurements of the thickness 

and consistency of calcareous accretion in situ, it enabled application of integrated STAR 

assessment summarized by Piazzi et al. (2018). The results of this assessment would fall more 

into perspective with additional sites being evaluated, especially in terms of only recently applied 

descriptor such as sensitivity levels, hence it is highly recommendable to apply the same 

standardized approach in future studies aimed at characterization and monitoring of 

coralligenous assemblages. 
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2.2. Assessment of gorgonian demography and conservation status 

2.2.1. Overview of the methods  

To assess gorgonian population structure and conservation status we followed the methodology 

used by Linares et al. (2008a) in the Western Mediterranean and readily applied in other parts of 

the Mediterranean, including the Adriatic Sea (e.g. Kipson et al. 2015, Sini et al. 2015). The 

density, size, biomass and injury rates were chosen as the main descriptors. At each site, data to 

assess these descriptors were collected within randomly placed 50 x 50 cm quadrats (see Fig. 9 

for illustration of the method). For each colony within a quadrat, the maximum height was 

measured as the distance between the colony base and the tip of the most distant apical branch.  

 

Furthermore, we used three parameters to determine the level of impact. Firstly, for each 

measured colony within a quadrat we estimated the extent of injury of colony surface, i.e. the 

percentage of colony surface that displayed a denuded axes or overgrowth by other organisms 

(Fig. 9.2). Secondly, we noted the type of injury because the combined analysis of both 

parameters may be indicative of past disturbance events, including approximate time of their 

appearance (Coma et al. 2004; Linares et al. 2005). Therefore, depending on the 

presence/absence of different epibionts, three types of injury (related to the time of its origin) 

were recognized and noted (Fig. 10). The first type (type A) referred to a denuded axis, indicating 

a new injury (up to 1 month). The second type (type B) included overgrowth by pioneering 

species, filamentous algae and hydrozoans (indicating an approximately 1ς12-month-old injury), 

while the third type (type C) included overgrowth mostly by bryozoans, sponges and/or algae 

and represented an old injury (approximately җ12 months) (Linares et al. 2005).  We considered 

colonies with <10% of injured surface to be healthy, as used in previous studies (Linares et al. 

2008a; Garrabou et al. 2009). 

 

For each gorgonian species encountered in the field, we have also noted its upper distribution 

limit and the lower one, when possible. 
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Fig. 2.2.1. Scheme of the assessment of gorgonian demography and conservation status. 
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Fig. 2.2.2. Criteria used to assess whether gorgonian is affected or not and categories used for 
characterization of gorgonian tissue damage (adapted from Garrabou et al. 2015). 

 

2.2.2. Main results  

At the [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ό5ǳƎƛ hǘƻƪ LǎƭŀƴŘύ ǿŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻut the assessment of demography and 

conservation status of the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavoliniΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

(Vis Island) we have assessed both the yellow gorgonian E. cavolini and the red gorgonian 

Paramuricea clavata (Fig. 2.2.3). Between 93 and 159 colonies of E. cavolini were assessed at 
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each study site, whereas 29 and 26 colonies of P. clavata were assessed at Sika 3 and Sika 6 sites, 

respectively. When present (within this study in mixed assemblages with the yellow gorgonian E. 

cavolini) P. clavata was not as abundant, and hence, lower number of colonies could be measured 

and their health status estimated.  

Gorgonian distribution  

The upper distributional limit of E. cavolini at Lagnici 1 site was 20 m depth, whereas it was 25 m 

depth at Lagnici 2 site. However, at the latter site few individual colonies were present also at 22 

m depth. At Sika 3 and Sika 6 sites on the Vis Island E. cavolini was mainly noted from 22 m depth, 

although few individual colonies could be observed at 18 m depth. In addition, at latter sites few 

individual colonies of P. clavata were present at 26 m depth, but their greater abundance was 

noted from 35 m depth. In all cases, the lower distributional limit of studied gorgonian species 

coincided with the end of the vertical wall, which was 39-40 m at Lagnici location and 42 and 45 

m deoth at Sika 3 and Sika 6 sites on the Vis Island, respectively. 

 

Fig. 2.2.3. A diver performing the assessment of demography and conservation status of the red gorgonian 
Paramuricea clavata and the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini at the Stupiġĺe location on the Vis Island 
(photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ). 
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Demography  

Higher density of E. cavolini was recorded at the Vis Island  than at the Dugi Otok Island. Almost 

twice as high was the density at the Sika 6 (18.83 ± 10.71, mean ± SD) and Sika 3 sites (17.67 ± 

8.68, mean ± SD) than at the Lagnici 1 site (9.79 ± 4.71, mean ± SD), whereas density at the Lagnici 

2 site (14.9 ± 8.61, mean ± SD)  was only slightly lower than at the Vis sites (Fig. 2.2.4).  Likewise,  

the mean colony height was larger at the Vis Island than at the Dugi Otok Island. Again, the 

highest values were recorded at Sika 6 site (27.69 ± 9.29, mean ± SD), followed by Sika 3 (25.65 

± 9.41, mean ± SD), while the mean colony height reached 21.93 ± 9.69 (mean ± SD) at Lagnici 2 

and 18.82 ± 9.29 (mean ± SD) at the Lagnici 1 site (Fig. 2.2.4).  The largest colony of E. cavolini (61 

cm in height) was recorded at the Sika 3 site, whereas at the other sites the largest sizes measured 

between 40 and 45 cm. On the contrary, minimal recorded size was similar at all sites (6-7 cm). 

Related to the populations' size frequency distribution, similar proportions of juvenile E. cavolini 

colonies (< 10 cm in height) were recorded at all sites.  On the other hand, larger proportion of 

colonies bigger than 20 cm were present ŀǘ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ on the Vis Island (79% at Sika 6 and 

69% at Sika 3 site) ǘƘŀƴ ŀǘ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ location on the Dugi Otok Island (around 50% at both sites, Fig. 

2.2.5). Especially notable is a difference in proportion of the size class 31-40 cm that reaches 36% 

and 21% at Sika 6 and Sika 3 sites, respectively, in comparison to 4% at Lagnici 1 and 15% at 

Lagnici 2 sites (Fig. 2.2.5). 

!ǘ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƻn the Vis Island, the only location where the red gorgonian Paramuricea clavata was 

recorded within this study, population density was slightly higher at Sika 3 site (10.55 ± 6.27, 

mean ± SD) than at Sika 6 (8.67 ± 3.75, mean ± SD, Fig. 2.2.4), whereas mean colony hight was 

almost 30% greater at the Sika 6 site (50.65 ± 17.38 vs. 36.66 ± 18.81, mean ± SD, Fig. 2.2.6). The 

largest P. clavata colony was recorded at Sika 3 site and it measured 98 cm in height, whereas 

minimal recorded size was similar at both sites (10-11 cm). Related to size frequency distribution 

of studied P. clavata populations, two patterns can be noted ς a dominance of colonies smaller 

than 40 cm at Sika 3 site and the opposite at Sika 6 site: the proportion of colonies larger than 40 

cm that was twice as high at the Sika 6 site in comparison to Sika 3 site (77 vs. 38%, Fig. 2.2.7).  

No juvenile colonies (<10 cm) were noted at Sika 3 site whereas only one juvenile colony was 
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recorded at Sika 6 site (Fig. 2.2.7). Insights from the image analysis undertaken to assess 

coralligenous assemblages at respective sites confirm the existence of P. clavata recruits  and 

juvenile colonies (visible for example within photoquadrats in Figs. 2.1.9 c and 2.1.10 b, section 

2.1), hence results presented here (Fig. 2.2.7) are most probably  the consequence of overlooking 

such small, more conspicuous colonies during in situ assessment. Moreover, in all analyses 

related to P. clavata, it should be kept in mind that number of colonies assessed was relatively 

low (26 colonies at Sika 6 and 29 colonies at Sika 3 site) so any conclusions related to this species 

must be made cautiously.  

Disturbance impact levels 

Mean extent of injury of E. cavolini coloƴƛŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀǎ ƘƛƎƘ ŀǘ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǘ 

[ŀƎƴƛŏƛΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǿŀǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ {ƛƪŀ о ǎƛǘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ {ƛƪŀ с όоуΦтм ± 24.98 and 

31.19 ± 26.41, respectively, mean ± SD, Fig. 2.2.8). On the Dugi Otok Island mean extent of injury 

of E. cavolini colonies was 22.80 ± 22.85 at Lagnici 1 site and 15.64 ± 18.53 at Lagnici 2 (mean ± 

SD, Fig. 2.2.8). Fairly large standard deviations (SD) further indicate considerable differences in 

injury extent of colonies within a respective population. 

Colonies of E. cavolini ǿŜǊŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ±ƛǎ LǎƭŀƴŘ (Fig.2.2.10). The 

highest levels were noted at Sika 3 (almost 80% of affected colonies, i.e. with injury levels >10% 

of colony surface), followed by Sika 6 (66% of affected colonies). In addition to the in situ 

observations, at Sika 6 site E. cavolini was also assessed at the upper limit of its depth distribution 

(at 25 m depth) from video transects (3 transects of 1 x 10 m). Out of 138 colonies recorded along 

transects, 64% was affected i.e. the proportion almost identical to the one stemming from the 

assessment of deeper colonies at the same site. Populations on the Dugi Otok Island showed 

considerable, but more moderate injury levels with 57% and 41% of colonies affected at Lagnici 

1 and Lagnici 2 sites, respectively (Fig. 2.2.8). The proportion of dead colonies did not surpass 3% 

in any studied population.  

Mean extent of injury of P. clavata colonies was higher at Sika 3 than at Sika 6 site (36.21 ± 30.90 

and 27.31 ± 16.14, respectively, mean ± SD, Fig. 2.2.9), and overall they were fairly similar to the 
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ones observed for E. cavolini at the same location. Likewise, high proportion of affected colonies 

of P. clavata was noted, being 66% of colonies affected at Sika 3 and 85% at Sika 6. No dead 

colonies were recorded (Fig. 2.2.9). 

Regardless of the population or gorgonian species considered, majority of the affected colonies 

(with 1֓0% of injured surface) showed an old epibiosis stage, characterized by colonized algae, 

sponges, bryozoans and other calcareous organisms (42 to 90.9%; Table 2.2.1). However, 

alongside old injuries, sometimes also recent ones (type A, i.e. denuded axes) were present. 

Among the highest proportion of such injuries on E. cavolini were noted at Lagnici 2 site where 

15.9% colonies displayed only recent necrosis and additional 9.1% displayed recent injuries 

alongside old ones. Likewise, 15.8% of affected P. clavata colonies at Sika 3 site on the Vis Island 

displayed recent injuries alongside old ones (Table 2.1.1., Fig. 2.2.10). 
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Fig.2.2.4. Density and mean colony height of the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini at study sites on the 
Dugi otok Island (Lagnici 1 and Lagnici 2) and the Vis Island (Sika 3 and Sika 6). 
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Fig.2.2.5. Size-frequency distribution of studied Eunicella cavolini populations. 
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Fig. 2.2.6. Density and mean colony height of the red gorgonian Paramuricea clavata at study sites on the 
Vis Island (Sika 3 and Sika 6). Note: red gorgonians were not present at the study sites on the Dugi otok 
Island. 
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Fig. 2.2.7. Size-frequency distribution of studied Paramuricea clavata populations. 
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Fig. 2.2.8. Disturbance impact level parameters of the studied Eunicella cavolini populations on the Dugi 
otok Island (Lagnici 1 & 2) and Vis Island (Sika 3 & 6). Upper graph: Mean percentage of the extent of 
injury; lower graph: percentages of healthy colonies (with <10% injury extent), affected colonies (between 
Ó10% and Ò99% injury extent) and dead colonies (with 100% injury extent). 
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Fig.2.2.9. Disturbance impact level parameters of the studied Paramuricea clavata populations on the Vis 
Island. Upper graph: Mean percentage of the extent of injury; lower graph: percentages of healthy colonies 
(with <10% injury extent), affected colonies (between Ó10% and Ò99% injury extent) and dead colonies 
(with 100% injury extent). 
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Table 2.2.1. Percentage of affected Eunicella cavolini and Paramuricea clavata colonies (Ó10% of surface 
injured) hosting different epibiosis types: ótype Aô refers to a denuded axis, indicating a new injury (up to 1 
month old); ótype Bô includes overgrowth by pioneering species, filamentous algae and hydrozoans 
(indicating approximately 1ï12-month-old injury); ótype Cô includes overgrowth mostly by bryozoans, 
sponges and/or algae and represents an old injury (approximately Ó12 months) (see overview of the 
methods). Colony can host more than one epibiosis type. 

                

 Type of injury 

% A B C A+C A+B B+C A+B+C 

Eunicella cavolini             

Lagnici 1 1,9 35,8 47,2 1,9 5,7 7,5 0,0 

Lagnici 2 15,9 15,9 43,2 9,1 0,0 15,9 0,0 

Sika 3 0,0 11,0 66,1 7,9 4,7 7,9 2,4 

Sika 6 0,0 5,3 62,7 4,0 0,0 28,0 0,0 

Paramuricea clavata      
Sika 3  0,0 5,3 42,1 15,8 0,0 36,8 0,0 

Sika 6  0,0 0,0 90,9 4,5 0,0 4,5 0,0 
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Fig. 2.2.10. Illustration of different types of injuries: a) the red gorgonian Paramuricea clavata and the yellow 
gorgonian Eunicella cavolini with B and C type of epibiosis, b) detail of P. clavata colony with recent ï type 
A and slightly older (> 1 month) type B of epibiosis, c) P. clavata colony with all 3 types of epibiosis. All 
examples are from Sika 6 site, on the Vis Island. Photo credit: M. Beloġeviĺ (a), S. Kipson (b,c). 
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2.2.3. Conclusions 

Denser populations and larger colonies of the yellow gorgonian Eunicella cavolini were recorded 

on the Vis Island than on the Dugi Otok Island. All values related to their demography are within 

a range already reported from the other parts of the Adriatic and the Mediterranean Sea (Sini et 

al. 2015). The same applies for the populations of the red gorgonian Paramuricea clavata, 

comparable to the Adriatic populations studied to date (Kipson et al. 2015), characterized by a 

great proportion of large colonies (> 40 cm in height) 

Whereas E. cavolini on the Dugi Otok Island displayed moderate proportion of affected colonies 

(i.e. with injury levels >10% of colony surface), their proportion was high both for E. cavolini and 

P. clavata on the Vis Island (> 60%).  Although most of the injuries were old, we also noticed fresh 

injuries (i.e. naked skeleton, mainly on apical tips of colonies) that would imply they occurred less 

than 1 month ago. Hence, they could have coincided with the highest seawater temperatures 

usually recorded towards the end of summer. Related to the older injuries, although 

mucilaginous outbreaks were not recorded at the time of our assessment, their impact could be 

highly likely in the past, alongside elevated seawater temperatures. In fact, their occurrence in 

the past (the most persistent ones usually develop from May till July but other periods are not 

excluded) was confirmed by the owner of a local diving center and dive ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ YƻƳƛȌŀ ƻƴ 

the Vis Island. In addition, the abundance of lost fishing gear was ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƘƛƎƘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ 

sites (see section 2.5) and injuries caused by mechanical abrasion stemming from still active 

fishing practices or from the contact with abandoned fishing gear was highly likely in the past as 

well as it remains likely today.  
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2.3. Assessment of conservation status and climate-related 

responses of sessile benthic macroinvertebrates 

2.3.1. Overview  of the methods  

As a part of the effort to monitor climate-related responses of a rocky bottom community, we 

have applied the protocol advocated by Garrabou, Bensoussan & Azzurro (2018) in the scope of 

the previous Interreg project MPA ADAPT, focused on sessile benthic macroinvertebrates. This 

protocol aims to reveal the conservation status of surveyed populations, while gathering baseline 

information to assess the impacts of mass mortality events when they occur.  

Target species of this protocol are the ones sensitive to climate-related stressors, are easy to 

identify underwater and are sufficiently abundant in the surveyed area. Our target species 

included sponges Petrosia ficiformis, Chondrosia reniformis, Ircinia sp. and a broader category of 

black keratose sponges (Fig. 2.3.1) which may include species such as Scalarispongia scalaris, 

Sarcotragus foetidus, Spongia officinalis and similar. The rationnale behind defining such a broad 

category was to avoid misidentification by observers who did not feel confident enough to 

identify those sponges underwater, but there was a need to carry out assessment as we have 

often noticed a high proportion of such sponges damaged.  Furthermore, selected species 

included bryozoan Myriapora truncata as well as hard corals Balanophyllia europaea and 

Cladocora caespitosa (Fig. 2.3.1). 

 
We have carried out the assessment at the upper distribution limit of the selected species at 3 

sites separated by at least 200 m (as previously mentioned, the conservation status of gorgonians 

were assessed within random quadrats 50 x 50 cm in the scope of a demographic study, see 

section 2.2). Observations were made along the imaginary transect at the selected depth (± 1 m). 

Observer counted each specimen of selected species and noted if it is affected, i.e. if any tissue 

necrosis is present (e.g. Figs. 2.3.2, 2.3.3, 2.3.4) or polyps of hard corals are bleached/dead. 

Besides visual census in situ, data was ocassionaly collected also by using calibrated photos. Due 

to a very low abundance of targeted sessile macroinvertebrates on infralitoral ǊŜŜŦǎ ŀǘ {ǘǳǇƛǑŏŜ 
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location on the Vis Island, this assessment was omitted there. Hence, it was performed solely at 

ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ǳƎƛ hǘƻƪ LǎƭŀƴŘΦ 

 

Fig. 2.3.1. Target species/groups selected for the assessment of conservation status and climate-related 
responses of sessile benthic macroinvertebrates: a) Balanophyllia europaea, b) Cladocora caespitosa, c) 
Myriapora truncata, d) Petrosia ficiformis, e) Ircinia sp., f) Chondrosia reniformis and g) black keratose 
sponge. Photo credit: S. Kipson. 

 

2.3.2. Main results  

Out of target species/taxa only sponge Chondrosia reniformis and black keratose sponges were 

present in sufficient numbers (around 50 or more specimens per dive/transect) at pre-selected 
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depths to carry out a proper assessment according to the selected MME protocol. While 

Chondrosia reniformis was assessed at 3 sites ǿƛǘƘƛƴ [ŀƎƴƛŏƛ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ, black keratose sponges 

could not be assessed at more than two, but in that case at least 3 separate transects were 

observed. In total, over 600 individuals of black keratose sponges and over 260 individuals of 

Chondrosia reniformis were examined. Percent of affected black keratose sponges examined per 

transect by different observers in the depth range 3-5 m on natural rocky bottom (within 

individual transects spanning from 3-4 m, or from 4-5 m depth) at Lag 4 site varied between 11 

and 62% (5 transects in total, Fig. 2.3.2). However, only 1 of these assessments reports percent 

of affected black keratose sponges below 30%. During that particular assessment almost 2-3 fold 

higher number of specimens were examined compared to all others, precluding that the observer 

potentially overlooked more subtle signs of damage/sickness, such as the one illustrated in 

Fig.2.3.3 a,b). On that note, the signs of damage/sickness observed on black keratose sponges 

varied from the appearance of a thin layer over sponge's surface, with affected tissue becoming 

evident only after gentle brushing off by hand (Fig.2.3.3 a,b), to more evident signs such as visible 

sponge's skeleton ς spongin fibers protruding from a tissue in the probable process of healing 

(renewing pinacoderm) or clearly necrosed/dead parts (Fig.2.3.3 c-e). On one occassion, a black 

keratose sponge with a clearly visible white bacterial layer over its surface was observed 

(Fig.2.3.3 f). In addition, exclusively on the steamboat wreck Michele, in the depth range 3-5 m a 

specific άǊǳǎǘ ŎƻƭƻǊŜŘά ŘŀƳŀƎŜκǎƛŎƪƴŜǎǎ ƻƴ ōƭŀŎƪ ƪŜǊŀǘƻǎŜ ǎǇƻƴƎŜǎ ǿŀǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ όCƛƎΦ нΦоΦпύΣ 

resulting in 48 to 55% of affected individuals (Fig. 2.3.2). It is known that keratose sponges can 

accumulate iron into their fibers, hence specific coloration in this case could stem from such a 

process (C. Cerrano pers. comm). On the methodological note, assessment of black keratose 

sponges on the shipwreck was carried out both by visual census in situ and from the subsequent 

analysis of video transects by different observers, yielding comparable results. 

Contrary to large proportions of affected black keratose sponges on natural infralitoral reefs, 

Chondrosia reniformis appeared to be healthy, with less than 3,5% of affected individuals. The 

same result was obtained for sponges on artificial reef ς the shipwreck Michele based on the 

analysis of video transects (Fig. 2.3.2) whereas reported amount of affected individuals by one 



 
 
 
 

 
 

67 
 

observer in situ was considerable 30 % (Fig. 2.3.2). Later clarification of this result revealed that 

more varied coloration of Chondrosia reniformis (grey with more of white specks) was 

interpreted as a sign of affectation. Once again, it should be reminded that C. reniformis 

pigmentation can vary depending on its habitat ς from dark grey specimens in more photophilic 

zone (see for example Fig. 2.3.6) to completely white specimens in biocenosis of semi-dark caves 

(e.g. Fig. 2.6.5 b), with lot of variation in between. 

Although other target species were not present in sufficient numbers to be assessed within a 

single dive, and hence to be evaluated according to the protocol, I have nevertheless summarized 

results of the data that could be collected (Table 2.3.1). Due to low numbers, no attempt to draw 

conclusions on their health status was made. However, it is worth to note  that different signs of 

affected sponges Petrosia ficiformis were also observed  (see Fig. 2.3.5 for more details). 

As previously mentioned, this protocol was not applied at sites on the Vis Island due to 

insufficient abundance of target species at shallow depths. Nevertheless, occassional presence 

of extra large specimens of target species is noteworthy, such as the specimen of Chondrosia 

reniformis of approximately 60 cm in diameter at Sika 6 site (Fig. 2.3.6). 
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Fig. 2.3.2. Percentage of affected individuals of two target species/taxa within location Lagniĺi, NW Dugi 
Otok Island.  N indicate total number of individuals assessed per dive/transect. V1 to V3 mark video 
transects, whereas other results are based on visual census in situ. 
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Fig. 2.3.3. Example of sick/affected specimens of black keratose sponges observed at the Lagniĺi location, 
NW Dugi Otok Island: a) thin layer covering spongeôs pinacoderm, b) detail of sick tissue visible after gentle 
scrapping of the overlying layer, c) partially affected sponge showing signs of pinacoderm healing (white 
arrow) ï  no longer functional spongin remains visible, d) freshly affected sponge, white arrow points to the 
only remaining part that still looks unaffected, e) heavily damaged sponge (90%) with some signs of healing 
(white arrow), f) fresh white bacterial layer. Photo credit: S. Kipson except of f) M. Beloġeviĺ. 












































































































