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Abstract

Distribution of the stylasterid Errina aspera L. in the Straits of Messina has been surveyed by means GIS technology. The species is
confined to a narrow rocky zone, prone to "intermediate" water upwelling. Potential risks of damage by an increased sedimentation rate

are discussed.
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Introduction

Seismic activity and strong tidal currents determine an erosive regime
affecting the Straits of Messina at least down to 300-350 m [1]. The rocky
seafloor of the straits is inhabited by rich benthic communities and some
particular assemblages that are unknown in other Mediterranean regions
[2, 3]. Since the geological and topographical study carried out in the
late 1970s [4] no further work was conducted, so most of the continental
slopes and related communities are still unexplored. A revision of liter-
ature and original data on the distribution of the stylasterid hydrocoral
Errina aspera and its related community was studied, as part of a larger
project investigating biodiversity in the Straits of Messina.

Methods

In August 1995, a preliminary survey provided 25h of videotape record-
ings, and 183 bottom samples, from 10 to 220 m depth. The distribution
of E. aspera was subsequently verified by means of grab and dredge sam-
plings, ROV observations and direct scuba diver surveying, in additional
53 stations. The data was stored in a geo-database model, tailored specif-
ically for the marine community, with a GIS platform. The coordinate
system used was WGS84 UTM Zone 33N.

Results and discussion

Surveys provided 35 records of E. aspera, located in the rocky bottoms of
the sill and along a narrow area of the Sicilian part of the straits. A single
finding was made on the south-eastern Calabrian coast (Capo dell’ Armi),
thus extending the known area of the species in the Straits of Messina [5].
Our findings suggest the coverage by E. aspera had been overestimated
in previous surveys. Due to the erosive and depositional processes that
asymmetrically affect seafloors, a narrow rocky zone extends exclusively
south-west from the sill, gradually increasing in depth, from 90-150 m
down to 150-220 m. Coarse sediment slumpings are responsible for the
frequent discontinuities observed in the rocky zone, with a consequent
patchy distribution of E. aspera. With regard to this distribution, we show
how E. aspera populations, which need an erosive sedimentary regime,
could suffer from an altered sedimentation rate. According to Giacobbe
[5], E. aspera population density tends to a bipolar distribution, reaching a
peak to the north of the sill, and a trough at the lowest depth, to the south.
The first record of E. aspera in a deep-water sea cave was videotaped, in
this latter area (Giaccone, personal communication). Given only a single
finding of E. aspera, distribution on the south-eastern Calabrian side is
not well known. Nevertheless, its occurrence near Capo dell’Armi, at
95 m depth, is in accordance with the hydrological regime in the Strait,
representing a further indication of the prominent role of “intermedi-
ate”upwelling currents [6] in determining E. aspera distribution [5].
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