
European Red List of Habitats - Marine: Mediterranean Sea Habitat Group

A5.46. Communities of Mediterranean upper
circalittoral coastal detritic bottoms

Summary
This habitat occupies a considerable area of the Eastern and Western Mediterranean. It occurs in the
coastal detritic bottom of large bays and open seas on terrigenous and organogenous gravel at 30-100
metres of depth. Depending of the hydrodynamics and environmental conditions some particular facies or
dominance of species may develop. The main pressures on this habitat are the increase of fine
sedimentation and pollution that can produce changes in the associated communities, the lost of diversity
and a shift to a different habitat dominated by more tolerant species. Ensuring a reduction of inputs such
as fine matter, pollutants and organic matter, which affect the water quality, designating Marine Protected
Areas (MPAs) where this habitat occurs and increasing the knowledge and monitoring of its distribution and
ecology will assist to conserve and evaluate appropriate conservation measures for the future.

Synthesis
This is a very poorly studied habitat type and only a few reports exist regarding its distribution. The trends
in quantity and quality in the past 50 years are unknown, and there is no information on historic or future
trends. Moreover, quantitative data on quality or quantity is lacking and the territorial data does
not provide information for most Mediterranean countries. It has a large Extent of Occurrence (EOO) and
 Area of Occupancy (AOO), and therefore it qualifies as Least Concern under Criterion B. However, the
habitat is assessed as Data Deficient both at the EU 28 and the EU 28+ levels because of the lack of
information on its trends in quantity and quality.

 

Overall Category & Criteria
EU 28 EU 28+

Red List Category Red List Criteria Red List Category Red List Criteria
Data Deficient - Data Deficient -

Sub-habitat types that may require further examination
None.

Habitat Type
Code and name
A5.46. Communities of Mediterranean upper circalittoral coastal detritic bottoms

No characteristic photographs of this habitat are currently available.

Habitat description
This habitat occurs in big bays and opens seas, on a substratum whose nature varies widely and depends
largely on the typology of the nearby coast and of nearby infralittoral rock formations. It occurs on
terrigenous and organogenous sediment: gravel with a sandy-muddy filling originating from predominant
local rocks, sometimes shell debris from various molluscs, debris from big calcified bryozoans, tests of
echinoderms or of some dead melobesies (coralline red algae Melobesiae spp). The interstices between
these various components of coarse sands and gravel are partially filled by a greater or lesser proportion
of sand and mud. The muddy portion is usually less than 20%, but various more or less muddy types exist.
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It develops at depths of between 30 and 100 metres, usually as an extension at depth of the biocenosis of
well sorted fine sands. Some facies with epiflora and epifauna may present, depending on certain currents.
These may be characterised  by brittlestars, colonial ascidians and by big colonies of arborescent
bryozoans, unattached or fixed to small substrata.

Indicators of quality:

Some species are indicators of more particular environmental conditions such as the echinoderms
(Echinocyamus pusillus, Spatangus purpureus, Astarte fusca), the bivalves (Cardium minimum, Venus
ovata, Dentalium inaequicostatum), the  opisthobranch mollusc Philine aperta, or species with a wide
ecological distribution in loose substrata.

Characteristic species:

Phytobenthos: Cryptonemia tunaeformis, the many-branched calcareous rhodophytes (Phymatholithon
calcareum, Mesophyllum coralloides, Lithothamnion fruticulosum), Peyssonnelia spp.

Zoobenthos: Bubaris vermiculata, Suberites domuncula (sponges): Sarcodyctyon catenatum (cnidarians);
Astropecten irregularis, Anseropoda placenta, Genocidaris maculata, Luidia ciliaris, Ophioconis forbesi,
Psammechinus microtuberculatus, Paracucumaria hyndmani (echinoderms); Limea loscombei,
Propeamussium incomparabile, Chlamys flexuosa, Laevicardium oblungum, Cardium deshayesi, Tellina
donacina, Eulima polita, Turitella triplicata (molluscs); Hermione hystrix, Petta pusilla (polychaetes);
Conilera cylindracea, Paguristes oculatus, Anapagurus laevis, Ebalia tuberosa, Ebalia edwardsi
(crustaceans); Molgula oculata, Microcosmus vulgaris, Polycarpia pomaria, Polycarpia gracilis (ascidians).

 

Classification
EUNIS (v1405):

Level 4. A sub-habitat of ‘Mediterranean circalittoral mixed sediment’ (A5.4). 

 

Annex 1:

1160 Large shallow inlets and bays

 

MAES:

Marine - Marine inlets and transitional waters

Marine - Coastal

 

MSFD:

Shallow sublittoral sediment (coarse, sand, mud, mixed)

 

EUSeaMap:

Shallow sands

Shallow muds

Shallow coarse or mixed sediments
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IUCN:

9.3 Subtidal loose rock/ pebble/ gravel 

9.4 Subtidal sandy

9.6 Subtidal sandy-mud

 

Barcelona code:

IV.2.2. Biocenosis of the coastal detritic

and the different facies :

•IV.2.2.8. Facies with Ophiura texturata

•IV.2.2.9. Facies with Synascidies

•IV.2.2.10. Facies with large bryozoans

 

Does the habitat type present an outstanding example of typical characteristics of one
or more biogeographic regions?
Unknown

Justification
Geographic occurrence and trends

Region Present or Presence Uncertain Current area of
habitat

Recent trend in
quantity (last 50

yrs)

Recent trend in
quality (last 50

yrs)

Mediterranean Sea

Adriatic Sea: Present
Aegian-Levantine Sea: Present

Ionian Sea and the Central
Mediterranean Sea: Present
Western Mediterranean Sea:

Present

Unknown Km2 Unknown Unknown

Extent of Occurrence, Area of Occupancy and habitat area

 Extent of
Occurrence (EOO)

Area of
Occupancy

(AOO)

Current
estimated Total

Area
Comment

EU 28 1,052,686 Km2 1168 Unknown Km2

EOO and AOO have been calculated on the
available data. Although this data set is

known to be incomplete the figures exceed
the thresholds for threatened status.

EU
28+ >1,052,686 Km2 >1168 Unknown Km2

EOO and AOO have been calculated on the
available data. Although this data set is

known to be incomplete the figures exceed
the thresholds for threatened status.

Distribution map
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There are insufficient data to provide a comprehensive and accurate map of the distribution of this habitat.
This map has been generated by IUCN using EMODnet data from modelled/surveyed records from the
Mediterranean (and supplemented with expert opinion where applicable) (EMODnet, 2015). EOO and AOO
have been calculated on the available data presented in this map however these should be treated with
caution as expert opinion is that this is not the full distribution of the habitat.

How much of the current distribution of the habitat type lies within the EU 28?
This habitat occurs in the EU 28+. The percentage hosted by the EU 28 is therefore less than 100% but
there is insufficient information to establish the proportion. 

Trends in quantity
The extent of this habitat is still poorly known, and the studies conducted have mostly focused on
the description of the benthic assemblages in relation to sediment characteristics.

Average current trend in quantity (extent)●

EU 28: Unknown
EU 28+: Unknown
Does the habitat type have a small natural range following regression?●

No
Justification
The habitat has an EOO larger than 50,000 km2.
Does the habitat have a small natural range by reason of its intrinsically restricted area?●

No
Justification
The habitat is widespread and present along the Mediterranean coast.
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Trends in quality
There are no available studies that evaluate the trends in quality over the last 50 years, and no
information regarding trends has been provided by territorial experts for a good part of its range. For the
western and central Mediterranean expert opinion is that this habitat is stable. 

Average current trend in quality●

EU 28: Stable
EU 28+: Unknown

Pressures and threats

Coastal activities such as urban wastewater discharge, pollutants and marine-coastal infrastructures can
increase sedimentation (brought down in the rivers and other human activities) and potentially degrade
the habitat by increasing the mud fraction. Moreover, it can cause some sub-habitats or facies to
disappear (e.g. Lithothamnia, big bryozoans, ascidian beds), decrease diversity and productivity (including
of commercial species) and change the faunal and floral composition.

List of pressures and threats
Urbanisation, residential and commercial development

Urbanised areas, human habitation
Discharges

Pollution
Pollution to surface waters by industrial plants
Diffuse pollution to surface waters via storm overflows or urban run-off
Diffuse pollution to surface waters due to household sewage and waste waters

Conservation and management

Basic knowledge on the habitat and the distribution of this habitat in the Mediterranean, as well as on the
associated assemblages, and species biology (distribution, abundance, habitat preferences, life-cycles), as
well as monitoring data on trends is needed to determine the most useful conservation measures. 

In areas where the habitat is affected, it is recommended to reduce anthropogenic waste, particularly
domestic and industrial wastewater that is still loaded with fine matter, pollutants and organic matter. The
designation of protected areas can provide a local focus for such action as well as for monitoring and
investigation programmes relating to this habitat. 

 

List of conservation and management needs
Measures related to wetland, freshwater and coastal habitats

Restoring/Improving water quality

Measures related to marine habitats
Other marine-related measures

Measures related to spatial planning
Establish protected areas/sites

Conservation status
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1160 MMED, XX

 

When severely damaged, does the habitat retain the capacity to recover its typical
character and functionality?
The increase of fine terrigenous-origin particles can change the composition of flora and fauna and shift
the habitat and the dominant facies, if any, to other types. It is unknown how easily these communities can
recover, but a reduction of the impact should allow some recovery to previous conditions.

Effort required

Red List Assessment

Criterion A: Reduction in quantity
Criterion A A1 A2a A2b A3

EU 28 Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown %
EU 28+ Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown %

The current trend in quantity is unknown, and there is insufficient information on past or future reductions
in quantity for this habitat.  It is therefore assessed as Data Deficient under Criterion A.

 

Criterion B: Restricted geographic distribution

Criterion B
B1 B2

B3
EOO a b c AOO a b c

EU 28 >50,000
Km2 Unknown Unknown No >50 Unknown Unknown No No

EU 28+ >50,000
Km2 Unknown Unknown No >50 Unknown Unknown No No

This habitat is present in the Eastern and Western Mediterranean basins. The precise extent is unknown
however as EOO >50,000km2 and AOO>50, this exceeds the thresholds for a threatened category on the
basis of restricted geographic distribution. There is insufficient information to determine any trends in
spatial extent, abiotic and biotic quality. The nature and size of threats to this habitat and the distribution
data which are available suggest that no known threats are unlikely to affect all localities at once. This
habitat has therefore been assessed as Least Concern under criteria B1c, B2c and B3, and Datat Deficient
for all other criteria. 

Criterion C and D: Reduction in abiotic and/or biotic quality

Criteria
C/D

C/D1 C/D2 C/D3
Extent

affected
Relative
severity

Extent
affected

Relative
severity

Extent
affected

Relative
severity

EU 28 Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown %
EU 28+ Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown %
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Criterion C
C1 C2 C3

Extent
affected

Relative
severity

Extent
affected

Relative
severity

Extent
affected

Relative
severity

EU 28 Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown %
EU 28+ Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown % Unknown %

Criterion D
D1 D2 D3

Extent
affected

Relative
severity

Extent
affected

Relative
severity

Extent
affected

Relative
severity

EU 28 Unknown % Unknown% Unknown % Unknown% Unknown % Unknown%
EU 28+ Unknown % Unknown% Unknown % Unknown% Unknown % Unknown%

There is insufficient data from different Mediterranean regions on which to assess criteria C/D and to
ascertain if there is a substantial or slight reduction in the abiotic or biotic quality of the habitat. Expert
opinion believed the quality of the habitat is stable along part of its range. Therefore, the habitat type is
assessed as Data Deficient under Criterion C/D.

Criterion E: Quantitative analysis to evaluate risk of habitat collapse
Criterion E Probability of collapse

EU 28 Unknown
EU 28+ Unknown

There is no quantitative analysis available to estimate the probability of collapse of this habitat type.
Therefore the habitat type is assessed as Data Deficient under Criterion E.

Overall assessment "Balance sheet" for EU 28 and EU 28+
 A1 A2a A2b A3 B1 B2 B3 C/D1 C/D2 C/D3 C1 C2 C3 D1 D2 D3 E

EU28 DD DD DD DD LC LC LC DD DD DD DD DD DD DD DD DD DD
EU28+ DD DD DD DD LC LC LC DD DD DD DD DD DD DD DD DD DD

Overall Category & Criteria
EU 28 EU 28+

Red List Category Red List Criteria Red List Category Red List Criteria
Data Deficient - Data Deficient -

Confidence in the assessment
Low (mainly based on uncertain or indirect information, inferred and suspected data values, and/or limited
expert knowledge)

Assessors
Otero, M. 

Contributors
Tunesi, L.

 

Reviewers
Calix, M.

7



Date of assessment
15/12/2015

Date of review
17/03/2016

References

RAC/SPA , 2002. Handbook for interpreting types of marine habitat for the selection of sites to be included
in the national inventories of natural sites of conservation interest. COMPILED BY: G. Pergant, D. Bellan-
Santini, G. Bellan And J. G. Harmelin, 217.

Bellan, G. 1985. Effects of pollution and man-made modifications on marine benthic communities: A
Review: 163-194 In: Moraitou-Apostolopoulou, M. and Kiortsis, V. (eds). Mediterranean marine ecosystems,
NATO Conference series, 1: Ecology :1-407.

Bellan, G. 1994. Destructuration et restructuration des peuplements et populations soumises à des actions
anthropiques. Biologia Marina Mediterranea, 1(1): 151-158.

Bellan-Santini, D. 1985. The Mediterranean Benthos: reflections and problems raised by a classification of
the benthic Assemblages: 19-46. In: Moraitou-Apostolopoulou, M. and Kiortsis, V. (eds). Mediterranean
marine ecosystems, NATO Conference series, 1: Ecology.

Bellan-Santini, D. and Bellan, G. 2000. Distribution and Pecularities of Mediterrnean marineBiocenosis.
Biologia Marina Mediterranea, 7 (3): 67-80.

Bellan-Santini, D., Lacaze, J.C. and Poizat, C. 1994. Les biocénoses marines et littorales de Méditerranée,
synthèse, menaces et perspectives. Collection Patrimoines Naturels. Secrétariat de la Faune et de la
Flore/M.N.H.N., 19 : 1-246.

Blandin, P. and Bellan, G. 1994. Les systèmes écologiques littoraux et marins : fondements conceptuels
pour une gestion intégrée. 10-19. In: Bellan-Santini, D., Lacaze, J.C. & Poizat, C. (eds). Les biocénoses
marines et littorales de Méditerranée, synthèse, menaces et perspectives. Collection Patrimoines Naturels,
Secrétariat Faune et Flore, M.N.H.N., Paris. 246 p.

Bourcier, M. 1982. Evolution au cours des quinze dernières années, des biocoenoses benthiques et de
leurs faciès dans une baie méditerranéenne soumise à l’action lointaine de deux émissaires urbains.
Tethys, 10 (4): 303-313.

Crema, R., Castelli, A. and Prevedelli, D. 1991. Long term eutrophication effects on macrofaunal
Communities in Northern Adriatic Sea. Marine Pollution Bulletin, 22(10): 503-508.

Dauvin, J.C., Bellan, G., Bellan-Santini, D., Castric, A., Comolet-Tirman, J., Francour, P., Gentil, F., Girard, A.,
Gofas, S., Mahe, C., Noël, P. and De Reviers, B. 1994. Typologie des ZNIEFF-mer, liste des paramètres et
des biocénoses des côtes françaises métropolitaines. 2ème Edition. Collection Patrimoines Naturels.
Secrétariat de la Faune et la Flore/M.N.H.N., 12 : 1-64.

Drago, D., Mannino, A.M. and Sortini, S. 1997. La vegetazione sommersa dei mari siciliani. Mediterraneo,
Guide naturalistiche 7. L’EPOS : 117 p.

Gamulin-Brida, H. 1967. The benthic Fauna of the Adriatic Sea. Oceanography and Marine Biology, Ann.
Revue, 5:535-568.

Giaccone G., Alongi G., Pizzuto F. and Cossu A. 1994. La vegetazione marine bentonica del Mediterraneo :
II. Infralittorale e Circalittorale. Bollettino dell'Accademia Gioenia di Scienze Naturali, 27 (346) : 111-157.

Giaccone G., Alongi G., Pizzuto F. and Cossu A., 1994. La vegetazione marine bentonica del Mediterraneo :

8



III. Infralittorale e Circalittorale. Bollettino dell'Accademia Gioenia di Scienze Naturali, 27 (346) : 201-227.

Guille, A. 1970. Bionomie benthique du plateau cntinental de la côte catalane française. II. Les
Communautés de la macrofaune. Vie et Milieu, 21 (1B) :149-280.

Margalef, R. 1985. Introduction to the Mediterranean :11-16. In: Western Mediterranean, Margalef, R. Ed.
Pergamon Press.

Molinier, R. 1960. Étude des biocénoses marines du Cap Corse (France). Vegetatio, 9:121-312.

Moraitou-Apostolopoulou M. and Kiortsis V. 1985. Mediterranean marine ecosystems, NATO Conference
series , 1: Ecology :1-407.

Orel, G., Marocco, R., Vio, E., Del Piero. D. and Della Seta, G. 1987. Sedimenti e biocenosi bentoniche tra la
foce del Po ed il golfo di Trieste (Alto Adriatico). Bulletin d'Écologie, 18(2) : 229-241.

Peres, J. M., 1967. The Mediterranean benthos. Oceanogr. Marine Biology Annual Review. 5. 449-533.

Peres, J. M., Picard, J. 1964. Nouveau manuel de bionomie benthique de la Méditerranée. Recueil des
Travaux de la Station Marine d'Endoume, 31 (47) : 1-137.

Picard, J. 1965. Recherches qualitatives sur les biocoenoses marines des substrats meubles dragables de
la région marseillaise. Recueil des Travaux de la Station Marine d'Endoume, 52 (36), :1-160, 10

Riedl, R. 1966. Biologie des Meereshohlen. Paul Parey, Hamburg und Berlin.

Ros, J.-D., Olivella, I. and Gili, J.-M. 1984. Els sistemes naturals de les illes Medes. Institut d'Estudits
catalans. Barcelona.

Ros, J. D., Romero, J., Ballesteros, E. and Gili, J.M. 1984. Diving in blue water. The benthos : 233-295 in
MARGALEF R. ed., Western Mediterranean. Oxford, Pergamon Press, 363p.

Simboura, N., Zenetos, A., Thessalou-Legaki, M., Pancucci, M.A. and Nicolaidou, A. 1995. Benthic
communities of the Infralittoral in the N. Sporades (Aegean Sea): a variety of biotops encountered and
analysed. P.S.Z.N.I. Marine Ecology, 16(4):283-306.

Zenetos, A. 1996. Classification and interpretation of the established Mediterranean biocoenoses based
solely on bivalve molluscs. J.M.B.A. U.K., 76:403-416.

Zenetos, A., Panayotidis, P. and Symboura, N., 1990. Étude des peuplements benthiques de substrat
meuble au large du débouché en mer du grand collecteur d'Athènes. Revue internationale
d'océanographie médicale, 97-98:55-70.

Zenetos, A., Papathanassiou, E. and Van Aartsen, J.J. 1991. Analysis of Benthic Communities in the
Cyclades Plateau (Agean Sea) using ecological and paleoecological data sets. P.S.Z.N.I. Marine Ecology,
12(2):123-137.

9


