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Summary 
 

The Agence des Aires Marines Protégées carried out a systematic reconnaissance of species, habitats and pressure in 
canyon heads in the Mediterranean Sea as part of the French MEDSEACAN and CORSEACAN campaigns between 
October 2008 and August 2010. The Agency relied on an extensive network of scientists motivated by the sizeable and 
valuable data thus obtained. Observations made confirm the importance of managing or protecting these open spaces 
which are no doubt governed on a regional scale in the Mediterranean. 

Introduction 
  
The numerous submarine canyons cutting across the Mediterranean continental shelf represent key habitats for understanding and managing the biodiversity 
of coastal areas and the continental shelf. They serve as a refuge, nursery and a place for exchange between the continental shelf and the abyssal zone for 
many species, some of which have heritage or even commercial value. 
  
In 2007, a review of the available data showed a severe lack of information, between a depth of 100 and 600 metres, in particular to implement the Barcelona 
Convention, to extend the Natura 2000 network offshore and to define new marine protected areas. 
  
Through this programme, the Agence des Aires Marines Protégées has drawn up an inventory of habitats and species present in the Mediterranean canyon 
heads off the French coast. The study area stretches from the Spanish border to the border of Monaco (MEDSEACAN campaign) and includes the western 
coast of Corsica (CORSEACAN campaign). 
  
The objective was to obtain a reference state of the ecosystems between a depth of 100 and 600 metres, including specific information about the presence 
and distribution of deep-sea corals and specific biological species (fish, crustaceans, cnidarians), and data about these ecosystems and the impact of human 
activities on these particularly vulnerable areas. 
 

Materials and methods 
 
To compare the canyon heads and better understand the ecological importance of these entities, the exploration work was evenly distributed, with about ten 
days of work in each of the 13 predefined survey areas (Figures 1 & 2). The canyon slopes were explored using the same approach, with the same technical 
means implemented by the same scientific and technical teams. The description of the environment is based mainly on the acquisition of image data (photos, 
video) obtained from manned or unmanned submarines (photos 1 to 3). Megafauna species were visually identified (photos 4 & 5) based on samples taken 
during the campaign where possible. 
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Figure 1 - subdivision of the area covered by 13 boxes, 9 for the mainland, 4 for the west coast of Corsica. 

Figure 2 

First observations 
  
The first observations of the continental survey areas give rise to some general remarks: 
a) There is a great heterogeneity between the canyons as regards their shape, geology and distance from the 
coast, 
b) A brief review of the biodiversity shows some significant differences between the rocky canyons: the 
canyons in the eastern part show that the presence of hard substrates does not necessarily mean that there is 
any significant fixed fauna. Many vagile, or even fixed species, were observed in some silted canyons, 
c) Certain species observed are very rare in the Mediterranean and descriptions were brief. New occurrences 
of cold corals were observed, 
d) The anthropogenic impact is easily visible with a clear accumulation of waste (mainly plastic) where the 
continental shelf is narrow and the canyons are close to large cities such as Marseille and Nice, 
e) On the silted canyons in the Gulf of Lion, fishing activity is visible (traces of trawl nets). In canyons with 
rocky slopes, there are many lost nets and longlines. 
  
The Lacaze-Duthiers and Cassidaigne canyons are exceptional spots of biodiversity in the Mediterranean Sea. 
The Lacaze-Duthiers canyon has large colonies of Madrepora oculata and Lophelia pertusa, among the biggest 
in the Mediterranean, whereas the Cassidaigne canyon features a variety of anthozoa on a same remarkable 
site. These observations have contributed to the creation of the Gulf of Lion Marine Nature Park and the 
Calanques National Park. 
Corsican canyons differ from those of the continent, particularly as regards fauna assemblages. No white coral 
was seen and some new species were apparently found. The little waste and traces of fishing activities lead us 
to conclude that benthic communities are well preserved. 
  
The acquisition of data from these campaigns contributes to scientific research in various disciplines (biology, 
zoology, ecology, geology, oceanography, etc.). Data compiled in an Information System is available to 
scientists and has already been used for several publications. 

 
In the Mediterranean Basin, there is a huge lack of knowledge about canyons. They represent 
fundamental systems to understand how the Mediterranean Sea functions and are key tools 
for improved governance of the entire Mediterranean ecosystem. 
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