Corals from the twilight zone: Who eats
what on a deep Red Sea reef

BAR-ILAN UNIVERSITY

IMAGE; USING REMOTE OPERATED UNDERWATER VEHICLES (ROVS), A GROUP OF SCIENTISTS IS
COLLABORATING ON A NEW PROJECT TO STUDY REEFS THAT ARE FOUND BELOW SCUBA DIVING DEPTH.
LITTLE IS KNOWN... view more >

Many coral reefs are found below scuba diving depth. Because of the difficulty in visiting
these parts of the ocean, the biology of these reef systems (termed mesophotic reefs) is
little understood. These reefs are very abundant, however, and hence there is an urgent

need to develop a better understanding of these unique ecosystems.

Monaco Explorations is providing essential support for the study of mesophotic coral reefs
in the Gulf of Agaba in collaboration with the Inter-University Institute (IU, Israel) and the
Monaco Scientific Centre (CSM). Dr. Christine Ferrier-Pages, head of the CSM coral
ecophysiclogy team, is leading a mission to understand how these photesynthetic corals
can survive such deep and low light environments together with Prof. Maoz Fine, of Bar-
llan University and the 1UI

"We know very little about these deep-water reef systems, but they may be very important
when it comes to the survival of coral reefs under global climate change,” says Dr. Ferrier-
Pages. "Being able to access these unique places using technical diving and remotely
operated underwater vehicles (ROVs) is a crucial part of the current mission.”

The Gulf of Agaba is unique in being relatively deep (800m in the middle) and narrow. This
brings mesophotic (twilight zone) reefs close to shore - making them easily accessible for
scientific study. Standard diving technigues allow diving from shore to these reefs ata
depth nearing 60m. Beyond that depth ROVs can be used.

"It is extremely exciting collecting specimens from these deep coral gardens,” says Prof.
Fine. "In many cases we have collected specimens new to science or, at least, new to the
Gulf of Agaba.”

The team is using the research vessel Sam Rothberg - which |eaves the marina of Eilat
every morning with a scientific team onboard. The team is focused on studying different
characteristics and sites where these deep corals are growing. Dr. Vanessa Bednarz,
postdoctoral fellow at CSM has been in charge of the operational aspects on board.

"We plan to explore sites that are between 60 and 150m below the surface. Several coral-
deminated mesophotic sites will be explored, which is an exciting and unique opportunity
to examine the physiology of these corals in the Red Sea,” she says

International collaborations are a big part of the project. The Monegasque and Israeli
teams will work alongside researchers such as Prof. Yehuda Benayahu, from Tel Aviv
University, who is an expert on soft corals, and Dr. Ali Al-Sawalmih, who is the director of
the Agaba Marine Station in Jordan. Prof. Joerg Wiedenmann, of the University of
Southampton, an expert on coral fluorescence and a representative of the Eilat Nature and
Parks Authority will also collaborate on the project.
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