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Presentation Atelier ‘Hermelles’ 
 

Assessment of the distribution and 
ecological status of Sabellaria alveolata 

reef habitats in Europe 



Rationale (Ecology) 

Engineer species = “Organisms that directly or indirectly modulate the availability of 
resources to other species” [Jones et al., 1994 OIKOS] 

Very common in coastal marine systems 

Reefs provide a number of important ecosystem services globally, including coastal 
protection and important habitat for a wide range of organisms [Arkema et al. 2013] 

Reefs and reef organisms are under 
heavy anthropogenic impacts (both 
direct and indirect) [e.g. Goldberg  2013] 



Rationale (Legal) 

‘reefs’ are recognized as a marine habitat to be 
protected and are listed under Annex I of the EC 
Habitats Directive (Council Directive EEC/92/43 on the 
Conservation of Natural Habitats and of Wild Fauna 
and Flora) under the designation of Special Areas of 
Conservation (SACs).  

improving and protecting the ‘good ecological status’ 
of marine habitats has been identified as a priority for 
the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD).  

+ 

What’s a ‘reef’ ? 



The honeycomb worm Sabellaria alveolata (Polychaeta: Sabellariidae) 

Sabellaria reefs are among the key habitats listed under Annex I of the Habitats Directive 

pictures: S. Dubois & A. Guerin 

Biological model 



Rocky and sandy substrates – over 2 m high –  thousands of hectares in Europe 

Biological model 



Mostly on hard substrata – great variety in shapes 

Biological model 
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Biological model 



Question & objective 

What is a Sabellaria alveolata reef and can we address the 
ecological status of S. alveolata bioconstructions? 

Link the health of an engineer species with the health of the 
biogenic structure = Test the hypothesis that a healthy 
bioconstruction (i.e. exhibiting growing phases) is built by 
healthy worms (i.e. exhibiting good physiological status). 



Framework & work packages 

Produce European maps of past and present 
distribution of Sabellaria alveolata bioconstructions 

Monitor Sabellaria alveolata bioconstructions 
and potential competitors with sustained 
observations 

Measure Sabellaria alveolata health through 
physiology metrics 

Establish how biotic and abiotic factors affect 
the distribution of Sabellaria alveolata 

Develop a generic and universally applicable 
health index for S. alveolata bioconstructions 
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Project – Workpackages / Objectives 

Objective #1 - Produce European maps of global 
past and present distribution of Sabellaria 
alveolata bioconstructions 



Obj. 1 – European map of past and present distribution  

A lot of data mining and database 
construction from Amelia Curd and Celine 
Cordier (over 16 000 points in Europe) 

Example of a 10 x 10 km grid 
over Europe 

69 books from 
January 1934 to 
may 1970 (mostly 
1955 to 1960) 

Fischer-Piette’s notebooks 
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