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Abstract 

 

The “Iberian Mediterranean Seas” (IMS) includes the Strait of Gibraltar, Alboran Sea, Balearic 

and Catalan seas and contains parts of 3 previously proposed SPAMIs (Alboran seamounts, southern 

Balearic and Gulf of Lion). The complex hydrology due to the confluence of Atlantic and 

Mediterranean waters and the diverse seafloor geomorphology, with abundant seamounts, submarine 

canyons and mound structures caused by fluid venting promote a wide diversity of habitats and 

species, including a large proportion of endangered/vulnerable habitats and threatened species. Due to 

its geographical location, this biodiversity hotspot resulting from the confluence of typical Atlantic 

(European and northAfrican) and Mediterranean species also contain several endemic species of 

invertebrates (Strait of Gibraltar and Alboran Sea), fishes (Balearic Sea), and marine-birds (Alboran 

and Catalano-Balearic Seas). Moreover, it represents the obligatory pathway and an important and 

strategic biologically and ecologically significant area for spawning and feeding of several threatened 

large pelagic species coming from the Atlantic Ocean and returning to this basin such as Blue fin tuna, 

sea-turtles, cetaceans and marine-birds. 

 

Introduction 

 

The area named as “Iberian Mediterranean Seas” (IMS) is located in the westernmost part of the 

Mediterranean Sea, between the Strait of Gibraltar and Moroccan, Algerian, Italian and French waters, 

covering an area of ca 250,000 km
2
. Within the area 3 proposed SPAMIs were previously considered 

(Alboran seamounts, southern Balearic and Gulf of Lion) (UNEP-MAP-RAC/SPA 2010a). The depth 

range spans between 0 and ca. 3300m, with an average of ca. 2500 m (UNEP-MAP-RAC/SPA 

2010b). The circulation pattern is very complex, especially in the Alboran Sea where surface and 

recent Atlantic Waters (AW) that form 2-3 anticyclonic gyres, and near-bottom Western 

Mediterranean Deep Waters (WMDW) promote a high oceanographic heterogeneity and the presence 

of upwellings (for more information check IEO-MAGRAMA 2012a; UICN 2012). In the Catalan and 

Balearic areas, the influence of AW is less notorious, but a similar mixing of Atlantic and 

Mediterranean waters still occur, with Modified Atlantic Waters (MAW) flowing north through the 

Balearic Islands and the colder and more saline Surface Mediterranean Waters (SMW), formerly 

known as resident AW, coming from the Gulf of Lyons towards the south, and below that the near-

bottom waters that are mainly influenced by WMDW (for more information check IEO-MAGRAMA 

2012b). 

The general information data reported for this proposed EBSA is more detailed for two sectors 

such as the Strait of Gibraltar-Alboran Sea and the Catalano-Balearic areas due to a higher amount of 

available information based on scientific documents (publications, conference proceedings), reports 

from different Spanish and international institutions and organizations (MAGRAMA, IEO, 

Universities, CSIC, OCEANA, MARUM, IUCN, WWF, GREENPEACE, etc.) and recent projects 

and assesments (e.g. INDEMARES, DEEPER, IDEADOS, MEDITS, Marine Strategy Framework 

Directive initial evaluation). Some model outputs displaying that, within the proposed EBSA, there is 

a high productivity, high biodiversity, high proportion of endangered and vulnerable species and that it 

represents an area of importance for resident mammals, sea turtles and marine birds within the 

Mediterranean are available in Coll et al. (2010), IEO- MAGRAMA-SEO (2012) and IEO-

MAGRAMA-CSIC et al (2012). 
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Location  

 

The area represents the westernmost portion of the Mediterranean Sea, between 36 and 42°N and 

6°E and 5.5°W. The area proposed is within Spanish waters, but it would be of high interest to expand 

it to Moroccan and Algerian waters (and then include the entire Alboran Sea and the southern 

Balearic, previously considered SPAMIs and therefore ecologically and biologically important) and 

French waters (in connection with the Gulf of Lions proposed SPAMI). In that escenario, the name of 

the proposed EBSA should be changed to a more appropiated name. 

 

 
 

Map representing a sketch of the proposed EBSA. The polygon does not represent the exact 

boundaries of the EBSA or the boundaries of territorial waters. It is also not part of an 

official-administrative document. 

 

Feature description of the proposed area 

 

The submarine geomorphology of the IMS proposed area is very complex and diverse with the 

presence of 3 main basins (Alboran, Algerian and Balearic) and a variable shelf, that can be narrow in 

the Alboran Sea as less as 3 to 5 km or as wide as more than 50 km. in the Ebro Delta area. The slope 

in the IMS ranges from abrupt to intermediate or progressive along the Continental and Balearic 

margin (IEO-MAGRAMA 2012a, b). The shelf is heterogeneous and includes prodeltaic structures 

(e.g. Ebro Delta), rocky outcrops that can be in some cases of volcanic origin (e.g. Cape of Gata, 

Columbretes) and different types of carbonate shelves (e.g. Maërl beds and coralligenous formations 

in Cape of Gata, Alboran Island and Menorca Channel, among others) (Ballesteros 2006; Templado et 

al. 2006; Barberá et al. 2012; IEO-MAGRAMA 2012a,b,c,d). The slope displays a wide variety of 

ecologically important submarine structures such as ca. 20 submarine canyons of different sizes 

(including those of the Alboran Ridge and the northern Catalano-Balearic area) (Würtz 2012), more 

than 30 seamounts of different heights and geologic origin (Acosta et al. 2003, 2013; DEEPER 2010; 

UICN 2012; OCEANA 2010a,b; UNEP-MAP-RAC/SPA 2010b; Palomino et al. 2012), several 

carbonate mounds (Lo Iacono et al. 2008; Hebbeln et al. 2009; Pardo et al. 2011), submarine structures 

caused by fluid emissions such as pockmarks (Acosta et al. 2001, 2003; Lastras et al. 2004; Somoza et 

al. 2012) and mud volcanoes (Soto et al. 2010; Hilário et al. 2011; Gennaro et al. 2013) as well as 

contouritic systems resulted from the strong deep near bottom water currents (Hernández-Molina et al. 

2011; Palomino et al. 2011; Vandorpe et al. 2011). 

The wide variety of seafloor features in both the shelf and the slope promotes a high diversity of 

substrate types and habitats, resulting in shelf and slope ecosystems that are rich in species and in 
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ecological interactions (Templado et al. 2012; IEO-MAGRAMA 2012 a,b,c,d; OCEANA 2010a,b,). In 

general, a high number of habitats that are rare or threatened within the Mediterranean and Atlantic 

Ocean occur in IMS (Templado et al. 2012). In the outer shelf, besides the occurrence of important 

seagrass beds of 4 seagrass species (including the westernmost populations of Posidonia oceanica) 

and macroalgal beds of a wide variety of species (from kelps of the threatened species Laminaria 

ochroleuca to small coralline turfs), other threatened, sensitive, productive and biodiverse habitats 

increment the seafloor diversity such as coralligenous bottoms dominated by corals (e.g. Corallium 

rubrum, Dendrophyllia ramea, D. cornigera) (e.g. Alboran, Cap de Creus, Balearic seamounts), 

gorgonians of Atlantic (e.g. Leptogorgia lusitanica, Eunicella verrucosa), northwestern Africa (e.g. 

Eunicella labiata, Elisella paraplexauroides) (only in Alboran Sea locations) and Mediterranean 

affinity (e.g. Paramuricea clavata) (Alboran and Catalano-Balearic areas), sponges and bryozoans as 

well as a wide variety of sedimentary habitats such as sea-pen dominated communities, sea-squirts 

communities, facies of crinoids (e.g. Leptometra phalangium) and maërl beds (Barberá et al. 2003; 

Ballesteros 2006; STCEF 2006; Rossi et al. 2008; Barea Azcón et al. 2008; OCEANA 2007, 2008; 

García Raso et al. 2010; Barberá et al. 2012; IEO-MAGRAMA 2012a,b,c,d; Templado et al. 2012; Lo 

Iacono et al 2012; Sitjá and Maldonado 2014).  

In the slopes of the IMS, a wide variety of threatened and rare habitats also occur such as (1) cold-

water coral reefs (dominated by Madrepora oculata, Lophelia pertusa, Dendrophyllia cornigera) (e.g. 

Strait of Gibraltar, Alboran seamounts, Balearic seamounts, Cap de Creus submarine canyon), (2) 

giant deep-sea oyster aggregations (Neopycnodonte cochlear) (e.g. Alboran Sea seamounts), (3) Deep-

sea sponge aggregations (e.g. Alboran and Balearic seamounts), (4) Gorgonian and black coral 

gardens (e.g. Alboran and Balearic seamounts), (5) compact muds with seapens or with bamboo corals 

(Isidella elongata) (e.g. throughout the IMS) and (6) cold seeps displaying chemosynthetic 

communities (e.g. mud volcanoes Alboran Sea) (Alvarez-Pérez et al. 2005; STCEF 2006; Hebbeln et 

al. 2009; OCEANA 2008, 2010; Ordines and Massutí 2008; Orejas et al. 2009; GREENPEACE 2009; 

DEEPER 2010; Hilário et al. 2011; UICN 2012; Pardo et al. 2011; Maynou and Cartes 2012; Lo 

Iacono et al. 2012; Templado et al. 2012; IEO-MAGRAMA 2012 a,b,c,d; Gori et al. 2013; Sitjá and 

Maldonado 2014). Some of these habitats are common components of the seamounts, submarine 

canyons and cold seeps that occur in the IMS and are very sensitive to anthropogenic activities (e.g. 

fisheries), deserving management efforts for conservation and protection as already performed with 

those occurring in shallow coastal areas (e.g. seagrass beds).  

Different areas of the IMS or located close by such as the canyon system of the Gulf of Lions, 

northern Alboran Sea and the Ebro Delta display high levels of primary production due to the presence 

of upwellings and river outputs (Estrada 1996; Sarhan et al. 2000; UNEP-MAP-RAC/SPA 2010b; 

Würtz 2010). These areas also influence a high productivity of zooplankton and of ichtyoplancton, 

including spawning and nursery areas of important commercial species (e.g. small pelagics, hake) 

(Champalbert 1996; Abelló et al. 2002a; Gil de Sola et al. 2006; STCEF 2006; Sabatés et al. 2007; 

Galisteo et al 2013). 

As mentioned before, in the proposed EBSA, the mixing of Atlantic and Mediterranean waters 

promotes an area of confluence of high biodiversity, especially in the Strait of Gibraltar and Alboran 

Sea, where several tropical components from western Africa also display their single European and 

Mediterranean populations (Barea Azcón et al. 2008; Rueda et al. 2010). Moreover, several endemic 

species occur mainly in some locations (Strait of Gibraltar and Alboran Sea, Balearic Sea) or in deep-

sea submarine structures throughout the IMS (e.g. submarine canyons in northern Catalano-Balearic 

Sea, deep shelf of Alboran Island)(Gofas 1998; Gili et al. 2000; Peñas et al. 2006; Malak et al. 2011; 

Sitjá & Maldonado 2014). Due to its geographical location, the exceptional biodiversity of marine 

flora and fauna compared to other parts of European Seas and also to other areas of the Mediterranean 

Sea is relevant in the IMS. Indeed several species well represented in the area are rare in other parts of 

the Mediterranean and Atlantic (Templado et al. 1993; Gil de Sola 1994; Flores-Moya et al. 1995; 

Salas 1996; Abelló et al. 2002b; González & Sánchez 2002; Massutí & Moranta 2003; Luque & 

Templado 2004; Peñas et al. 2006; Barea Azcón et al. 2008; Moranta et al. 2008; Hebbeln et al. 2009; 

Coll et al. 2010; García-Rodríguez et al. 2011; Gofas et al. 2011; Bradai et al. 2012; Deudero et al. 

2012; IEO-MAGRAMA 2012a, b, c, d; Sitjá & Maldonado, 2014; Ramón et al. 2014). More than 70% 

of the threatened Mediterranean marine flora and fauna display important populations in the IMS, 

including typical shelf (e.g. seagrasses, Corallium rubrum, Patella ferruginea, Astroides calycularis, 

Errina aspera, Centrostephanus longispinus, etc.) and slope occurring species (e.g. Cold-water corals, 

http://www.eoearth.org/article/Coral_reef
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antipatharians) as well as large vertebrates (Barea Azcón et al. 2008; Coll et al. 2010; IEO-

MAGRAMA 2012a, b, c, d). 

Another important feature of the IMS is that it represents a compulsory area for the migratory 

pathway of different species of tuna, cetaceans and sea turtles entering from the Atlantic to the western 

Mediterranean, through the Strait of Gibraltar, and represent an important feeding area for some of 

these threatened vertebrates (Camiñas 2004; De Metrio et al. 2005; IEO-CSIC-MAGRAMA et al. 

2012; IEO-SEO-MAGRAMA et al. 2012; Aranda et al. 2013). The waters surrounding the Balearic 

Islands are also an important spawning area for the migratory bluefin tuna (Thunnus thynnus), 

representing one of the most important spawning grounds for this threatened pelagic fish within the 

Mediterranean Sea (García et al. 2002, 2005; Fromentin 2006; Alemany et al. 2010; PEW 2010). 

Moreover these open waters are also of ecological and biological importance for a wide variety of 

large pelagic species, including the near threatened Albacore (Thunnus alalunga) and other tunids, 

sword fish and marlins, as well as other rare large mesopelagic fishes (e.g. Lamprididae, Trachipterus 

trachipterus, Zu cristatus, Lophotes lacepedei) (Alemany et al. 2006; STCEF 2006; Rodríguez et al. 

2013) and deep-sea elasmobranchs (Massutí & Moranta 2003). 

The loggerhead turtle Caretta caretta is another important migratory species considered as being 

extinction threatened under the Habitat Directive, Barcelona Convention, Convention of Migratory 

Species and included in the IUCN red list of threatened species (http://www.redlist.org/) and display 

important populations in the Alboran and Balearic Seas as well as migratory movements and important 

foraging within the IMS area (Camiñas 2004; Casale et al. 2007; Eckert et al. 2008; IEO-MAGRAMA 

2012a,b,c,d). 

A high marine mammal biodiversity is also found in the IMS area (14 spp of cetaceans recorded so 

far), especially in the Alboran Sea and Strait of Gibraltar sectors. Different sectors of the IMS 

represent important breeding and foraging areas for these species (e.g. Strait of Gibraltar-Alboran 

sector for Delphinus delphis, Tursiops truncatus - listed in Annex II Habitat Directive, Ziphius 

cavirostris; the Balearic-Catalan sector for Physeter macrocephalus and Globicephala melas, the 

waters surrounding the Balearic Islands for T. truncatus) (IEO-CSIC-MAGRAMA et al. 2012). The 

short-beaked common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) merits particular attention, because its population 

in the Alboran Sea is one of the healthiest in the Mediterranean, after a dramatic decline in most of its 

Mediterranean range (Forcada et al 2004; Notarbartolo di Sciara, 2002; Cañadas et al. 2005; Cañadas 

& Hammond, 2008; IEO-CSIC-MAGRAMA et al. 2012). Records of monk seal (Monachus 

monachus) presence are available for the southern Alboran Sea (e.g. Chafarinas Islands), but no 

current detailed information on their populations is available (IEO-MAGRAMA 2012a). 

Mediterranean marine birds are also a biological and ecological significant component for EBSAs. 

As for other migratory species, the Strait of Gibraltar-Alboran and Catalano-Balearic sectors are 

important for the migratory movements (from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean and from Europe to 

Africa), feeding and breeding of more than 20 marine bird species, including 7 threatened species 

(SEO/BirdLife 2012; Paracuellos & Jérez 2003; Paracuellos & Nevado 2003). Two of these threatened 

species, the Audouin's Gull (Larus audouinii) and the Balearic Shearwater (Puffinus mauretanicus), 

are endemic of the proposed EBSA and productive areas within the EBSA, such as the Alboran Sea 

and that between Ebro Delta and Balearic Islands are of high importance for feeding (on small pelagic 

fishes) and breeding at different seasons of these two migratory species (Abelló et al. 2003; Louzao 

2006; Arcos 2009; IEO-SEO-MAGRAMA 2012). Subspecies of other marine birds (Hydrobates 

pelagicus melitensis, Calonectis diomedea diomedea, C.d. borealis and Phalacrocorax aristotelis 

desmarestii) also display important populations in this proposed EBSA, which is also of importance 

for wintering of other sensitive marine birds (García-Barcelona et al. 2010). 

 

Feature condition and future outlook of the proposed area 

 

The main anthropogenic impacts in the area are: 

 

- water pollution driven by the intensity of tourism in some coastal areas 

- fishing (e.g. bottom trawling, fishing lines) that has produced some impacts in certain habitat 

types as well as in sea-turtles, cetaceans and seabirds longline bycatch 

- Maritime traffic 

 

http://www.redlist.org/
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Cetaceans?topic=49540
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Bycatch
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According to the initial evaluation of MSFD on these areas, the impact on the deep sea and 

offshore habitats is not as high as in the shelf, and a low amount of information on this topic is still 

available for some areas (IEO-MAGRAMA et al. 2012a,b,c,d,e,f; IEO-SEO-MAGRAMA 2012; IEO-

CSIC-MAGRAMA 2012). The presence of alien species is not significantly higher than in other parts 

of the Mediterranean Sea, but low information is avilable for Deep-Sea alien species (Öztürk, 2010; 

Coll et al. 2010). A number of projects, research programmes, expeditions and sample processing from 

past projects are planned for this area such as INDEMARES, monitoring programs of the MSFD, 

MEDITS surveys. 

 

Assessment of the area against CBD EBSA Criteria  

 
CBD EBSA 

Criteria 

(Annex I to 

decision 

IX/20) 

Description 

(Annex I to decision IX/20) 
Ranking of criterion relevance  

(please mark one column with an X) 

No 

informat

ion 

Low Medi

um 

High 

Uniqueness or 

rarity 

Area contains either (i) unique (“the only one of 

its kind”), rare (occurs only in few locations) or 

endemic species, populations or communities, 

and/or (ii) unique, rare or distinct, habitats or 

ecosystems; and/or (iii) unique or unusual 

geomorphological or oceanographic features. 

 X for 

Deep-Sea 

communi

ties in 

especific 

areas 

 

X for 

Deep-

Sea 

habitat

s, 

biodiv

ersity  

X for 

large 

pelagic

species 

and 

seabird

s 

Explanation for ranking 

The current information is still data deficient for some Deep-Sea areas (e.g. southern Balearic below 500m, Gulf 

of Vera) and submarine structures (e.g. submarine canyons of Alboran Sea, cold seeps) as well as for Deep-sea 

species that are smaller than megafauna (e.g. microfauna, meiofauna, bacteria). There is a medium knowledge 

for the presence of Deep-sea habitats in the Alboran Sea and Catalan Coast and for large pelagic species (e.g. sea 

turtles, pelagic fishes, cetaceans) as well as for seabirds. 

 

Special 

importance 

for life-

history stages 

of species 

Areas that are required for a population to survive 

and thrive. 

 X for 

deep-

sea 

micro

organi

sms 

X for 

deep-

sea 

megaf

auna 

X for 

large 

pelagic 

species 

and 

seabird

s 

Explanation for ranking 

The current information on this criteria is still low for deep-sea small organisms (e.g. microfauna, meiofauna, 

bacteria), but is medium high for megafauna and vertebrates (fishes, sea-turtles, cetaceans, sea-birds). 

 

Importance 

for 

threatened, 

endangered 

or declining 

species and/or 

habitats 

Area containing habitat for the survival and 

recovery of endangered, threatened, declining 

species or area with significant assemblages of 

such species. 

 X for 

deep-

sea 

microf

auna, 

bacteri

a 

X for 

deep-

sea 

megaf

auna 

X for 

large 

pelagic 

species 

and 

seabird

s 

Explanation for ranking 

The information is low for some deep-sea small species (e.g. meiofauna, microfauna) , but medium high for 

megafauna and vertebrates. Regarding habitats, information is is still low for some Deep-Sea areas (e.g. southern 

Balearic below 500m, Gulf of Vera, Alboran Sea below 500 m) and submarine structures (e.g. submarine 

canyons of Alboran Sea and Gulf of Vera, cold seeps, ) as well as for Deep-sea species that are smaller than 

megafauna (e.g. microfauna, meiofauna, bacteria). There is a medium knowledge for the presence of Deep-sea 

habitats in some areas of the Alboran Sea and Catalan Coast 

 

Vulnerability, 

fragility, 

sensitivity, or 

slow recovery 

Areas that contain a relatively high proportion of 

sensitive habitats, biotopes or species that are 

functionally fragile (highly susceptible to 

degradation or depletion by human activity or by 

natural events) or with slow recovery. 

 X for 

some 

parts 

within 

the 

X for 

some 

parts 

within 

the 
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area 

(Gulf 

of 

Vera, 

southe

rn 

Balear

ic 

area 

(Gulf 

of 

Vera, 

southe

rn 

Balear

ic, 

Albor

an and 

catala

n sea 

Explanation for ranking 

Information is low-medium for some areas (southern Balearic and Gulf of Vera below 500 m) and medium for 

the Alboran Sea and Catalan Sea 

 

Biological 

productivity 

Area containing species, populations or 

communities with comparatively higher natural 

biological productivity. 

 X for 

demer

sal 

megaf

auna  

X for 

small 

and 

large 

pelagi

cs 

X for 

primar

y 

produc

tion  

Explanation for ranking 

The information is still low for deep-sea demersal megafauna production (including habitat forming species), 

medium for small and large pelagic species and high for primary production. 

 

Biological 

diversity 

Area contains comparatively higher diversity of 

ecosystems, habitats, communities, or species, or 

has higher genetic diversity. 

 X for 

especi

fic 

parts 

and 

for 

microf

auna 

X for 

especi

fic 

parts 

and 

for 

microf

auna 

X for 

megaf

auna, 

large 

pelagic 

species 

and 

sea 

birds 

Explanation for ranking 

There is a low-medium knowledge on different diversity components in specific parts (Gulf of Vera, southern 

Balearic, areas deeper than 500 m) and for small organisms (e.g. meiofauna, microfauna, bacteria), but is 

medium-high for vertebrates. 

 

Naturalness Area with a comparatively higher degree of 

naturalness as a result of the lack of or low level 

of human-induced disturbance or degradation. 

 X for 

most 

deep-

sea 

areas  

X for 

open 

sea 

 

Explanation for ranking 

The information on this criteria is low for most Deep-Sea areas below 500 m but medium for open-sea areas. 

Low information is still avilable for the presence of alien species in deep-sea and open-sea. 

 

 

Sharing experiences and information applying other criteria (Optional) 

 
Other Criteria 

 
Description 

 
Ranking of criterion relevance  

(please mark one column with an X) 

Don’t 

Know 

Low Medium High 

 

Add relevant 

criteria 

 

     

Explanation for ranking 
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