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Maerl Beds

• Calcified algae: crust-like formation on 
bed of algal gravel

• Found from the surface to 100m deep

• Reported to be widely distributed to 
north Icelandic fjords
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The Importance Of Maerl

• Populations of most gadoid species depend 
on near shore areas (i.e. within maerl habitat) 

• Provide physical refuge and predation 
protection

• Nursery grounds have high population of 
juveniles
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Maerl Habitat In Iceland

• Gunnarsson et al. 1997 found maerl in 
Arnarfjörður and Hvammsfjörður, 
Hvalfjörđur 

• 170 million cubic meters found in 
Ísafjarðardjúp and Jökulfirðir (Kjartan Thor 
2019)
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Maerl Habitat Fragmentation
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Research Questions

1) Is fragmentation of maerl habitat patches likely to 
affect fish species richness? 

2) How accurate is the Gemini 720im Sea Tec system to 
count fish abundance and determine species richness 
compared to underwater dive surveying? 



Aims

1. To demonstrate if maerl habitats are of importance as nursery 
grounds for various demersal and pelagic fish. 

1. To demonstrate how maerl fragmentation affects fish abundance 
and species diversity. 

1. To test the use of the Gemini 720im Sea Tec System as a method to 
determine abundance, size and diversity of fish species within maerl 
patches compared to dive surveys. 

1. To determine if the percent cover of maerl habitat is related to fish 
abundance and species richness within habitats. 



Materials and Methods

Study Site Description in Isafjordur
• 4 transect lines and 1 control line

• Length of 50m

• Between depths of 5m to 20m

• Along the transect line 10m intervals are 
marked 

• 30 survey dives in total 
• one dive per transect line



Materials & Methods
Fish Abundance & Richness
• Record crabs and fish species

• Large school of fish or crabs counted as a subset

Retrieved from: reeflifesurvey.com



Materials & Methods

Maerl Percentage Coverage
• Only maerl is recorded for vegetation coverage and not specified by 

species
• Estimated percentage coverage by observation per 10m interval
• If maerl 100%, then “NONE” recorded for no substrate coverage

• Estimated substrate percent coverage type: Coarse Sand, Cobble, Silt, 
Gravel, and Mud

• Recorded for comparison of maerl (Wentworth scale 1922) 

• Videography used as backup for substrate classification and percent 
coverage after diving



Preliminary Results
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Next Steps…

Gemini 720im Sea Tec System 
& Side Scan Sonar System Scanner

• Scan the bottom to determine bottom 
texture and classification of substrate

• Test Gemini 720im Sea Tec System for 
fish distribution and size

Retrieved from: tritech.co.uk



The Negatives of Fragmentation to Nursery Grounds

• Non-renewable resources where 
destruction can be long-lasting

• Proposed maerl mining in 
Ísafjarðardjúp may also increase 
fragmentation

• Important to understand maerl beds 
to life stages of valuable fish and 
also effects of fragmentation

Retrieved from: marinephoto.co.uk
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Future Implementation Of Coastal Management

• Important to focus on maerl nursery 
grounds to push for implementation 
of MPA development

• Understand the function of habitats 
affected by fragmentation due to 
cohort size of marine fishes may 
determine first years survival rate

Sveinbjorn Hjalmarsson
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Additional Preliminary Results 
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