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ABSTRACT

Several egg capsules of the small-spotted catshark Scyliorhinus canicula (Linnaeus, 1758)

(Carcharhiniformes Scyliorhinidae) were observed attached to colonies of the Mediterranean

gorgonian Paramuricea clavata (Risso, 1827) on a coralligenous reef off Calafuria (Tyrrhe-
nian Sea, central Mediterranean) at a depth of 36 m. The occurrence of multiple freshly laid
capsules on different colonies suggests repeated use of the site during the reproductive sea-

son. This observation provides an additional record of shark reproduction associated with
Mediterranean gorgonian P. clavata and supports the ecological relevance of coralligenous

habitats as potential spawning sites.
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INTRODUCTION

Small-spotted catshark Scyliorhinus canicula
(Linnaeus, 1758) (Carcharhiniformes Scyliorhinidae)
is the most widespread oviparous shark in the
Mediterranean Sea, occupying a wide range of ben-
thic habitats from shallow coastal reefs to the conti-
nental shelf (Ellis et al., 2005; Serena, 2005).
Females deposit pairs of egg capsules, each contain-
ing a single embryo, and anchor them to fixed sub-
strates using four long tendrils located at the corners
of the capsule (Hamlett, 1999). Once attached, the
embryo develops for several months, making the
choice of the spawning substrate a key factor for its
survival. Capsules are most often secured to erect
benthic organisms such as macroalgae, hydroids,
bryozoans and gorgonians, where water circulation

remains high and sediment accumulation is limited
(Ellis & Shackley, 1997).

The following paper documents a breeding site
of S. canicula in the Tyrrhenian Sea (central Medi-
terranean) and provides some brief ecological and
biological observations on this finding.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The images (Figs. 1-3) show a freshly laid egg
capsule of the small-spotted catshark, Scyliorhinus
canicula (Linnaeus, 1758), attached to the branches
of the Mediterranean gorgonian Paramuricea
clavata (Risso, 1827) (Anthozoa Acanthogorgiidae).
It was photographed on 2 May 2026 at the dive site
Le Gorgonie, off Calafuria (Livorno, Tuscany, Italy),
on a coralligenous outcrop at a depth of 36 m. The
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photo was taken with an Olympus TG-7 camera and
an underwater flash to best capture the transparency
of the capsule. During the same dive, several addi-
tional capsules were observed attached to nearby P,
clavata colonies, indicating that multiple females
had used the site for egg deposition over a relatively
short period. This observation provides another op-
portunity to study, estimate, and understand in detail
the breeding season of this species.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The repeated observations made at Calafuria fit
well with what is known about the spawning be-
haviour of oviparous catsharks. Mediterranean gor-
gonians have long been recognised as suitable
attachment substrates, and early observations al-
ready reported egg capsules of scyliorhinid sharks
fixed to colonies of the genus Paramuricea Kol-
liker, 1865. More recent work on Essential Fish
Habitats has further highlighted the importance of
structurally complex benthic communities in sup-
porting shark reproduction, although direct records
involving P. clavata remain surprisingly scarce in
the scientific literature (Lopez et al., 2025). For this
reason, field observations such as the present one
are valuable, especially when accompanied by re-
peated records within the same locality.

GIULIA PIROVANO

Paramuricea clavata is one of the characteristic
octocorals of Mediterranean coralligenous reefs. Its
colonies create dense three-dimensional structures
that support highly diverse benthic assemblages and
modify local hydrodynamic conditions (Ribes et al.,
1999; Ballesteros, 2006; Cerrano et al., 2010). From
the perspective of a developing shark embryo, these
colonies also provide an ideal anchoring structure.
Their rigid branching pattern offers multiple attach-
ment points while keeping the egg capsule elevated
above the seabed, where exposure to bottom cur-
rents improves water exchange and reduces the risk
of burial by fine sediments.

The ecological role of these gorgonian forests
has become increasingly important as their conser-
vation status has deteriorated across many areas of
the Mediterranean. Marine heatwaves, mass mor-
tality events, sedimentation and other human-in-
duced disturbances have caused substantial losses
of P. clavata populations, particularly at shallower
depths (Garrabou et al., 2009; Gobbato et al., 2024).
Any reduction in the availability of mature colonies
is therefore likely to affect not only the biodiversity
associated with coralligenous reefs but also the
availability of suitable spawning substrates for
oviparous elasmobranchs.

Although this observation alone cannot demon-
strate that the Calafuria gorgonians function as a
persistent spawning ground, the occurrence of sev-

Figures 1, 2. Egg capsules of the small-spotted catshark, Scyliorhinus canicula on
Paramuricea clavata: Livorno, Le Gorgonie (Tuscany, Italy).
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Figure 3. An other egg capsule of the small-spotted catshark, Scyliorhinus canicula on
Paramuricea clavata: Livorno, Le Gorgonie (Tuscany, Italy).

eral egg capsules on different P. clavata colonies
strongly suggests repeated use of the site during the
reproductive season. Expanding these observations
across seasons and locations could improve our un-
derstanding of spawning-site selection in S. canic-
ula and help identify reproductive habitats that
deserve consideration in future monitoring and con-
servation programmes. In this respect, every well-
documented field observation adds a small but
meaningful piece to the broader picture of Mediter-
ranean shark ecology.
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