
Health status of Gorgonians 

in Gibraltar’s waters: Case 

study of the SS Rosslyn

Gorgonians are ecosystem engineers that 
create ‘marine forests’ and facilitate higher 
levels of biodiversity and, thus, productivity to 
marine ecosystems (1).

Under threat due to Climate Change (e.g. 
heatwaves) and human activity; specifically in 
the Mediterranean (2).

This study aimed to display and characterise 
gorgonian coral health. Measured both by 
the level of injury and epibiosis 
(i.e.colonisation) of the invasive algae 
(Rugulopteryx okamurae and/or 
Womersleyella setacea

Methods
Digital imagery taken of gorgonian species 
present near/on the SS Rosslyn; their ‘health’ 
was observed and categorised in two ways.

• Health assessment methodology based 
on Livia Lang (2021)(3).

• Health (semi-quantitative) was assigned 
as: <5%, 6-25%, 26-50%, 51-75%, 76-
100%

Coral overall health was categorised as 
Healthy, Affected, or Heavily affected.

Discussion

Rugulopteryx okamurae and W. setacea 
colonisation harms Gorgonians (1).

The increased decline of Gorgonian forests in 
the Mediterranean is a major cause for 
concern due to connections with biodiversity 
(2).

To further understand the impacts of the 
invasive algae R. okamurae and W.setacea, 
continuous non-destructive sampling and 
observation need to be undertaken to 
document the potential decline so that 
mitigation measures can be taken such as 
removal of colonisers and fouling organisms.
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Paramuricea clavata Eunicella verrucosa

Leptogorgia sarmentosa Corallium rubrum

Eunicella singularis

Paramuricea clavata (Fig. 2) 

was the most abundant coral 

observed, out of five species 

found (Fig 1).

Two invasive algae species 

were present:

• Rugulopteryx okamurae 

(in every image) 

• Womersleyella setacea

Over 75 % of the corals 

assessed were assigned to 

<5 %, 6-25 % and 26-50 % 

categories (Fig. 7).

Only 10 corals (out of 82) were 

considered ‘healthy’ (Fig 6).

Interested, 

want to find out more? 
Search:  UniGib/Livia Lang
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Overall Gorgonian health was 

26-50 % (Fig 7).

E. verrucosa, P. clavata and L. 

sarmentosa average health was 

6-25 %.

C. rubrum’s average health was 

26-50 %.

Figure 1: Coral species abundance observed 

 at the SS Rosslyn (examples in Figs 
 2 – 5),

Figure 2: Paramuricea clavata found at the SS 

Rosslyn, R. okamurae highlighted in red.

Figure 3: Eunicella verrucosa found at the SS 
Rosslyn, W. setacea highlighted in red

Figure 4: Leptogorgia sarmentosa found at the SS 
Rosslyn, R. okamurae highlighted in red

Figure 5: Corallium rubrum found at the SS 
Rosslyn, R. okamurae highlighted in red

Figure 6: Corals assigned to each health 
 category 

Figure 7: Corals assigned to each quantitative 
 health category
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