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Abstract

The seasonal distribution of fish eggs and larvae off Sinop, the central southern Black Sea, was studied by using vertical and horizontal tows
at two stations at biweekly intervals between January 1999 and November 2000. Besides basic oceanographic parameters, macro gelatinous
was also sampled to evaluate their relation to fish eggs and larvae. Eggs or larvae of a total 23 fish species were present in the samples. Most
of the species were found to occur during spring and summer. It is observed that especially anchovy (Engraulis encrasicolus) eggs and larvae
were highly abundant during this period. Additionally, beginning from May, the eggs and larvae of species, such as Mullus barbatus, Solea
lascaris, Trachurus mediterraneus, Ctenolabrus sp., Blennidae and Gobiidae were represented in samples. In the colder period of the year,
early life stages of sprat (Sprattus sprattus) were dominant in ichthyoplankton. According to overall quantitative evaluation, anchovy (87%)
had superiority in abundance among egg samples and Gobius sp. (35%) among larvae samples.
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1. Introduction

Several fodder zooplankton species have either disap-
peared from or substantially decreased in number at different
sampling sites of the Black Sea over the last one or two
decades. Some other species adapted to thrive in eutrophic
conditions have either appeared or increased in quantity.
Similarly, over the last few decades, the abundance of fish
larvae has decreased significantly when compared either to
past records or with larval abundances of other seas. This was
shown to be due mainly to malnutrition of larvae. One of the
most striking changes in the ichthyoplankton has been the
shift in the spawning areas of the main fish species, the
anchovy Engraulis encrasicolus from the northwestern to
the southeastern Black Sea (Niermann et al., 1994).

In the Black Sea, recent studies have generally dealt with
long-term changes in zooplankton composition due to an-
thropogenic factors (Kovalev et al., 1998a; Kovalev et al.,
1998b; Kovalev et al., 1998c; Kovalev et al., 1998d; Nier-
mann and Greve, 1997; Niermann et al., 1998; Konsulov and

Kamburska, 1997; Shiganova, 1997; Shiganova, 1998; Shi-
ganova et al., 1998). A few specific studies on zooplankton
have also been carried out (Araskevitch et al., 1998; Besik-
tepe et al, 1997; Shulman et al., 1998).

In the Black Sea, investigations on the distribution of
ichthyoplankton started in the early 1950s. During the 1950s
and 1960s the average number of eggs of all fish species was
in the range of some thousands per square metre and larvae
some hundreds per square metre (Dekhnik, 1973; Gordina
and Klimova, 1996; Pavloskaya, 1950).

Since the beginning of the 1970s, disturbances in the
ecological condition of the Black Sea started, particularly in
the shallow coastal areas of the northwestern area. Over-
regulations of river flows, the extensive use of fertilisers and
chemicals in agriculture, and the removal of soil or sand
along the coastal areas must have adversely affected the
ichthyoplankton of the Black Sea in two ways. Firstly, it is
known that 90% of fish species with a summer reproduction
cycle spawn in the coastal waters of the Black Sea (Dekhnik,
1973; Gordina and Klimova, 1996; Pavloskaya, 1950;
Arkhipov and Rovnina, 1990) and hence spawning popula-
tions would inevitably be affected due to changes in water* Corresponding author.
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quality in these regions. Secondly, the highest mortality rate
during the life span of fish occurs at the early stages of
ontogenesis, which normally takes place in the coastal areas.

Another profound change in the ichthyoplankton of the
Black Sea has been caused by the recently introduced cteno-
phore Mnemiopsis leidyi, which became the dominant spe-
cies in terms of biomass (wet weight) among zooplankton
very rapidly. This species is a voracious predator on zoop-
lankton and became the main food competitor of pelagic
plankton feeding fishes and their larvae. Besides being a food
competitor, it feeds on the eggs and particularly, larvae of
fish. In experimental conditions, M. leidyi having a length of
2-2.5 cm consumed larvae of E. encrasicolus. Yolk sack
larvae were eaten with high preference (Lipskaya and
Luchinskaya, 1990). It was estimated that one individual
consumes 4-8 fish larvae a day. During its spawning period in
summer, Mnemiopsis is able to consume 74% of the present
fish larvae (Tsichon-Lukanina et al., 1992).

Such events must have resulted in significant changes in
the abundance and distribution of the Black Sea ichthy-
oplankton. However, the aim of this study is to evaluate the
seasonal distribution of fish eggs and larvae Sinop cape of
Black sea between 1999 and 2000 at two stations at 15 d
intervals.

2. Materials and methods

The ichthyoplankton samples were collected from 70 to 0
m (surface) for vertical haul in station I (max. depth 75 m)
and from 180 to 0 m in station II (max. depth 400)
(Fig. 1A,B). Horizontal hauls were also utilised by towing
the net for 10-15 min at a vessel speed of 2 miles h–1.

The ichthyoplankton were sampled with the Arastirma-1
research vessel. The average number of stations per cruise
was 83 surveys. All the samples were obtained from vertical
tows from the anoxic zone to the surface using a plankton net
(mesh size 112 µm and 50 cm diameter of net opening). The
bucket contents were filtered using a 2 mm sieve to retain and
subsequently to quantify gelatinous organisms. The volume
of each ctenophore M. leidyi was measured. The filtrates
were then fixed with buffered formalin (final concentration of
4%) for ichthyoplankton analysis in the laboratory under a

stereomicroscope. Temperature and salinity were measured
by U-10 Horiba model equipment.

At the laboratory, after the identification of fish eggs and
larvae, certain characteristics of theirs (dead or alive, normal
or abnormal), egg diameter, structure of yolk were noted as
described by Dekhnik (1973) and Russel (1976).

3. Results and discussion

The minimum and maximum temperature values of the
water were 7 °C in March and 25.1 °C in July, respectively.
The salinity values of the water were between 16.1‰ and
17.0‰ in autumn, 15.8‰ and 16.8‰ in winter, 15.4‰ and
17.7‰ in spring and 15.8‰ and 16.9‰ in summer.

The most abundant of the fish eggs and larvae was found
in June, July and August (the water temperature and salinity
values were between 10 and 25 °C and 15‰ and 17‰,
respectively).

During the present study, either the eggs or larvae of 23
fish species were found in samples obtained from both verti-
cal and horizontal tows (Table 1). However, both eggs and
larvae of only three species were present throughout the year.
Thus, eggs of 13 fish species and larvae of 13 fish species
were found off Sinop, respectively. According to Dekhnik
(1973), ichthyoplankton of the Black Sea comprised a total
of 56 fish species: 28 fish species producing pelagic eggs and
larvae with another 28 species having pelagic larvae only.
Gordina et al. (1998) observed eggs of 28 and larvae of 44
fish species in the Black Sea during their survey period of
1986-1996. In the last decade (1991-1996), for the first time,
the Sea of Marmara anchovy (E. encrasicolus) (Gordina et
al., 1997), the mackerel Scomber scombrus and the blennid
Blennius ocellaris spawn were found in the Black Sea (Gor-
dina et al., 1998). These findings concluded the discussion of
whether these species spawn in the Black Sea or not, which
had been ongoing for a long time. In the present study,
however, we did not observe ichthyoplankton of Scomber
scombrus and the blennid Blennius ocellaris in the samples
obtained off Sinop.

Both eggs and larvae of E. encrasicolus, Mullus barbatus
and Sprattus sprattus were found. Only larvae belonging to
Blennidae families (Bl. pavo, Bl. tentacularis, Bl. sanguino-
lentus, Bl. zvonimiri, Bl. sphinx), Crenilabrus ocellatus,

Fig. 1. (A) Map of Black Sea, (B) Map of sampling area.
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Diplocogaster bimaculatus, Gobiidae (Gobius sp. and
Pomatoschistus sp.) and Pomatomus saltatrix were found.
These species have demersal eggs, whereas, eggs of Cal-
lionymus sp., Ctenolabrus rupestris, Diplodus annularis,
Merlangius merlangus, Ophidon rochei, Serranus scriba,
Scorpaena porcus, Solea lascaris, Trachinus draco and
Trachurus mediterraneus which were found in their larval
form were also demersal. Moreover, only a small mesh size
112 µm and 50 cm diameter of net opening was used in the
present study.

Ctenolabrus rupestris, Scorpaena porcus and Serranus
scriba were found only in Station II. Blennius tentacularis,
Blennius sanguinolentus, Blennius zvonimiri, Pomatoschis-
tus sp., Diplecogaster bimaculatus bimaculatus, Diplodus
annularis, Crenilabrus ocellatus, Ophidon rochei, Pomato-
mus saltatrix and Trachinus draco were found only in Sta-
tion I whereas, other species were sampled in both the sta-
tions (Table 1).

The most abundant species was Sprattus sprattus except
in summer. In winter, its eggs for vertical hauls were found to
be 253.33 ind. m–2 and 550 ind. m–2 in station I and II,
respectively. However, Callionymus sp. was found to be
minimum in summer 1.67 ind. m–2 in station I (Table 2).

Similarly, in winter, fish larvae for vertical hauls of the
most abundant species was Sprattus sprattus and it was
found to be 48.33 ind. m–2 in station II followed by Gobius
and E. encrasicolus (Table 3).

The most abundant eggs found were of E. encrasicolus.
These species eggs were found to be 189.25 and 216.4 ind.
100 m–3 I and II stations, respectively (Table 4). In autumn,
only Sprattus sprattus larvae were found for horizontal
hauls. The most abundant larvae were Gobius sp. in spring
and summer. These species larvae were found to be 5.75 ind.
100 m–3 in summer for horizontal hauls. In autumn, no larva
was found in station II (Table 5).

Table 1
Qualitative composition of eggs and larvae off Sinop (the southern Black Sea) in 1999-2000 (+ = found,- = not found, V = vertical, H = horizontal)

Species Eggs Larvae
I II I II

Blennius pavo (Risso) – – +H +H
Blennius tentacularis (Brünnich) – – +H –
Blennius sanguinolentus (Pallas) – – +H –
Blennius zvonimiri (Kollombatovic) – – +H –
Blennius sphinx (Valenciennes) – – +H +H
Callionymus sp. +VH +H – –
Crenilabrus ocellatus (Forskal) – – +H –
Ctenolabrus rupestris (Linne) – +V – –
Diplecogaster bimaculatus bimaculatus
(Bonnaterre)

– – +H –

Diplodus annularis (Linne) +H – – –
Engraulis encrasicolus ponticus (Aleksandrov) +VH +VH +VH –
Gobius sp. – – +VH +VH
Merlangius merlangus euxinus (Nordmann) +V +V – –
Mullus barbatus ponticus (Essipov) +H +H – –
Ophidon rochei (Müller) +H – – –
Pomatoschistus sp. – – +H –
Pomatomus saltatrix (Linne) – – +H –
Serranus scriba (Linne) – +H – –
Scorpaena porcus (Linne) – +H – –
Solea lascaris nasuta (Pallas) +H +H – –
Sprattus sprattus phalericus (Risso) +VH +V +VH +V
Trachinus draco (Linne) +H – – –
Trachurus mediterraneus ponticus (Aleev) +H +VH – –

Table 2
Seasonal distribution of fish eggs off Sinop in 1999-2000 vertical (ind. m–2)

Species Winter Spring Summer Autumn
I II I II I II I II

Callionymus sp. 1.67
Ctenolabrus sp. 3.75
Engraulis encrasicolus 2.86 35.24 39.84 5 15
Merlangius merlangus 5 0.98 1.25 2.5 6.18 3.34 61.5
Sprattus sprattus 253.33 550 23.57 35 58.33 188.75
Trachurus mediterraneus 1.69
Unidentified 2.5
Haul 3 3 11 12 6 7 4 5
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Normal, abnormal and dead eggs were 11.14%, 64.58%
and 24.28% for Sprattus sprattus and 13.65%, 69.85% and
26.50% for E. encrasicolus ponticus. Egg diameters of
Sprattus sprattus were 0.95-1.30 mm. The average small and
big egg diameter of E. encrasicolus ponticus was 0.72 and
1.29 mm, respectively.

Table 6 shows the average number of fish larvae in differ-
ent seas and in this study. Compared with the previous years,
in 1988, the number of eggs had decreased 2-4 fold, the
number of larvae had decreased 2-9 fold, in both coastal and
offshore waters in different regions of the Black Sea. During
1989, when M. leidyi reached its peak biomass (Vinogradov
et al., 1989), a further two fold decrease in the ichthyoplank-
ton abundance was observed over the entire Black Sea (Gor-
dina and Klimova, 1996).

In the present study, biomass levels of M. leidyi were up to
525 g wet weight m–2 in July. The average biomass for
Stations I and II was 101 g wet weight m–2 for the entire
sampling period.

The present study also showed that ichthyoplankton had
increased with increasing water temperature, especially in
June, July and August.

All these studies show that the Black Sea ichthyoplankton,
which as a group contains complex interwoven relationships,
responds intimately to both natural environmental factors
and anthropogenic impacts. However, the responses of
planktonic communities to these impacts differ among differ-
ent areas of the Black Sea.

Eutrophication, being one of the main anthropogenic im-
pacts, is a worldwide problem affecting all compartments of
coastal marine ecosystems, including ichthyoplankton (Cat-
tani and Corni, 1992; Leppakoski and Mihnea, 1996). It
should be noted that enclosed seas like the Black Sea are
more susceptible to eutrophication (and to other types of
human induced activities) due to very limited water exchange
with the neighbouring seas.

Table 3
Seasonal distribution of fish larvae off Sinop in 1999-2000 vertical (ind. m–2)

Species Winter Spring Summer Autumn
I II I II I II I II

Engraulis encrasicolus ponticus 3 3.13
Gobius sp. 2.09 6.73 1.25
Sprattus sprattus phalericus 5 48.33 0.71
Haul 3 3 7 8 5 6 3 4

Table 4
Seasonal distribution of fish eggs off Sinop in 1999–2000 horizontal (ind.
100 m–3)

Species Spring Summer
I II I II

Callionymus sp. 0.2 0.2
Diplodus annularis 0.6
Engraulis encrasicolus ponticus 15.5 12.65 189.25 216.4
Mullus barbatus 0.3 0.2
Ophidon rochei 0.01
Scorpaena porcus 0.2 0.5
Serranus scriba 0.5
Solea lascaris 0.01 0.01 0.2
Sprattus sprattus phalericus 3.7
Trachinus draco 0.1
Trachurus mediterraneus 0.01 13.4 2
Unidentified 0.5
Haul 7 7 5 5

Table 5
Seasonal distribution of fish larvae off Sinop in 1999-2000 horizontal (ind.
100 m–3)

Species Spring Summer Autumn
I II I II I

Blennius pavo 0.01 0.2 0.1
Blennius sanguinolentus 1.4
Blennius sphinx 0.5 0.5
Blennius tentecularis 0.2
Blennius zvonimiri 2 0.5
Crenilabrus ocellatus 2 3.5
Diplecogaster bimaculatus 0.2
Diplodus anularis 0.2
Engraulis encrasicolus ponticus 0.01 1.15
Gobius sp. 0.65 5.75 1.4
Labridae 0.2
Mullus barbatus 1.1 0.5
Pomatoschistus sp. 0.1 3.35
Pomatomus saltatrix 0.3
Sprattus sprattus phalericus 0.4
Unidentified 2.3
Haul 7 7 5 5 1

Table 6
Average number of fish larvae in different seas (Gordina et al., 1998)

Region Period Number of fish larvae
(ind. m–3)

Mediterranean Sea 1958–1962 17
Azov Sea 1962–1963 570
Black Sea 1962–1963 160
Red Sea and Gulf of Aden 1966 75
Black Sea 1988 29
Black Sea 1989 7
Black Sea 1992 1
Southern Black Sea 1996 9
Present Study 1999–2000 0.02
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The decline in fish eggs and larvae in 1988-2000 could be
related not only to over-fishing but also to the eutrophication
of the Black sea and the effect on the predation of the
ctenophore. The northwestern Black Sea, the main spawning
area for many valuable fish species, suffered the most. How-
ever, another ctenophora Beroe ovata have occurred in the
Black Sea durring the early 1990s. The species of Beroe
ovata is highly specific in its feeding, so that even its larval
stage feeds on M. leidyi. Its reproductive rate and fecundity
are almost as great as that of M. leidyi, so that its populations
can grow at similar rates to its prey. Beroe ovata is probably
not a potential food resource for Black Sea fish. The addition
of Beroe is predicted to reduce the Mnemiopsis population
significantly, with a slightly positive impact on fish, zoop-
lankton and fisheries.
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