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Abstract

Spatial structure plays an important role in ecology and management. Underwater, habi-
tat structure is usually defined using physical rather than biological features and temporal
information is generally spares, based on punctual surveys. Although it is know that different
habitats produce distinct underwater sound signatures, very few studies have exploited these
sonic habitat properties to evaluate spatial variability in zoobenthic activity. In this study,
continuous 20-days recordings from three sites within a similar habitat (rocky bottom, with
patches of kelp) were compared in terms of zoobenthic sound production. Between-site anal-
yses of identifiable, impulsive sounds of zoobenthic origin (snaps) as well as the underlying
background noise were computed. Significant differences were observed in terms of snap rate,
overall snap received levels and background noise levels. One of the sites had snap received
levels equivalent to the background noise levels of the other sites, indicating a local very
faint zoobenthic activity, likely reflecting low animal abundance. Marked differences were
also identified in the spectral and temporal composition of the soundscapes of the three sites.
Generally, significantly more snaps were produced at dusk and night compared with daytime.
Differences in water depth, light, tidal current strength and small-scale habitat structures
likely explain the observed differences in zoobenthic sound production. Our findings indicate
that passive acoustic monitoring of soundscapes provides important, often lacking biological
information to habitat structure in terms of animal activity also within an apparently simi-
lar habitat. Acoustic cues that convey continuous information about a key compartment of
coastal ecosystems have the potential to be of great value to describe seascape structure and
variability.
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