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Abstract: The nursery function of littoral habitats for juvenile fish is widely recognized, but data
on the specific habitat features that contribute to this function is sparse for many species, in part
related to the difficulty of studying juvenile fish in their natural environment. However, this
information is required to understand the potential risks of environmental change to the nursery
functions of habitats. In this context, the habitat choice behaviour, with respect to differences in
structural features, was evaluated for three Mediterranean littoral fish species known to be
associated to macrophytes as juveniles. The overarching aim of this experiment was to
determine if juveniles actively choose between different macrophyte configurations of varying
complexity and height. Juveniles were exposed simultaneously to multiple visual habitat stimuli
within an experimental choice arena, and their swimming behaviour was tracked by video
recordings to determine the amount of time they spent near each habitat configuration. All three
species showed a clear association in their occupancy towards more complex habitat
configurations demonstrating that juveniles distinguished and actively selected habitats using
visual cues. Subtle differences in species' affinity for complex habitats allowed us to appraise
their potential vulnerabilities to habitat loss in the Mediterranean under environmental change
scenarios. Furthermore, the results of this study provided evidence that differences in juvenile
distribution between habitats found in previous observational studies may indeed be caused by
active habitat selection, as well as through differential survivorship rates.

Keywords: Ecosystem functions, Algae habitats, Nursery habitats, Juvenile fish behaviour,
Environmental change



https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00227-023-04255-8
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00227-023-04255-8

