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Abstract 
A preliminary analysis of data proceeding from 17 years of trawl-surveys (1985-2001) with fine meshed 
bottom trawl nets and performed in the Southern Ligurian-Nortehr Tyrrhenian Seas at different seasons is 
presented. Abundance and spatial distribution of Age 0 individuals  were investigated for a better definition of 
the geographical boundaries of the nursery areas as well as for the checking on their stability in time and 
space. 
Available information on size, geographic distribution of nursery areas, oceanography and diet of young 
individuals of hake and accompanying fauna were used as a contribution for the formulation of an hypothesis 
about the reasons of suitabilty of these areas for juveniles settlement. The composition of diet also furnished 
important details on the trophic relationships (competition, predation, and cannibalism) with other species or 
with co-specifics of different size that in the studied area share space with young hakes.  
The available data made possible to verify the repeatability of some phenomena as settlement timing, 
location, seasonal spatial shifts, density-dependent growth performance, relationships between area 
occupied by nurseries and abundance of age 0 individuals. It also allows the improvement of the knowledge 
on several aspects of life history of recruits, in particular on feeding, survival rates, etc. 
The emplacement of the nursery area remains almost the same along the years although noticeable 
differences in their size do exist. During the studied period important fluctuations were observed with factors 
of about 6. 
It is known that the identified area where juveniles concentrate is characterised by the presence of canyons 
and islands in their neighbours that often induce a nutrient transport into the euphotic zone, on the 
continental shelf, leading to the enhancement of the primary production. Upwellings of modest importance 
have been observed in the area. These phenomena can be induced when islands, ridges or seamounts 
force deeper waters to the surface. High phytoplanktonic biomass is generally observed during cold wind 
winter-spring period in the area. The availability of food may positively affect the distribution and size of hake 
recruit concentrations and justify the permanence in space and time of the described nursery areas. During 
summer, the currents that from the West and from Corsica move towards the Ligurian Sea drastically reduce 
their intensity. This fact should contribute for the permanence of juveniles, with scarse swimming ability, into 
the nursery areas. 
The maximum surface occupied by hake nurseries occurs during summer, followed by autumn and with a 
minimum in spring, as expected, just before the starting of a new massive recruitment. The changes in size 
of nursery areas seems directly correlated with the abundanceof hake observed during each season or year. 
These ideas of expansion and contraction of a population have been described with details in MacCall 
(1990) that suggests a range contraction due to optimal habitat selection. 
Merluccius merluccius stock exhibited large variation in year-class strength. An ontogenetic pattern of 
distribution was observed whereby age 0 fish are distributed almost exclusively at depths between 100 and 
250 m, intermediate ages (mainly composed by 1 year old individuals) in more shallow waters while older 
individuals generally are found in the shelf slope. 
The first recruits, whose size range is 4-9 cm and with a modal size of 8 cm, reach the nursery in late spring, 
but massive recruitment occur early in summer (end of june-july). At this time, the bigger individuals (16-17 
cm) that were still present within the nursery areas in spring have almost completely left the area moving 
towards shallower waters. 
A reduction in the growth rate corresponding to years of higher densities suggests density-dependent growth 
performance. Lowest growth rates were observed during the summer period, that coincides with a major 
concentration of juveniles. 
Stomach contents analysis is still in progress. Preliminary results suggest that there is not a trophic overlap 
among the several species that potentially may compete with young hakes in the nursery areas. It resulted 
almost impossible to verify the hypothesis of cannibalism of hake inside the nursery areas. This was due to 
the scarse number of big-sized individuals caught inside these areas andto the frequent phenomenon of 
regurgitation of the stomach contents that occurs in fish caught at these depths. Anyhow, the reduced 
overlapping of spatial distribution among age 0 individuals and older ones suggets that the phenomenon has 
to be modest. 


