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Project SD/BN/O1A — “Understanding benthic, pelagic and airborne ecosystem interactions in shallow coastal seas
“WESTBANKS”

connectivity between the areas considered which might be the explanation for the presence of

subpopulations of sole in the Eastern Channel and the southern North Sea.

In order to assess the health of the pelagic ecosystem, we investigate whether marine top-predators
(seabirds) can be used as indicators. In order to do so, there is a need to increase the knowledge of the
links between these seabirds and their prey: pelagic fish. Therefore, pelagic fish was sampled in the
Westdiep and the Wenduinebank, which are two key locations for seabirds. Both locations harboured
different pelagic fish communities and energetically more favourable fish were encountered in the
Westdiep. However, during the breeding season there was a higher availability of potential prey near
the Wenduinebank. Research on foraging activities of terns revealed that the Wenduinebank is indeed
a very important feeding ground for breeding terns. Both adult Common Terns and chicks feed on
clupeid fish while adults also feed on polychacte worms (Nercidae). These nereids were also
encountered in the faeces of Sandwich Tern suggesting the presence of this worm in the pelagic realm
during restricted periods of the year. Adult Sandwich Terns feed on Ammodytidae, while Sandwich
Tem chicks depend on the presence of suitable Clupeidae. Hence, changes in availability of clupeid
fish of suitable size leads to a decrease in chick survival of both tern species. Prey length distribution

may thus be a good candidate to serve as indicator for the health of the pelagic ecosystem.
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