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CORSICA CANYONS ISRA 

Mediterranean and Black Seas Region 

 

SUMMARY 

Corsica Canyons is located on the western coast of Corsica in the northwestern 
Mediterranean Sea. The area is characterised by a very narrow continental shelf and an 
abrupt continental slope with numerous underwater canyons. It overlaps with the North-
western Mediterranean Pelagic Ecosystems Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine 
Area, two Key Biodiversity Areas, several Natura 2000 sites, and the Pelagos Marine 
Mammal Sanctuary. Within this area there are: threatened species, reproductive areas, 
and undefined aggregations (Spinetail Devil Ray Mobula mobular). 

 

 

CRITERIA 

Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C1 – Reproductive Areas;  
Sub-criterion C5 – Undefined Aggregations  
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Corsica Canyons is located in the northwestern Mediterranean Sea, on the west coast of Corsica 
Island, France. The area is primarily comprised of pelagic and offshore habitats. It is characterised 
by a very short continental shelf and an abrupt continental slope with numerous underwater 
canyons. These canyons generally begin around 100 m deep and rapidly reach more than 1,000 m 
through complex geological formations. 

The major current occurring year-round in the area is the Western Corsican Current which flows 
south to north and affects surface, intermediate, as well as deep waters (Millot 1999). This current is 
stronger during the boreal summer (Ifremer 2009; Qiu et al. 2010). Coastal upwelling events are 
known to occur in the area and are induced by strong northerly winds, blowing parallel to the coast 
(Ifremer 2009). 

The euphotic layer of the area is characterised by a relatively low annual primary production (~130 g 
C/m2/year) compared to the rest of the Provencal Basin, which is known for localised early-spring 
algal blooms (Olita et al. 2011). However, interannual variability in winds (e.g., strong northerly wind 
events) can lead to the extension of the blooming area to Corsica Canyons (Bosc et al. 2004; Olita 
et al. 2011). 

The area overlaps with the North-western Mediterranean Pelagic Ecosystems Ecologically or 
Biologically Significant Marine Area (CBD 2023), two Key Biodiversity Areas (Golfe de Porto, 
presqu'île de Scandola et golfe de Galeria; and Iles Sanguinaires; KBA 2023a, 2023b), several Natura 
2000 sites, and the Pelagos Marine Mammal Sanctuary. 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is pelagic and is delineated from 0 to 1,112 m based on the global 
depth range of the Qualifying Species and the bathymetry of the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

The one Qualifying Species occurring in the area is considered threatened with extinction according 
to the IUCN Red List of Threatened SpeciesTM. The Spinetail Devil Ray is assessed as Endangered 
(Marshall et al. 2022). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C1 – REPRODUCTIVE AREAS 
Corsica Canyons is an important reproductive area for one species of ray.   

The Spinetail Devil Ray is regularly and predictably observed in the area between June and August 
each year (Ailerons 2022; Stephan et al. 2023). Observations have been based on the Ailerons citizen 
science database and records collected during scientific expeditions between 2017–2022 off the 
west coast of Corsica. Courtship behaviour such as mating trains, pre-copulatory positioning, and 
biting have been recorded throughout the area and yearly, including in a large school of 50 
individuals comprised of males and females. Such courtship behaviours have been described for the 
species in New Zealand (Duffy & Tindale 2018) and in other mobulid species (Deakos 2012; Sobral 
2013; McCallister et al. 2020). 
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SUB-CRITERION C5 – UNDEFINED AGGREGATIONS 
Corsica Canyons is an important area for undefined aggregations of one species of ray.  

Citizen science observations recorded in the Ailerons database yearly from June to August between 
2017–2022 highlights sightings (n = 29) of aggregations of Spinetail Devil Rays (4–40 individuals per 
sighting; Ailerons 2022) from the area. In June 2023, two additional aggregations were spotted in the 
area with 62 and 40 individuals respectively (Ailerons 2023). The purpose of the aggregation 
behaviour is currently unknown. The purpose of this aggregating behaviour is currently unknown. 
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QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

Global 
Depth 

Range (m) 

ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

RAYS 

Mobula mobular Spinetail Devil Ray EN 0–1,112 X  X    X   
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

SHARKS 

Alopias vulpinus Common Thresher VU 

Carcharodon carcharias White Shark VU 

Cetorhinus maximus Basking Shark EN 

Galeorhinus galeus Tope CR 

Hexanchus griseus Bluntnose Sixgill Shark NT 

Isurus oxyrinchus Shortfin Mako EN 

Lamna nasus Porbeagle VU 

Mustelus mustelus Common Smoothhound EN 

Prionace glauca Blue Shark CR* 

Scyliorhinus canicula Smallspotted Catshark LC 

Scyliorhinus stellaris Nursehound VU 

Squatina squatina Common Angel Shark CR 

RAYS 

Aetomylaeus bovinus Duckbill Eagle Ray CR 

Dasyatis pastinaca Common Stingray VU 

Myliobatis aquila Common Eagle Ray CR 

Pteroplatytrygon violacea Pelagic Stingray LC 

Raja asterias Starry Skate NT 

Raja undulata Undulate Skate EN 

Rostroraja alba White Skate EN 

Torpedo marmorata Marbled Torpedo Ray VU 

Torpedo torpedo Ocellate Torpedo VU 

CHIMAERAS 

Chimaera monstrosa Rabbitfish VU 

 

*Assessed as CR in a Mediterranean regional assessment but considered NT globally.  
 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species Categories are available by searching species names at 
www.iucnredlist.org  Abbreviations refer to: CR, Critically Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU, 
Vulnerable; NT, Near Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient. 
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