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NORTHWEST ADRIATIC ISRA 

Mediterranean and Black Seas Region 

 

SUMMARY 

Northwest Adriatic is located in the western part of the North Adriatic Sea basin. The area 
is characterised by shallow waters and is under the strong influence of the Po River plume 
which results in high marine productivity. The area includes mobile sandy substrates, seagrass 
meadows, hard substrate associations, and unique rocky outcrops. This area overlaps with 
the Northern Adriatic Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Area. Within this area 
there are: threatened species (e.g., Spiny Dogfish Squalus acanthias) and reproductive 
areas (e.g., Common Smoothhound Mustelus mustelus). 

 

CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C1 – Reproductive Areas 
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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 
 
Northwest Adriatic is located in the western part of the North Adriatic Sea basin. It is characterised 
by shallow waters, with an average depth of 35 m. The strong influence of the Po River plume results 
in low salinity, low water temperature, and high productivity (Fonda Umani 1996; Marini et al. 2008; 
Lipizer et al. 2014). The area has been recognised as a region of high marine productivity at several 
trophic levels from phytoplankton to fishes (Fonda Umani 1996).  

The area includes a diversity of benthic and pelagic habitats (CBD 2023) including mobile sandy 
substrates, seagrass meadows, rocky outcrops, and open waters. These outcrops play an important 
ecological role because they are the only hard substrates in the area offering shelter and 
reproductive sites for several fish and invertebrate species (Casellato et al. 2007).  

This area overlaps with the Northern Adriatic Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Area 
(CBD 2023). 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthopelagic and ranges from surface waters (0 m) to a depth 
of 50 m based on the depths at which the Qualifying Species occur and the bathymetry of the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

Two Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened SpeciesTM regularly occur in the area. These are the Endangered Common 
Smoothhound (Jabado et al. 2021) and the Vulnerable Spiny Dogfish (Finucci et al. 2020). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C1 – REPRODUCTIVE AREAS  
Northwest Adriatic is an important reproductive area for two shark species. Dogfishes (Squalus spp.) 
and smoothhounds (Mustelus spp.) have generally dominated shark bycatch in the northern Adriatic 
Sea (Barausse et al. 2014; Bonanomi et al. 2018). Between 2006 and 2015, a total of 12,585 hauls from 
pelagic trawl fisheries were recorded in 3,160 monitored fishing trips in the northern Adriatic. In 
these hauls, 2,169 Spiny Dogfish and 833 Common Smoothhounds were captured (Bonanomi et al. 
2018).  

Between April and June across the study period (2006–2015), relatively small individuals (~90 cm 
total length [TL]) of Common Smoothhound were mostly caught at an average depth of 15 m (± 36 m 
SD) (Bonanomi et al. 2018). Reported size-at-birth for this species is 24–45 cm TL (Saïdi et al. 2008). 
Based on catches from a variety of fishing gear, pregnant females and juveniles of this species are 
found in the northern Adriatic (Bonanomi et al. 2018; Riginella et al. 2020). 

Between July and September across the study period (2006–2015), small individuals (~70 cm TL) of 
Spiny Dogfish were incidentally captured at an average depth of 30 m (± 55 m SD). These were 
sometimes caught as aggregations of 5 to 146 individuals (Bonanomi et al. 2018). Reported size-at-
birth for this species is 18–33 cm TL (Ebert et al. 2021). 

Using data from these monitored fishing trips, this area was delineated by the spatial identification 
of aggregations of immature individuals using the following methods (Bonanomi et al. 2018). ‘Nursery 
areas’ were identified where large bycatch events of immature individuals were recorded (Bonanomi 
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et al. 2018; note that the use of the term ‘nursery areas’ in the study does not match other ecological 
uses of the term [e.g., Heupel et al. 2007]). For both Common Smoothhound and Spiny Dogfish, size-
at-maturity was the threshold to identify immature individuals. Thus, only bycatch events for each 
haul with at least 50% immature individuals caught were selected. Following this, aggregations with 
>18 individual Common Smoothhound and >8 individual Spiny Dogfish were selected, since these 
thresholds represented the 95th quantile of the distribution of catches of immature individuals. For 
both species, the minimal area containing the selected events was computed and considered as a 
potential ‘nursery area’ (Bonanomi et al. 2018). Aggregations of immature individuals for both species 
in this area resulted in a greater mean catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) compared with other areas of 
the northern Adriatic Sea.  
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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 

SHARKS 

Mustelus mustelus Common Smoothhound EN 5–800 X  X       

Squalus acanthias Spiny Dogfish VU 0–1,978 X  X      
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

RAYS 

Myliobatis aquila Common Eagle Ray CR 

Pteroplatytrygon violacea Pelagic Stingray LC 

 

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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