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SUMMARY 
Capbreton Canyon is located offshore of Vizcaya and Guipúzcoa Provinces, Basque 
Country, Spain. It encompasses part of the continental shelf and part of the slope towards 
the Capbreton canyon system. The area is characterised by rocky, sandy-muddy, and sandy 
substrates with the presence of contourite channels. The area is influenced by a system of 
boundary currents. The area overlaps with the Cantabrian Sea (Southern Bay of Biscay) 
Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Area. Within this area there are: reproductive 
areas (Blackmouth Catshark Galeus melastomus). 
 
 
CRITERIA 
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 
 
Capbreton Canyon is located offshore of Vizcaya and Guipúzcoa Provinces, Basque Country, Spain. 
This area encompasses part of the continental shelf and part of the slope towards the Capbreton 
Canyon system. Capbreton Canyon is characterised by shallower areas on the continental shelf 
which are predominantly rocky and occasionally covered by sandy-muddy and sandy substrates, to 
the slope in which muddy-sandy or muddy sedimentation predominates with the presence of 
contourite channels with pockmarks (cone-shaped, circular, or elliptical depressions) (Jané et al. 
2010; Galparsoro et al. 2020).  

The area is influenced by a system of boundary currents of varying densities, formed in the North 
Atlantic or resulting from the interaction of Atlantic water masses with those formed in the 
Mediterranean Sea, leading to stratification through the water column (Llave et al. 2015). 

The area overlaps with the Cantabrian Sea (Southern Bay of Biscay) Ecologically or Biologically 
Significant Marine Area (EBSA; CBD 2025). 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthic and subsurface and is delineated from 100–750 m 
based on the bathymetry of the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

SUB-CRITERION C1 – REPRODUCTIVE AREAS  
Capbreton Canyon is an important reproductive area for one shark species.  

Between 1990–2024, Blackmouth Catshark neonates and young-of-the-year (YOY) were captured 
during the Northern Spanish Shelf Groundfish Survey in the area and wider Cantabrian Sea and off 
Galicia, using a stern trawler with a horizontal opening of ~20 m and a vertical opening of 4 m, during 
30 min hauls at a towing speed of four knots (ICES 2015; Fernández-Zapico et al. 2023). During this 
period, 3,834 Blackmouth Catsharks were caught in the area. Of these, 30% (n = 1,136) were 
neonates/YOY measuring 13–25 cm total length (TL) (ICES 2025). Size-at-maturity for the species 
ranges from 33–45 cm TL (Ebert et al. 2021), and size-at-birth is estimated at 8.5 cm TL, attaining ~24-
25 cm TL at 1-yr of age (Baptista et al. 2010), confirming these were neonates and YOYs. Individuals 
in this size range were observed in every year of the survey, and during contemporary years, numbers 
were: 2010 (n = 59), 2011 (n = 13), 2012 (n = 52), 2013 (n = 28), 2014 (n = 26), 2015 (n = 40), 2016 (n = 37), 
2017 (n = 14), 2018 (n = 50), 2019 (n = 64), 2020 (n = 23), 2021 (n = 18), 2022 (n = 23), 2023 (n = 27), and 
2024 (n = 41) (ICES 2025). The surveys in this area were undertaken in October, and therefore 
additional temporal data are required to confirm seasonality in reproductive behaviour (ICES 2025). 
Neonates and YOY were captured between 148–565 m depth in the area (ICES 2025). Although 
there are records of neonates/YOY Blackmouth Catshark in the wider Cantabrian Sea and off 
Galicia, this area has national importance as it has one of the highest known catch records of 
Blackmouth Catshark at this life history stage in northern Spain (ICES 2025). 
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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 

Galeus melastomus Blackmouth Catshark LC 55–2,000   X       
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

SHARKS 

Alopias vulpinus Common Thresher VU 

Galeorhinus galeus Tope CR 

Prionace glauca Blue Shark NT 

Scyliorhinus canicula Smallspotted Catshark LC 

Scyliorhinus stellaris Nursehound VU 

Scymnodon ringens Knifetooth Dogfish VU 

RAYS 

Leucoraja naevus Cuckoo Skate NT 

Raja clavata Thornback Skate NT 

Raja montagui  Spotted Skate LC 

CHIMAERAS 

Chimaera monstrosa Rabbitfish VU 

 

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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