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ACQUE SALMASTRE: 

BIOLOGIA E ACQUACOLTURA 



XI Congr. Soc. !tal. BioI. Mar., Orbetello 1979. 
Atti Soc. Tosc. Sci. Nat., Mem., ser. B, 86, suppI. (1979). 

D. BEDULLI, E. PERETTI 

RECENT DEVELOPMENT OF THE MACROBENTHOS 

IN A BRACKISH LAGOON OF THE PO RIVER DELTA (*) 

Abstract - The repopulation of a Po delta lagoon is described. After two years 
of recolonisation the macrobenthos consists essentially of a few Polychaetes which are 
considered opportunisti c species and associated with the organi c pollution. 

Riassunto - Evoluzione recente del popolamento macrobentonico in una laguna 
salmastra del delta del fiume Po. E' stato seguito il ripopolamento di una laguna salma
stra del delta del fiume Po. Dopo due anni di ricolonizzazione il popolamento macro
bentonico è essenzialmente costituito da poche specie di Policheti considerate opportu
niste e legate ad inquinamento organico. 

Key words - Brackish lagoon, macrobenthos, recolonisation, opportunistic 
species. 

The Sacca del Canarin is one of the lagoons in the Po river delta; 
it 1S to the south of the Po di Pila; its area is about 8.65 km2 and the 
mean deepness is 1 m. The lagoon receives water from the Po, principally 
through a northern channel and has two wide mouths on the Adriatic 
Sea. Water dynamics inside the lagoon are extremely complicated as they 
depend on the tide, wind regime and fresh water flow which is proportio
nal to that of the River Po. The bottom is black sulphide clayey silt, with 
sandy component in the southern part of the lagoon. The recorded lowest 
and highest temperatures are 7.0oe and 22.8°C respectively; the percent 
values of saturation of dissolved oxigen are always over 60 %. The sa
linity of the lagoon vari es considerably also in a day time; the values run 
from 29% 0 to near 0% 0' the lowest records in case of river floods. Seasonal 
samples were taken for two years (march 1977 - december 1978) in · the 
centraI areas of the lagoon. Nine sampling stations were fixed and each 
station was sampled only once, with a 600 cm2 Van Veen grab. Every 
sample was washed over a sieve of a 1.2 mm mesh. 

The research supplied evidence for a repopulation of the Sacca del 
Canarin, as shown in Figure 1; in fact the 37 individuals/m2 in march 1977 
went to 1332 individuals/m2 in december 1978. The extremely low densi
ty of populations in 1977 was primarily due to the very strong dischar
ge from the Po in autumn 1976 and in the first part of 1977. This dischar-

Istituto di Zoologia, Via dell'Università 12, 41100 Parma. 
('~ ) Research supported by an ENEL grant. 
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Fig. 1 - Number of individuals/m2 by sampling periodo The amount of Polychaetes is 
shaded. 

ge also caused an unusually high eutrophication in the Northern Adriatic 
Sea (cfr. DEGOBBIS et al., 1979). In the following year the river average 
flow decreased (see fig. 2): we think it helped the observed numerical in-
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Fig. 2 - Po river flow recorded near Pontelagoscuro, 86 Km from the mouth. 
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crease. The populations increased among Polychaetes principally: in par
ticular Nereis (Neanthes) succinea (Frey and Leuckart), whose percent 
rate with respect to the whole community vari ed from 50 % to 99 %. In 
the spring 1977 N. succinea was almost the only species found in the la
goon; in the last sampling in 1978 other two Polychaetes species showed 
a rather relevant density: Heteromastus filiformis (Claparede) and Stre
blospio shrubsolii (Buchanan); on the other hand the densities of the Poly
chaete Polydora ciliata (Johnston), the Crustacean Corophium volutator 
(PalI.) and the Bivalve Crassostrea gigas (Thunberg) were extremely low 
(For data on macrobenthos in the lagoon in preceeding years see BEDULLI 
and PARISI, 1978). The community is essentialIy constituted by a few spe
cies of Polychaetes, alI deposit-feeders dwelling in environments with or
ganic pollution (PEARSON and ROSENBERG, 1978; COGNETTI, 1978). Va
rious authors consider alI the above mentioned species colonists and op
portunists (WOLFF et al., 1977; DEAN and HASKIN, 1964), Le. «species 
whose reproductive and growth characteristics fit them to take imme
diate advantage of a sudden environmental change » (PEARSON and ROSEN
BERG, 1978). Besides PEARSON and ROSENBERG, and RHOADS (1978) put 
in evidence that in the recolonisation of marine environments after a 
peak in abundance of opportunistic species, the populations progress to
wards the more stable «normal» community. In the Sacca del Canarin 
the community was essentially formed of opportunistic species even after 
one and a half year recolonisation. This is due to the environmental stress 
caused by fresh water flows from the river Po, which determine great 
jumps in salinity values, strong sedimentation and above alI bottoms with 
high organic contento These factors prevent populations from developping 
and hence they keep the community at a continuous colonisation level. 
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