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Digital photos taken at a nursery site for the Alaska skate in Pribilof Canyon by an 
autonomous underwater vehicle show higher abundance of invertebrates in areas of 
high skate egg case densities when compared to adjacent areas of

 

low egg case 
abundance. Each photo is approximately 20 meters apart along a transect through 
the nursery site (A-F). Red arrows indicate the identified benthic invertebrates in 
each photo. Most invertebrates identified in the photos above were the northern 
pink shrimp (Pandalus

 

eous). 

AUV IMAGES AT SKATE NURSERY SITES
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TRAWL DATA AT SKATE NURSERY SITES

The graph presents results of bottom trawl catches in skate nursery sites for three skate 
species in the eastern Bering Sea. The data shows an increased biomass of benthic 
invertebrates with increased skate egg case densities. 

A)   Skate nurseries enhance the habitat with egg cases that provide nutrients,  
substrate surfaces and habitat diversity for cryptic species allowing for 
greater diversity and biomass than areas outside nurseries;

B) Skate nurseries occur in unique areas that posses physical oceanographic 
or substrates that support higher diversity and biomass than areas outside 
nurseries;

C)  Apparent higher biomass of invertebrates in association with skate egg case 
density is an artifact of bottom trawling in which smaller invertebrates are 
retained in the net more efficiently when skate egg cases are present than in 
the absence of skate eggs. 

Skate nursery sites may provide a desirable habitat for benthic invertebrates. 
In the eastern Bering Sea, skate nursery sites are located on flat sandy to 
muddy bottoms with little habitat diversity or structure. Skate egg cases have 
relatively large surfaces and are deposited directly on the seafloor where they 
remain for years before the embryo emerges and the egg case disintegrates. 
Egg cases can provide nutrients to predatory snails, surfaces for snail egg 
deposition, rigid structures for the attachment of sessile invertebrates such as 
anemones and barnacles, and provide refuge for many small cryptic species 
such as shrimp and crab.  

INTRODUCTION

WORKING HYPOTHESIS 
Trawl data and autonomous underwater vehicle digital photos suggest 
skate nursery sites support a higher biomass of benthic invertebrates than 
the surrounding habitat. Currently it is unclear if nursery sites are in 
locations that have physical oceanographic characteristics (i.e.

 

current, 
temperature, substrate etc.) that make them more desirable habitats, or if 
the physical presences of skate eggs attract invertebrates to the site 
functioning similar to artificial reefs.

ALTERNATIVE HYPOTHESES 
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