
INTRODUCTION

Hydrological alterations can deeply modify the biotic
composition of aquatic ecosystems (Richter et al., 1996).
This is particularly true in those water bodies used to fulfil
agriculture needs and located in semi-arid regions (Naselli-
Flores, 2003). The extent of these operational procedures
can be strong enough to cause a significant reduction in the
stored volumes (Jeppesen et al., 2015) and, in some cases,
the complete drying out of shallow lakes and wetlands. As
a consequence of volume loss, water bodies can experience
deep changes in their chemical and physical characteristics;
local extinction of taxa and changes in the biological
structure of aquatic communities due to species
replacements may therefore occur.

Calanipeda aquaedulcis is the only pseudodiaptomid
copepod occurring in the inland waters of the West
Palearctic biogeographical region, and the only species of
the monotypic genus Calanipeda Kritschagin, 1873
(Dussart and Defaye 2002). This widespread copepod is
known to occur from the circum-Mediterranean area to the
Black and Caspian seas regions, where it occurs mostly in
brackish, coastal, large water bodies (Błędzki and Rybak
2016), although it is also known to occur in freshwater lakes
(Marrone et al., 2019). In Italy, C. aquaedulcis is reported
for several localities throughout the country (see Cannicci
1939; Stella 1984; Ruffo and Stoch 2005; Belmonte, 2018);
conversely, a single population was to date reported for
Sicily: the one occurring in the shallow Lake Biviere di Gela
(Stella 1979, 1984; Margaritora et al., 1982; Calvo et al.,
1993; Ruffo and Stoch 2005). At the end of the XX century,
the lake, located at 1.3 km from the southern Sicilian coast
and 8 m asl, underwent a period of severe water reduction
which caused the intrusion of seawater with a consequent

increase in its conductivity values (Jeppesen et al., 2015).
These events caused the disappearing of aquatic
macrophytes and the recurrent massive development of the
toxin-producing haptophyte Prymnesium parvum Carter
(Naselli-Flores and Barone, 2019), known to be detrimental
for other planktonic organisms due to its toxins (Fistarol et
al., 2003). These blooms deeply changed the biological
structure of the lake, and Barone et al. (2010) recorded the
extinction of the crustacean zooplankton inhabiting the lake,
which likely occurred during the first blooms of P. parvum.
Among those species, the only known Sicilian population
of Calanipeda aquaedulcis had vanished (Calvo et al. 1993
and literature therein).

In this paper, we present some selected results from an
extensive sampling campaign conducted on both temporary
and permanent water bodies throughout Sicily. This allowed
checking whether additional populations of the species were
present on the island or if Calanipeda aquaedulcis should
be considered locally extinct.

METHODS

Samples were collected from 2003 to 2019 in more
than 700 water bodies spread throughout mainland Sicily
(F. Marrone, unpublished data). Permanent and temporary
natural ponds and swamps, agriculture artificial ponds,
and larger dam-reservoirs were sampled. The latter
ecosystem type had already been sampled in 1987/88 by
Calvo et al. (1993). Some of the samples collected by
these last authors are still available at the University of
Palermo and were therefore re-analyzed to check eventual
differences in the species composition with the more
recently collected samples.

In each visited water body, water temperature and
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electric conductivity at 20°C were measured with a Hanna
Instruments HI9835 multiprobe. Due to the small
dimensions of the majority of sampled sites, plankton was
collected from the shoreline with a 125 micron mesh-
sized plankton net; in the largest water bodies, vertical
plankton hauls were also performed from a boat in the
middle of the lake.

Collected samples were fixed in situ in 80% ethanol;
calanoid copepods were sorted in the laboratory and
identified to species level according to Kiefer (1978) and
Stella (1984). All the samples are stored at the University
of Palermo, Italy, in the crustacean collection of FM. 

RESULTS

In twelve out of the 728 sampled water bodies,
populations of Calanipeda aquaedulcis were found
(Tab. 1, Fig. 1). The species was also present in the
zooplankton samples collected by Calvo et al. (1993) on 4th

September and 2nd December 1987 in Lake Disueri (CL024),
although the presence of this species, likely by mistake, was
not included in the checklist of the zooplankton of the lake
provided by these authors. Conversely, in the sample
collected in the same lake on 10th April 2019 by the authors
of the present note, no calanoid copepods were present. In
Lake Cimia (CL027), where the presence of the diaptomid
Copidodiaptomus numidicus had been reported by Calvo et
al. (1993), the co-existence of C. aquaedulcis and C.
numidicus was observed on 10th April 2019 (Tab. 1).

Although when present Calanipeda aquaedulcis was, in
the majority of cases, the only calanoid copepod recorded,
it synchronically co-occurred with Copidodiaptomus
numidicus in four sites (Tab. 1). These two species were
generally co-occurring at conductivity values below 5 mS
cm–1 (CL024, CL027, CL028 and EN004), even though in
a single site (CL028, a farm pond close to Lake Cimia, filled
with waters from that lake) both species were present at
conductivity values above 14 mS cm–1. The sites with C.
aquaedulcis as the only calanoid species were a few brackish
coastal waterbodies (TP107, TP114, TP132, TP133, TP134
and TP165) located on the western coast of Sicily and
characterized by conductivity values above 11 mS cm–1 due
to seawater intrusions. In addition, it was the only calanoid
species in a brackish coastal swamp (SR022) by the Ionian
Sea (conductivity above 3 mS cm–1), and in the Lake Biviere
di Lentini (SR011), a dam reservoir filled in the mid of the
‘90s of the last century and characterized by conductivity
values ranging between 1.3 and 1.7 mS cm–1.

DISCUSSION

Human disturbance and the building of artificial
water bodies are known to have significant effects on Ta
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species distribution, favoring the spreading and
establishment of the more euryecious species at the
expense of the more stenoecious ones (Miracle, 1982;
Parkes and Duggan, 2012; Riley et al., 2018). Such a
process leads to an alteration of the original distribution
patterns, to the homogenization of faunas at a regional
and global scale (Rahel, 2002), and to the regression or
extinction of the native communities, which are often of
great biogeographic and conservation value (e.g. the
“Hemidiaptomus ponds”, sensu Sahuquillo and Miracle,
2013). Moreover, water movements among different
water bodies due to management procedures commonly
occur in semi-arid areas (Marrone and Naselli-Flores,
2019, in press). These are often drastic and unpredictable,

and do not keep in any account the alterations they can
cause on the structure of biological communities
(Naselli-Flores, 1999). The stress caused by human-
driven operational procedures in man-made lakes can
eventually lead to local extinction of species and
contribute to weaken those biological filters which act as
a barrier against the colonization of new species
(Incagnone et al., 2015). Local species extinction can
open the way to more euryecious taxa, and eventually to
invasive species.

In accordance to what reported by Barone et al. (2010)
and Naselli-Flores (unpublished data), Calanipeda
aquaedulcis was not found in the samples collected in
lake Biviere di Gela from 2003 onward (until April 2019);

Fig. 1. Occurrence localities of Calanipeda aquaedulcis in Sicily. Black circles, occurrence of C. aquaedulcis; black-and-red circles,
co-existence of C. aquaedulcis and Copidodiaptomus numidicus; Wwhite circle, previous presence of C. aquaedulcis, now replaced by
C. numidicus; yellow circle, co-occurrence of C. aquaedulcis and C. numidicus in 1987, no calanoids species in 2019.
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in this lake, C. aquaedulcis is now replaced by the
euryecious diaptomid copepod Copidodiaptomus
numidicus, which was first detected in 2005. The
disappearing of C. aquaedulcis from Lake Biviere di Gela
likely occurred at the end of the last century when the lake
depth reached values ranging between 1.2 and 1.5 m due
to the intensification of water demand for irrigation
purposes (Jeppesen et al., 2015). This decrease in water
levels caused drastic changes in the chemical, physical
and biological features of the lake, which allowed the
establishment of the toxic haptophyte Prymnesium
parvum, and made this environment unsuitable for the
pseudodiaptomid (for more details see Barone et al.,
2010; Jeppesen et al., 2015).

The re-analysis of some of the samples collected by
Calvo et al. (1993) revealed that Calanipeda
aquaedulcis was present with low numbers in Lake
Disueri in the ‘80s, whereas the species was not
observed in the samples collected in the same lake in
spring 2019. Lake Disueri is a dam reservoir located 20
km North West of Lake Biviere di Gela. The lake, since
the mid 1990s, has been connected by a pipeline to Lake
Cimia to fulfill irrigation needs. Actually, although both
the lakes were built in the catchment of Gela River, they
rest on two parallel river stretches. These merge
downstream both the dams, before flowing into the
Sicilian Channel, about 8 km from the Lake Biviere di
Gela. All these lakes have conductivity values higher
than 1.5 mS cm–1 and show chloride-sulphate-alkaline-
earth waters, even though the chemical characteristics
of Lake Biviere di Gela are due to the intrusions of
seawater (Barone et al., 2010) whereas those of Lake
Disueri and Lake Cimia are due to the outcrops of
evaporites in their catchment (Calvo et al., 1993). At
the end of the 1980s, the capacity of Lake Disueri had
already been drastically reduced by siltation (Calvo et
al., 1993), and in 2006 the lake was completely dried
out in order to carry out dam maintenance (Regione
Siciliana, 2007a). The absence of calanoid copepods in
the samples collected on April 10th, 2019 in Lake
Disueri is probably to be ascribed to the several
episodes of total desiccation the lake underwent in the
past years, which likely caused a re-arrangement of its
biological structure. At the same time, the pipeline
connecting Lake Disueri to Lake Cimia may have
favored the dispersal of C. aquaedulcis in the latter
water body and, from there, in the agriculture pond fed
with Lake Cimia’s waters. 

In spite of the extinction of the population inhabiting
the lake Biviere di Gela, Calanipeda aquaedulcis proved
to be a rather infrequent but widespread species in Sicily.
In good accordance with the available literature, most of
its occurrence localities are permanent, coastal, brackish
water bodies. Nevertheless, the species was also

collected in temporary ponds and swamps (e.g. SR022,
TP114, and TP134), and even in man-made reservoirs
located in the Sicilian hinterland (e.g. SR011, EN004,
CL024, CL027 and CL028). These latter sites, which are
located up to 33 km far from the seashores and up to 151
m above sea level, are characterized by significantly
mineralized but atalassohaline waters, further stressing
the euryecious character of the species. In fact, as
already highlighted by Cannicci (1939) and Borutzky et
al. (1991), C. aquaedulcis seems to be an euryhaline
species thriving in poorly mineralized to isohaline
waters, and its occurrence in hypersaline water bodies is
to be considered only sporadic.

Even though Gonçalves et al. (2012) reported the co-
existence of C. numidicus and C. aquaedulcis in the
River Mondego (Portugal), where they could be possibly
part of the biological drift, the synchronic co-occurrence
of adult stages of C. aquaedulcis and C. numidicus in
lentic water bodies is to our knowledge unprecedented.
It would be therefore worth investigating the phenology
of these assemblages to check whether the two species
can co-exist in the long term or are rather experiencing
a process of species replacement as already observed in
Lake Biviere di Gela.

CONCLUSIONS

The sampling campaign carried out in Sicilian inland
waters so far has shown that, although sound synoptic
data are available for some taxonomical groups (e.g.
diaptomids, see Marrone et al., 2017), the biodiversity
assessment of Mediterranean aquatic ecosystems is still
far from being complete. Several circum-Mediterranean
regions have not been adequately investigated yet, as
well as many large islands in the Mediterranean Basin
(Ruffo and Stoch, 2005; Marrone, 2006). This makes
difficult to assess the actual biodiversity of
Mediterranean inland waters, the appreciation of its
value, and the zoogeographical relationships existing
among the different faunas. At the same time, the
disappearance of rare aquatic species and the spreading
of alien, invasive ones can be overlooked due the paucity
or lack of information (Marrone and Naselli-Flores,
2015), further increasing the threats to which these
ecosystems are subjected.

Finally, in the light of the wide distribution of C.
aquaedulcis and of the frequent cryptic speciation in all
the calanoid copepod families (Marrone et al., 2013;
Cornils and Held 2014; Sabia et al., 2017; Kasapidis et
al., 2018, and references therein), the carrying out of a
phylogeographic study of the species throughout its
known distribution range is desirable.
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