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No. Title 

131 Benthos 

Briefing Statement 
(In thousands of dollars) 

Program with Increase 

1935 

$ 86.0 

PP 2 

Coastal and Offshore Research 
(Subacti vity) 

Increase 1964 1933 1964 

2.0 84.0 84.0 75. ~ 

2 2 2 2 

Increase: 

Need: Nominal increase required to cover salary increases and increased material costs. No expansion. 

~i70rk plan: To complete the identifications and the analyses of samples already collected and to be collected 
during the year. 

\..Jbjective: To facilitate the cOJ.npletion of the surveys and reporting of results. 

Additional positions: None. 

Program: 

Objective: To C:escribe the bottom fauna of the Continental Shelf and determine its role in supporting the 
fisheries of the Northwest Atlantic. 

Accomplisfu"llents FY 1933: An inventory of the larger bottom organisms in the northern and central Gulf of 
Maine was completed. Sampling in the area south of Marthas Vineyard and off 
Nantucket was completed. A special study of the microscopic bottom fauna in 
southern New England was completed. Over half of the samples of larger organ
isms from the southern New England area were analysed. Several speCial 
reports on animals found were published in scientific journals. 

Base of .)perations: -Woods Hole l Massachusetts. 
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Review of Benthic Studies on New :England Fishing Banks 

Biological investigations by the newly organized U. S. Fish 
Commission during the 1870's and 1880's was, in part, devoted to 
studying the New =~ngland offshore benthic macrofauna. This early 
work, conducted by A. E. Verrill, S. 1. Smith, O. Harger, -'7. H. 
DaH, :a. A. Pilsbry, A. Agassiz and many other eminent Zoologists, 
was encouraged and guided by Spencer Baird and the Fish Commis
sion. However, around the turn of the century these investigations 
went unsupported and were virtaully abandoned. As a result, our 
knowledge of the systematics of this fauna remains incomplete and 
zoogeographic and quantitative studies were not begun until the mid
twentieth century. Not only is there a lack of comprehensive macro
benthic studies, but only a few ecologically oriented reports are avail
able concerning particular areas (Smith and Harger, 1874; Verrill, 
1882a, 1882b, 1884; Agassiz, 1888). 

From that era until the 1950's there were no significant ben
thological studies conducted in these offshore waters. 

The Benthos Program was established at the BCF Biological 
Laboratory at ~70ods Hole because of the lack of appropriate know
ledge of invertebrate predators, competitors, and food supplies re
lating to commercial groundfish stocks, and because of the inability 
to interpret groundfish food habit studies (Wigley 1956, 1962, 1963c) 
without general information about the kinds, quantities, and distribu
tion of the food organisms. 

The first quantitative study of New England offshore benthic 
fauna was undertaken by the Benthos Program in 1957 C71igley, 1961a; 
Vligley and Theroux, MaJ. Selected sections of the New England shelf 
are studied as time and facilities permit. In 1962 the scope of this 
Program was expanded by cooperating with the "'70ods Hole Oceano
graphic Institution - United States Geological Survey (',YHOI-USGS) 
Atlantic Continental Shelf and Slope Study Program fEmery and Schlee, 
1963). This cooperative arrangement is particularly beneficial be
cause the WHOI-USGS group is primarily concerned with geological 
studies. "T7e previously expended considerable effort studying bottom 
sediments r7igley 1961c), whereas under the cooperative agreement 
we are furnished detailed sediment data both in the form of raw data 
and published reports. 

In addition to the VIHOI and USGS personnel, the Benthos Pro
gram is actively cooperating with 17 scientists from 12 universities or 
research laboratories. Most of these cooperating scientists are sys
temitists engaged in studying special groups of marine life. Other 
programs at this laboratory cooperate with the Benthos Program by 
providing qualitative and semi-quantitative benthic fauna samples that 
are incorporated into our studies ("'Jligley, 1960a). 



Benthic components other than the macrofauna have received 
little attention. The meiobenthos in Gulf of Maine and contiguous 
waters is virtually unknown, except for the studies by Parker (1948, 
1952) and Phleger (1952) pertaining only to foraminifera, and a gener
al study by ~7igley and McIntyre (Ms. ). 

Our immediate task is to complete the quantitative reconnais
sance survey of the Continental Shelf, follow this with quantitative 
studies of seasonal or yearly changes of 5 or 10 key organisms, and 
eventually undertake detailed investigations (population dynamics) 
of one or more particularly important benthic communities. 
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