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Introduction

The sponge crab Dromia personata (Linnaeus, 1758), belonging to the family Dromiidae, is known
to inhabit a wide range of marine habitats. The species is distributed from the Mediterranean Sea to
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the eastern Atlantic Ocean from the western Sahara, Ascension, Azores, and Canary Islands north to
Anglesey (Wales), the Clyde Sea (Scotland), and the English Channel (van Moorsel et al., 2017). The
sponge crab lives in shallow marine waters, usually on stony, sandy and gravelly seabeds, seagrass
beds, rocky shores, caves and vertical rocky slopes where large sponge populations are found (Noé€l,
1992; Falciai and Minervini, 1996; Ng et al., 2008).

D. personata is also known for living in association with sponges and ascidians; this symbiotic
relationship forms a protective cap that provides the crab with physical protection and camouflage
from predators, increasing its defenses. When D. personata first sponges after moulting or when it
acquires a new sponge, the fourth and fifth pairs of pereiopods tear off the sponge from its edges, and
it acquires a spherical size and shape. The same legs support the sponge on the crab’s back. As the
sponge grows, it adapts to mimic the shape of the cephalothorax. It also exhibits protective behavior
for its sponge (Dembowska, 1926). The ability of the sponge crab to adapt to different substrates is
essential for its survival (van Moorsel et al., 2017; Harada et al., 2020). D. personata is commonly
distributed on rocky or stony substrates in coastal waters, from the sub-shore to depths of 75-100 m
(Clark, 1986; Ingle, 1996, 1997; Moyse, 2003).

The sponge crab have been reported in many countries in the Mediterranean, including Spain,
France, Italy, Greece, Tunisia, Libya, Syria and Tiirkiye (Tiirkay, 2015). In addition, this species is
found in the shallow Croatian waters, where sponges are abundant (Ammar and Hmaesha, 2022).
According to Bianchi et al. (2022), its presence is often associated with environments rich in sponges,
providing shelter and protection from predators.

D. personata plays a crucial role in the ecosystems of the Mediterranean and northeastern
Atlantic, depending on sponges and ascidians for protection. The species’ presence is well recorded
in sponge-rich coastline areas, with recent findings proving its spread to the southeastern coast of
Tiirkiye. Nonetheless, there is no specific data regarding the distribution of the sponge crab in Mersin
Bay. Therefore, this study presents the first occurrence of D. personata on the Erdemli coast of Mersin
Bay, northeastern Mediterranean.

Material and Methods

In July 2024, a female D. personata specimen was found during a SCUBA survey from a rocky
habitat covered with Ganonema farinosum algae at a depth of 3 m in Mersin Bay (Figure 1). The
species identification was carried out based on morphological characteristics suggested by McLay
(1993). The carapace length and width of the sponge crab were quantified using a digital caliper (to
the nearest mm). The specimen was registered at the Marine Life Museum of Mersin University with
catalog number MEUDC-24 13-016 and preserved in ethanol.



Tethys Envirommental Science

33°0'0"E 34°0'0"E 35°0'0"E 36°0'0"E
L L L

38°0'0"N

WN 4

36°0'0"N

- 38°0'0°N

A

i

2]

I 37°0'0"N

Mersin Bay
(]

Erdemli-Akkum

T 36°00°N
T T
33’0'0"6 34‘0'0"5 35°0'0"E 36°0'0"E

Figure 1. The location where the specimen of Dromia personata was collected in Mersin Bay,
northeastern Mediterranean.

Results

A female sponge crab, Dromia personata, with a carapace length of 31.58 mm and a carapace width
of 31.19 mm was recorded in Mersin Bay, Tirkiye (Figure 2). The sponge crab individual recorded
in July 2024, when the surface sea water temperature was 32°C, was not observed to use any substrate

as camouflage material. However, the hairs covering its entire shell were covered with muddy
material to create a sufficient camouflage cover.

Figure 2. Cleaned face (A), dorsal (B), and ventral (C) views and uncleaned dorsal (D) and ventral
(E) views of a female Dromia personata specimen from Mersin Bay.
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The identity of D. personata was confirmed by the following diagnostic features: the body is
often concealed by a shelled sponge, with unique pink pincers and diminutive fourth and fifth legs.
The shell is oval, with three small teeth between the eyes and five robust teeth on each side. Small
dark brown hair covers the body and legs, giving it a smooth or velvety texture. Large, hairless
chelipeds, usually tipped with white or pale pink, are consistent in size and shape and are ventrally
situated. The morphometric characteristics of D. personata caught from the Erdemli coast in Mersin
Bay are consistent with the above-mentioned descriptions of McLay (1993), Hayward et al. (1996)
and Shen et al. (2020).

Discussion

In the present study, D. personata was collected by hand during scuba diving under a temperature
condition of 32°C from a rocky habitat covered with Ganonema farinosum algae at a depth of 3 m on
the Erdemli coast of Mersin Bay. Although the relationship between the species and water
temperature is unknown, increasing seawater temperatures are likely to support the successful
reproduction and habitat expansion of the crab species in the northeastern Mediterranean waters
(Turan et al., 2016, 2024; Uysal et al., 2024).

D. personata is known for its distinctive camouflage habit of using sponges and ascidians. It
is easily recognized when not well camouflaged and cannot be confused with other crabs. This study
confirmed our knowledge about the habitat preference of this species, especially rocky bottoms. van
Moorsel et al. (2017) stated in their study based on historical records that the changing habitat
conditions that play a role in the distribution of this species are probably affected by anthropogenic
and environmental changes.

In conclusion, it is possible that the sponge crab was previously seen in this region by local
fishermen and discarded because it had no commercial importance. Although the sponge crab was
detected incidentally during a SCUBA dive in this study, the fact that it was recorded for the first
time in Mersin Bay is important in filling the gap regarding the distribution of this rare species in the
northeastern Mediterranean. Therefore, further research is needed to understand the species’ presence
in the region and to determine its ability to adapt to changing habitat conditions.
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