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Abstract

The present paper reports on the occurrence of the prawn Palaemon elegans Rathke
in the coastal waters of the Gulf of Gdańsk in the years 2002–2003, and in other
regions of the Baltic Sea as recorded by various authors.

The brackish character of the Baltic Sea makes it susceptible to continual
colonisation by new species, both marine and freshwater in origin. Species
entering the Baltic with highly saline inflows from the North Sea normally
perish in the much less saline waters of the former. It does happen, though,
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that the expansion of a species’ range actually reaches completion through
breeding success in the newly colonised area. One such species is the prawn
Palaemon elegans Rathke, which is tolerant of a broad range of salinity
– from 5 to 45 PSU (Ramirez de Isla Hermandez & Taylor 1985) (Photo 1).

1 cm

Photo 1. Palaemon elegans from the Gulf of Gdańsk coastal zone

P. elegans is widespread along the Atlantic coast of Europe, in the North
Sea, the Mediterranean and the western Baltic (Campbell 1994). Inhabiting
the littoral zone, it is usually to be found on stones and rocks. It also
populates shallow sandy bottoms and brown algae belts (Dalla Via 1985).
In the past P. elegans was occasionally sighted in the outer part of Wismar
Bay (Köhn & Gosselck 1989). At present it occurs and breeds in the coastal
zone of German Baltic waters (Zettler – personal communication) and was
also found in the offshore waters of Arkona Basin in 2002 (Zettler 2003). In
the same year this species was also present in the coastal zone of Bornholm
(Samsel pers. comm.). In June 2003 P. elegans turned up off the Finnish
coast (Kekkonen 2003).

In October 2003 one of the species of prawns occurring in the coastal
zone of the Gulf of Gdańsk was identified as P. elegans according to Hayward
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& Ryland (1996) – manual for the identification of species. Up to that time,
this species had been identified as Palaemon adspersus or Palaemonetes
varians.

Very large numbers of P. elegans were observed in 2002 and 2003 in
the coastal zone of the Gulf of Gdańsk (author’s own observations, divers’
observations). The species was found in port waters and around piers,
where it was found attached not only to the structures but also to the algae
growing on them. In those same years, P. elegans was also recorded in
the Dead Vistula, an arm of the Vistula delta near Gdańsk, where the
salinity was around 2 PSU. Single individuals of this species were also
recorded on a sandy bottom at depths down to 15 m, where the salinity
varied between 6.5 and 7.5 PSU. In both years young specimens as well as
females with eggs were observed. Interestingly, the two species P. elegans
and P. adspersus occurred in adjacent habitats. Laboratory observations
showed that P. elegans is unable to survive in fresh water for longer than
one week.

This is not the first observation of this species in the southern Baltic.
It was reported in the littoral zone from Kiel to the Gulf of Gdańsk as long
ago as the 1920s (Balss 1926). Never before, however, has it occurred in
the Gulf of Gdańsk in such large numbers. The species may be a significant
component of the trophic web, since its diet consists, among others, of
molluscs, crustaceans, polychaetes, bryozoans, fish larvae, as well as algae
and detritus (Köhn & Gosselck 1989). It may itself be consumed by fish that
feed on P. adspersus, such as eels, perch, round goby and eelpout (Sapota
pers. comm.).

P. elegans Rathke is identified by the following features: the thorax
and pleon usually bear dark yellow-brown bands (Hayward & Ryland 1996)
(Photo 1). The rostrum is straight, or slightly upcurved, with 7–9 dorsal
and 3 (rarely 2–4) ventral teeth. Three, occasionally two, of the dorsal teeth
are located behind the posterior edge of the orbit. Further characteristic
features of P. elegans are the mandibular palps with two segments. There
are two appendages on the second pleopods in males: the appendix interna
and the appendix masculina, whereas in the second pleopod in females there
is only one such appendage – the appendix interna.
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