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INTRODUCTION

The Chilean coastline south of Chiloé Island
(42º30’S) is characterized by a network of
numerous channels and fjords, with large parts
still covered by glaciers. The South Patagonian
Icefield (SPI) is the biggest glacier field in the

southern hemisphere, covering an area of approx-
imately 13,000 km2 between 48°10´S and
51°30´S along the 73°30´W meridian (Aniya and
Skvarca, 1992). The dense fjord and channel net
opposite the SPI is connected with the Pacific
Ocean (Fig. 1), and repeated glaciation since late
Miocene has structured the landscape and the
fjords (Warren and Sudgen, 1993; Aniya and
Skvarca, 1992). 
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SUMMARY: The species composition and distribution of decapod crustaceans opposite the South Patagonian Icefield (SPI)
was analyzed by means of 33 Agassiz trawl hauls, taken during August 1995 and October-November 1996 from board RV
“Vidal Gormaz”. A total of 13 benthic decapod species were found, and the material yielded a total of 248 individuals. In
addition, the pelagic shrimp Pasiphaea acutifrons appeared in just one haul. The number of species declined from the Pacif-
ic towards the inner fjords. Brachyura was the most frequent group within all areas, whereas caridean shrimps were frequent
only in the channels and anomuran crabs in the fjords. Altogether the decapod species covered the whole depth range of
sampling between 45 and 1218 m. Species number of decapods in the waters along the SPI was low, compared to a total
number of 46 species, which are known from the total area between Chiloé island and the Straits of Magellan. The low
species number may be related to the impact of the glaciers in southern Patagonia. 
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RESUMEN: FAUNA BENTÓNICA DE DECÁPODOS EN FIORDOS Y CANALES DEL CAMPO PATAGÓNICO DE HIELO SUR, SUR DE CHILE.
– La composición de especies y distribución de los crustáceos decápodos frente al Campo Patagónico de Hielo Sur (CPHS)
fue analizada a partir de 33 muestras obtenidas desde el B/O “Vidal Gormaz” mediante una red de arrastre Agassiz, duran-
te los meses de agosto de 1995 y octubre-noviembre de 1996. Se encontraron 13 especies de decápodos bentónicos, el mate-
rial proporcionó un total de 248 especímenes. La muestra incluyó al camarón pelágico Pasiphaea acutifrons en un solo
lance. El número de especies declinó desde el Pacífico a los canales y fiordos interiores. Brachyura estuvieron presentes en
las tres áreas, Caridea fueron frecuentes sólo en los canales y Anomura en los fiordos. Los decápodos cubrieron todo el rango
de profundidad entre los 45 y los 1218 m. La diversidad de los decápodos en las aguas a lo largo del CPHS fue baja en com-
paración con el total de 46 especies conocidas para el área comprendida entre la isla de Chiloé y el Estrecho de Magallanes.
Se discute que el bajo número de especies puede estar relacionado con el impacto de los glaciares en la Patagonia austral.

Palabras clave: Campo Patagónico de Hielo Sur, decápodos bentónicos, distribución.
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Knowledge of the decapod fauna in this area was
rather limited (Retamal, 1973, 1974), and species
composition within most of the fjords and channels
was nearly unknown. Some occasional collections
in the fjords were made during the expeditions of the
“Challenger” (1873-1876), but all detailed informa-
tion on the decapods in the south-western part of the
Pacific Ocean referred either to the waters north or
south of the SPI. The Canadian expedition of the
C.S.S. “Hudson” in 1970 covered the area of the
SPI, but work was restricted to physical oceanogra-
phy, exclusively (Cáceres, 1997, pers. comm.).

The aim of this study was to describe the species
composition, occurrence and distribution of decapod
crustaceans in a particular part of the southern
Chilean channels and fjords. The results were com-
pared with other areas north and south of the SPI,
which are not influenced by recent glaciation, and
with similar environments in the northern hemi-
sphere.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The decapod material was obtained during two
expeditions of RV “VIDAL GORMAZ” in the chan-
nels and fjords opposite the SPI (August 1995,
October/November, 1996). The stations were locat-
ed between 45°03’S, 73°36’W and 52°45’S,
73°48’W (Fig. 1).

In the study area the sediments in most of the
fjords were found to be dominated by clay and silt.
At some places, mainly in the southern channels, the
bottom is hard substrate or is covered by stones and
boulders of varying size (Ríos and Guzmán, 1982).
According to Pinochet and Salinas (1995) salinity
and temperature generally decrease towards the
glaciers, and increase from the surface to the bot-
tom, due to a permanent supply of melt water from
the glaciers and continental runoff (Heusser, 1984).
Salinity varied between 14 PSU (surface) and 33
PSU (bottom). Below 200 m depth the minimum
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FIG. 1. – Map of the sampling stations in front of the South Patagonian Icefield



salinity was 32.0 PSU at all stations (Pinochet and
Salinas op. cit.). Water temperature of some fjords
varied between 0° C at the surface and 11°C at the
bottom.

Decapods were collected from a series of 33 suc-
cessful Agassiz trawl catches. A total of 15 stations
were located inside the fjords, with some of them
next to the edge of the glaciers, 11 stations were sit-
uated in the channels between the islands and the
coastline, and 7 stations were located on the Pacific
side of the outerlying islands close to the open sea.
Details of all stations are presented in Table 1.

The sampling gear was a modified Agassiz trawl
(cf. Arntz et al., 1999). Most of the AGT hauls were
taken between 100 and 400 m depth.

All decapods were picked from each catch, pre-
served in a 5 % formaldehyde-sea water solution,
buffered with borax. Species identification based on
the descriptions of Holthuis (1952) and Boschi et al.
(1992).

RESULTS

Decapod crustaceans were present at 20 stations
and distributed in the entire area of the study, but
species composition and the frequency of occur-
rence varied among the channels and fjords. Alto-
gether 13 benthic species were found, comprising
the infraorders Caridea with 3, Anomura with 5,
Brachyura with 4 and Palinura with one species. In
addition, Liopetrolisthes patagonicus (Anomura)
was obtained at one station by scuba diving, and the
pelagic caridean shrimp Pasiphaea acutifrons Bate,
1888 (Pasiphaeidae) occurred in 1 haul. The most
frequent infraorder were brachyuran crabs, followed
by Anomura and Caridea. The only representative of
the Palinura, Stereomastis suhmi, was caught occa-
sionally. The detailed species composition is pre-
sented in Table 1. 

The number of species declined from the Pacific
towards those stations located in the inner fjords.
Brachyura were the most frequent group next to the
Pacific, in the channels and in the inner fjords. The
caridean shrimps were frequent only in the channels
and the anomuran crabs in the fjords. Libidoclaea
smithii and Munida subrugosa were the most fre-
quent species in the fjords, whereas all other species
were caught only occasionally opposite the glaciers.
Close to the Pacific, L. smithii was the most frequent
decapod of the 11 species registered within this area
(cf. Table 1).

The decapods covered the whole depth range of
sampling between 45 and 1218 m (Table 1). The
brachyuran crabs were restricted to depths less than
200 m, the caridean shrimps occurred between 75
and 438m, and the palinuran Stereomastis suhmi
was found between 75 and 392m depth. Only the
Anomura covered the total depth range, but most
specimens were taken at less than 450m depth.

The material yielded a total of 248 individuals
and most of them (219) were taken during the expe-
dition in 1995. The most abundant species was Aus-
tropandalus grayi. However, the 141 specimens of
this shrimp, making up almost 64% of all individu-
als caught during both years, were taken at a single
station in 1995. Libidoclaea smithii (26 specimens),
Eurypodius latreillii (16), Pagurus comptus (15),
Munida subrugosa (14) and Campylonotus semi-
striatus (11) contributed another 24% to the materi-
al. All other species were rare, i.e. they occurred
with less than 10 individuals in the total catch. 

DISCUSSION

The material collected by RV “Vidal Gormaz”
gave new insights into the distribution patterns of
decapod crustaceans in the waters in front of the SPI.
The 14 benthic species found in the channels and
fjords next to the SPI represent a low number of deca-
pod crustaceans in this particular area, when com-
pared to the total of 46 species, which are known to
be distributed between Chiloé Island and Cape Horn
(Gorny, 1999). Species number of decapod crus-
taceans is also low in the higher latitudes of the
Southern Ocean (Yaldwyn, 1965; Kirkwood, 1984;
Gorny, 1999). However, in contrast to the Antarctic
continental shelf, where caridean shrimps with few
species are the only group of decapod crustaceans
(Arntz and Gorny, 1991), four infraorders comprise
the decapod fauna opposite the SPI.

Although no new species were found, our
records extended the distribution range of Munida
gregaria towards the north. M. gregaria was known
to occur up to 52°55’S (Retamal, 1973).

Brachyuran crabs are the most frequent infra-
order opposite the SPI as in the whole southern part
of South America, where the decapod fauna is dom-
inated by brachyurans, with 62 % of all known
species (Gorny, 1999). Interestingly, although the
brachyuran crab Libidoclaea smithii was the most
frequent species in front of the SPI, the most abun-
dant decapod was Austropandalus grayi, one of the
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two pandalid species, which are distributed in the
higher latitudes of the southern hemisphere (cf.
Gorny, 1999). In the northern hemisphere another
pandalid, Pandalus borealis is a key species of the
fjord communities (Hopkins et al., 1989) along the
Norwegian coast.

In conclusion, the decapod fauna seems to exhib-
it some special characteristics. The area opposite the
SPI provides a natural and almost continuous transi-
tion from polar to temperate climate. In contrast to
other areas in southern Chile, most parts of the sea
floor opposite the SPI are covered with mud and
clay. This type of habitat is preferred by only a few
of those decapods which are distributed between
Chiloé and Cape Horn. Among them are Libidoclaea
smithii, Munida subrugosa and Campylonotus semi-
striatus, the three most frequent species we found,
whereas others such as Eurypodius latreillii, Peltari-
on spinosulum and Halicarcinus planatus which live
on sand, gravel or underneath the stones in the inter-
tidal zone (Retamal, 1994; Gorny, 1999), were less
frequent opposite the SPI. Furthermore Libidoclaea
smithii and Munida subrugosa belong to the few
species of the Southern Ocean decapod fauna with a
high degree of eurybathy. 

Presently species richness is higher at the ocean-
ic sites. However, if the icefield moves further back-
wards, and shallow-water habitats increase, other
species, now distributed at the Pacific sites, are like-
ly to colonize the inner fjords also.
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