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Three exploration contracts for SMS succeed each other along the axis of the MAR, 
from 13°N to 33°N. In the French exploration area, two cruises with the HOV Nautile
and one cruise with the ROV Victor 6000 have been carried out in 2014, 2017 and 
2018. The BICOSE1 cruise (2014) and Bicose2 cruise (2018) focused on the two vent 
fields TAG and Snake Pit while during the HERMINE cruise (2017), the exploration 
contract was explored from south (21°N) to North (26°N), with a focus on non-vent 
areas.

In total, 20 dives have been annotated for megafauna and
seafloor habitats, of which half were carried out away from active
hydrothermal vents, at depth ranging from 1700 m to 4500 m
depth. The 4540 records of megafauna on videos belonged to 89
different morphotypes, divided into 16 vent-endemic taxa and 73
non-vent taxa. Among the non-vent fauna, the sponges totalized
about half of the records.

The search for massive sulfides drives the exploration of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge

The benthos of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge: A sponge-dominated realm

The coral-like sponges of the deep Atlantic
Along most of the dive transects the non-vent
megafauna was sparse except for a single shallower dive
on the flank of a seamount where 236 records of
sponges were spotted along the 4800 m of the dive
track.
Although not the most abundant, the most spectacular
was a large but yet unknown arborescent sponge.
Similar to the sponge ground dominated by another
arborescent hexactinellid (Sarostegia oculata), which
was recently discovered on the Rio Grande Rise*, the
sponge of the MAR adopted a coral-like morphology to
benefit from suspended organic matter in the benthic
boundary layer.

* Hajdu, E., Castello-Branco, C., Lopes, D.A., Sumida, P.Y.G., Perez, J.A.A., 2017. Deep-sea dives reveal an
unexpected hexactinellid sponge garden on the Rio Grande Rise (SW Atlantic). A mimicking habitat? Deep Sea
Research Part II: Topical Studies in Oceanography 146:93-100.

Megafauna of the MAR - copyright Ifremer/Nautile, Hermine 2017. A) Demosponge (Porifera), 
B)-D) Hexactinellida (Porifera), E) Actiniaria (Cnidaria), F) Holothuroidea (Echinodermata), G) 
Actiniaria (Cnidaria), H) Asteroidea (Echinodermata), I) Isididae (Cnidaria).
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Phylum composition of the non-vent megafauna of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge

A coral-like creature, tentatively identified as a sponge, on the flank of a MAR seamount at 1700 m depth 


