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Ommastrephes bartramii (Cephalopoda, Teuthida, Ommastrephidae) in the Gulf

of Taranto, eastern Mediterranean Sea
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Four juveniles ofOmmastrephes bartramii and two of Todarodes sagittatus were attracted to the

sea surface by an electric light and dip-netted (water depth: ca. 900 m) in the Gulf of Taranto

(North Ionian Sea) during a night-time swordfish fishing cruise. This seemingly shows that O.

bartramii is not rare, but it is just rarely caught by man as well as by teuthophagouspredators.
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INTRODUCTION

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The observations were carried out on 13.ix.2006, in the Gulf of Taranto at about

Ommastrephes bartramii (Lesueur, 1821) is an oceanic squid distributedbi-subequatori-

ally in all the world oceans, including the MediterraneanSea (Nesis, 1987). It is the only

representative of its genus; however, three not yet formally described subspecies are

reported from the North Atlantic, the NorthPacific, and southern parts of all the oceans,

respectively (Nesis, 1987). According to Naef (1923) O. bartramii has a slender body with

very powerfully developed muscles of mantleand fins, making it the strongest swimmer

ofall known cephalopods. It inhabitsa wide vertical water range, from the surface to about

1500m deep and shows diel vertical migrations rising towards the surface at night (Guerra,
1992). This squid is commercially exploited, especially in thePacific, where it has been the

subject of much scientific research (e.g. Okutani, 1977; Inada et al., 1996).
As for the Mediterraneanpopulation, no taxonomie, life history, or ecological studies

were dedicated to it following the monograph onthe cephalopods of the Bay of Naples by
Naef (1923) (cf. Belcari, 1999). Indeed O. bartramii is still a somewhat mysterious cephalo-

pod, despite its conspicuous body, that attracts much humanattention (the second largest
Mediterraneancephalopod next to Thysanoteuthis rhombus Troschel, 1857), it is very rarely

caught by fishing gearand it has only been foundoccasionally in the stomach contents of

teuthophagous predators (e.g. Bello, 1997). This explains why single large specimens of

this purportedly rare squid have been reported sporadically (sometimes as O. caroli (Fur-

tado, 1887)), (c.f. Belcari, 1999, for a list of occurrence in the Italian seas), either in scien-

tific notes, in popular fishing magazines, and even in ad hoc conferences. Thanks to such

reports the known range of O. bartramii, which until the early 1960s was restricted to the

Western Mediterranean (Mangold-Wirz, 1963), presently includes the whole Mediter-

ranean basin (Bello, 2003). Mediterraneanrecords of young individualsof O. bartramiiare

even scantier than those of large specimens (e.g. Naef, 1923; Torchio, 1967; Orsi Relini,

1990; Orsi Relini et al., 1994). In conclusion, O. bartramii is still considered a rare cephalo-

pod in the MediterraneanSea. In this note I report some field observations from the Gulf

of Taranto (North Ionian Sea, Eastern Mediterranean Sea) during a swordfish fishing
cruise which show that O. bartramii is apparently not rare in this district.
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40°02'N 17°32'E,water depth ca. 900 m, during a swordfish fishing cruise aboard the boat

Medusabased in Porto Cesareo (province of Lecce). The boat was equipped with a 400-

watt electric lamp, 3 m above the sea surface on the port side. The light of this lamp
attracted many animals. During the time elapsed between the end of longline paying out

operations and the start of longline retrieving (meanwhile the boat was left to float) the

areaof lightened sea surface was closely inspected for about 45 minutes, fromabout 11:00

pm to 11:45 pm. Attempts were made to catch, with the help of a dip-net, some light-
attracted animals. The observations could not be carried on any longer because of the

quite rough sea conditions.

The dip-netted squid were identifiedsoon after their capture, approximately meas-

ured (mantle length, ML), and, all but one, released. The only two species netted and iden-

tified, namely Ommastrephes bartramii and Todarodes sagittatus (Lamarck, 1798), were dis-

tinguished by their general appearance as well as skin colour pattern, shape of tentacles,
and shape of the funnel pit (Naef, 1923).The stomach contents of the five caught sword-

fish were cursorily examinedsoonafter their capture and dressing.

RESULTS

While observing the sea surface under the light cone, we noticed three squid that

came intosight near the surface swimming backward by regular jetting. In addition to the

squid, some small fish (about 5 to 10 cm long) were visible. Every once in a while squid
made jerky forward motions that we interpreted as attempts to catch prey. During their

swimming some squid surfaced for just fractions of a second. After we tried to catch the

squid by a dip net, they swam away; however, after a few minutes they reappeared. It was

not possible to determinewhether they were the same or other individuals.

Six dip net capture attempts were successful: four individuals ofOmmastrephes bar-

tramii (fig. 1) and two of Todarodes sagittatus were caught. Their size ia reported in table 1.

No hectocotylization was observed in any squid, which was probably dueto the immature

conditionof the probable malesquid. Following their release the squid dived out of sight.
When the longline was retrieved after four hours, several bait-mackerel showed pos-

sible signs of squid feeding; viz. V-shaped incisions on the border of bite-wounds that fit

well the shape of the rostrum of squid beaks(fig. 2).
One swordfish stomach containedcomparatively fresh remains of a T. sagittatus spec-

imen (fig. 3).

Species ML (cm) destination

Ommastrephes bartramii

Ommastrephes bartramii

Ommastrephes bartramii

Ommastrephes bartramii

Todarodes sagittatus
Todarodes sagittatus

20.5, immature collected

15 released

18 released

23 released

18 released

19 released

DISCUSSION

The present results seemingly show that Ommastrephes bartramii is not rare in the Gulf

of Taranto. They match Orsi Relini's (1990) observations in the Ligurian Sea (western

Mediterranean) and thus prove that this squid is most probably common in the whole Me-

diterranean basin. Hence this elusive oceanic cephalopod should be labelled "rarely

Table 1. List of dip-netted squid, their size (mantle length, ML) and final destination.

Species ML (cm) destination

Ommastrephes bartramii 20.5, immature collected

Ommastrephes bartramii 15 released

Ommastrephes bartramii 18 released

Ommastrephes bartramii 23 released

Todarodes sagittatus IK released

Todarodes sagittatus 19 released



Bellowmmastrepw bartramii in the Gulf ofTaranto, eastern Mediterranean 99

caught" rather than "rare", as has been the case of several oceanic squids (e.g. Bello, 2000).
The occurrence of Todarodes sagittatus in the Gulfof Taranto on the contrary, is well estab-

lished (Bello, 1987).
Orsi Relini (1990) showed that MediterraneanT. sagittatus and O. bartramii inhabit dif-

ferent depth zones. She collected light attracted juveniles of the former species in waters

above the slope, 500 to 700 m deep, and juveniles of the latter species in waters deeper
than 1000 m. The squid reported in the present note were dip-netted at the surface in just
one place, where the bottom is at about 900 m, that is a depth intermediatetothose report-

ed by Orsi Relini (1990) for the two ommastrephid squids respectively. The Gulf of

Taranto collecting site possibly represents an overlap zone for the two species.

Contrary to other elusive large oceanic squid, such as Todarodes sagittatus and

Histioteuthis bonnellii (Férussac, 1835), O. bartramii is not listed among the most abundant

prey items of teuthophagous predators (Orsi Relini et a I., 1994; Bello, 1997). Therefore the

examinationof predator stomach contents as a means to collectoceanic cephalopods that

avoid manmade devices is not appropriate to obtain good informationon O. bartramii.

Although O. bartramii largely escapes fishing gear and seemingly predators, it can be

attracted and its presence recorded by light, as shown once again in this note. The artifi-

cial light attraction in oceanic cephalopods (Clarke & Pascoe, 1998), including O. bartramii

Fig. 2. Bait mackerel probably bitten by squid.

Fig. 1. Immature specimen of Om-

mastrephes bartramii.

Fig. 3. Stomach contents of a swordfish; the largest prey item is a spec-

imen of Todarodes sagittatus.ML=20.5 cm
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(Inada et ah, 1996), is a well-documentedphenomenon. In this respect the attraction of

potential squid prey items by overboard light (Orsi Relini, 1990; present results) might

represent an additionalluring factor for ommastrephid squid.

Additionally, I can report that according to swordfish fishermen their longline bait

draws mostly squid that, whilst feeding, in turn attract swordfish. This is indeed an old

story that has been informally debated, but there is no sound evidence. The signs of prob-
able squid feeding on bait-mackerel (fig. 2) hint that the fishermen's assertion might be

true;moreover the fact that T. sagittatus is the most important swordfish prey item (Bello,
1997) (fig. 3) also supports such a hypothesis. However, one wonders why O. bartramii

remains are rarely foundin swordfish stomach contents, as well as in those of other ocean-

ic predators (Orsi Relini et al., 1994; Bello, 1997), despite its abundance. In other words,

what mechanisms enhance its avoidance of potential predators?
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