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External Review of:

Environmental data collection and analyses to support conservation planning in

the Israeli EEZ. Draft Report —June 2022

Authors: Ateret Shabtay, Liron Goren, Alex Slavenko, Tal Idan, Adi Neuman, Or Bialik, Yizhaq

Makovsky

Review conducted by Dr. Erik E Cordes, Professor and Vice Chair of Biology,

Temple University, Philadelphia PA, USA

This report describes the systematic spatial planning process to support conservation of the
offshore habitats of the Israeli exclusive economic zone (EEZ) with a target of protecting 30% of
the total EEZ in the Mediterranean Sea. This spatial prioritization was carried out by conducting
ensemble modeling of the different biological habitat types observed in the region along with
geomorphological characterization. The hierarchical classification scheme yielded 5 biological

assemblages and 18 representative benthic habitats.

Overall, this is one of the most comprehensive and effective conservation planning efforts of
which | am aware. The latest methods for spatial prioritization and predictive habitat modeling
are used here, and follow the best practices laid out for marine spatial management. | also
appreciate the addition of the functional traits as a further measure of diversity. | think that this
report should be further refined so that it is suitable for publication in an appropriate scientific
journal so that it may serve as an example of effective spatial planning for other nations and

organizations.

| primarily only have minor comments on the report, as most of my more technical

methodological recommendations were already addressed. My only remaining methodological
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comment is to look for more recent environmental data for some of the variables in Table 2, as
many of the data sets are from 2013 or earlier. In particular, additional effort should be made
to locate temperature records, as these are only from 1993-2000. Temperature is known to be
changing rapidly in the deep Mediterranean, and there must be additional, recent data sets
from the EEZ. | also suggest using one of the existing models for predicting exported carbon to
depth that are based on the satellite chlorophyl data. This would be a better measure of food
availability than the standard deviation of chlorophyll-a concentration variable used,

particularly since there are only 140 records.

| agree with the final prioritization presented and | think that the targets are reasonable and
scientifically justified. | would recommend that the elimination of the deep sea-pen field be
reconsidered. | would not exclude these from prioritization just because the models didn’t do a
good job of predicting their distribution. This could be a significant and potentially unique
community, with little information about it. The sea pens may be located elsewhere, but the
very small area of their known distribution should be included as part of the prioritized

conservation areas.

In general, a careful grammatical edit could be conducted as there were numerous examples of
singular/plural disagreement and extraneous commas in the writing. There are more of these in

the Discussion than in the other sections. Below are a few additional minor comments:

P6, 15t paragraph: When used as an adjective, “deep sea” should be hyphenated. Here, it should

be “deep-sea bioregions”.
P13, “Bathomes” : Depth values do not need to be presented as negative numbers.
P18: Change “Species Distribution Modelling” to “Species Distribution Models”
P22: Potentially missing a heading for the text under the figure caption.

Figure 10: Greatly reduce A because it does not contain essential information for the
interpretation of the analysis. The inset of the PCoA is very small and hard to read, and

this should be expanded so the individual points can be identified.
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P29, “Southern Slope” : | believe this should be “soft substrates” instead of “hard substrates” as

these are both taxa known to inhabit muddy or sandy seafloor.

P32, Soft Bottom Sponge Ground” : | suggest removing the word “infaunal” here as most filter

feeders are not infauna, and the word “benthic” includes infauna.

P42, Merging representative benthic habitats: This should read “The hierarchical classification
scheme yielded 21 representative benthic habitats, some which were very small. In
most of these cases, this is due to biological assemblages that extend a short distance
into neighboring geomorphological domains. For these cases, we suggest merging the
small habitats with the rest of the area to form a continuous biological assemblage

(Figure 22).”

P42, Excluding sea pen fields distribution model: Replace the word “were” with the word

“where”

P44: Replace the word “previsioned” with the word “envisioned”
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