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A Biologia no Sécule 21

EXPLOITATION OF KEYSTONE SPECIES:
POPULATION AND COMMUNITY-LEVEL EFFECTS
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Experimental work has shown the importance of grazing by patellid limpets
in structuring intertidal assermblages suggesting that limpet over-exploitation
would result in dramatic changes to the structure and functioning of intertidal
ecosysterns. Arguably, the largest anthropogenic impact on Azorean shores has
been the over-exploitation of limpets but little is known about the effects of such
large-scale and chronic impact. Here, we provide a general overview of studies
done cver a 3-year periad, Generally, patterns of limpet distribution were variable
at different spatial scales. At the larger spatial scale, inter-island variation in har-
vesting intensity affected the abundance and size structure of limpet populations
as well as the balance between grazers, algae and barnacles. Stocks of limpets
showed clear signs of over-exploitation and there was evidence that current leqg-
islation, including limpet protected zones, have been largely ineffective in pro-
tecting these populations. Experimental work showed that current dominance
by algal turfs at mid shore levels is not a stable state and is result of chronic lim-
pet removal. Hence, cessation of limpet harvesting should allow a return to the
pre-exploited community structure, At smaller spatial scales, substratum micro-
topography affected limpet distribution and here we show how the experimental
provision of microhabitats could be used as a measure to mitigate the effects of
coastal urbanisation while enhancing the stocks of exploited species.
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