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Many studies are focused on the distribution of populations and communities associated with 
environmental gradients. One of the greatest environmental gradients on this planet is that 
related to depth on the sloping parts of the floor of the ocean. However, the causes of the 
patterns found along these gradients remain one of the most difficult and elusive problems 
faced by deep-sea ecologists. Furthermore, there are few data on the depth-related 
distribution of the smaller animals.  

The deep-sea benthic boundary layer (BBL) is enriched in biomass and numbers of species, 
relative to the overlying water column. It is inhabited by (1) pelagic species whose ranges are 
truncated by the seabed, (2) benthic species using this zone as a refuge, for dispersal and for 
locating their food and (3) species from a wide variety of taxonomic groups that seem to be 
specialized to the benthopelagic environment. 

This study deals with the hyperbenthic component of the BBL fauna, defined as the small (1 - 
20 mm) animals that swim in the vicinity of the seabed (Mees and Jones, 1997). The main 
representatives of the hyperbenthos are peracarid crustaceans, a group that shows a rich 
diversification in the deep sea often reaching high abundances. Since the last decade, 
evidence of their potential function in deep-sea trophic webs is growing.  

During two Belgica expeditions in May 2000 and 2002 samples from the hyperbenthic fauna 
at two study areas (Porcupine Seabight and Meriadzek Terras) were collected. At each site a 
vertical transect of eight stations on the continental slope along a gradient from 200 to 
1250 m depth were sampled by use of the hyperbenthic sledge in order to obtain information 
on the composition, the bathymetric distribution and the biodiversity of the hyperbenthos 
along this continental slope. Some interesting results of this research will be discussed in this 
presentation. 
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