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Cladocora sp.

Red dead man'’s fingers (Alcyonium palmatum).

Reteporella sp.

Mediterranean sea-finger (Alcyonium acaule).

A Hidden World

The Mediterranean Sea is home to an
extraordinary diversity of life. In its deeper
waters, unique habitats are formed by
gorgonians, corals, sponges and bryozoans.
These colonial animals create complex
three-dimensional structures that provide
shelter, breeding grounds and feeding areas
for a wide variety of marine species.

These habitats can be found at depths of up
to 2,000 metres. The organisms feed by
filtering or capturing suspended particles
and microorganisms from the water. Many of
these species grow very slowly, meaning that
recovery from disturbance can take decades.

Today, these valuable habitats have been
severely degraded by human activities. To
help reverse this decline,the LIFE ECOREST
project is implementing marine restoration
actions that support the recovery of these
ecosystems, conserve their rich biodiversity,
and safeguard the ecosystem services they
provide to society.




Mediterranean"tsea_iﬁnger (Alcyonium acaule). White sea squirt (Phallusia mammillata). Orange gorgonian (Leptogorgia sarmentosa).
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Veretillium sp. ) S Red sea fan or Chameleon sea.fan (Paramuricea cla'\Ztha)_. Red sea pen (Pennatula rubra).
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The success of marine restoration depends on the
commitment of everyone involved—especially fishers, who
play a key role in the project. During their daily fishing
activities, fishers carefully remove colonies accidentally
entangled in their nets and keep them under suitable
conditions until they return to port. Once ashore, the rescued
colonies are transferred to specially equipped aquaria,
where they are maintained under optimal conditions and fed
to support their recovery. They remain there for the shortest
possible time before returning to the sea.



The rescued colonies recover in aquariums, where water
temperature closely matches their natural habitat. Each
colony is identified, measured and carefully assessed. Once
Its condition is verified, it is prepared for reintroduction by
removing dead tissue, dividing larger colonies when
necessary, and attaching them to small stones for their
fixation to the seabed. Through research and
experimentation, LIFE ECOREST has improved the survival
of rescued corals, gorgonians and sponges, while also
testing the most suitable substrates for different species.



Time to Care

Marine restoration thrives on close
collaboration between the fishing sector and
the scientific community. Through this
partnership, the LIFE ECOREST project
develops, tests and evaluates innovative,
effective methods that support the recovery
of marine ecosystems.

Restoring corals, gorgonians, sponges and
other habitat-forming species is a complex
process that depends on the commitment of
many people. It involves multiple carefully
coordinated stages and close cooperation
among all those involved.

After being rescued, the organisms are
maintained for a period in aquaria that
replicates the environmental conditions of
their natural habitat. Where necessary, they
also receive supplementary feeding to
promote their recovery and ensure they are in
the best possible condition before being
returned to the deep sea.

These organisms are extremely fragile once
removed from the water. Their careful
disentanglement from fishing gear, handling
In the aquaria and subsequent reintroduction
to the seabed must therefore be carried out
swiftly and with the utmost care to maximise
the success of the restoration process.




The rescued colonies are reintroduced to the sea by fishers
In areas closed to fishing. Placed in suitable locations with
species diversity matching natural habitats, this approach
ensures survival while promoting growth and
reproduction so they can recolonise degraded areas and
recover deep-sea ecosystems. Results from LIFE ECOREST
are highly encouraging, with restored species showing
high survival rates.



Marion Payr

(Vienna, Austria)

Photographer and visual storyteller.
Her work explores the relationship
between people and nature, with a
particular focus on biodiversity
conservation and the stories of those
dedicated to protecting it. She has
documented environmental projects
across Africa and Europe and,in 2025,
travelled to Catalonia, to experience
the LIFE ECOREST project first-hand,
accompanying scientists and fishers in
their daily work.

This exhibition grew out of that
experience, offering a visual journey
through the beauty, fragility and
human dimension of the restoration
of the Mediterranean’s deep-sea
habitats.

Objective

To restore approximately 30,000 hectares of deep-sea marine
habitats in Catalonia within a high ecological value area along
the Girona and Barcelona coastline, with the active
participation of the fishing sector.

‘What is the marine restoration?

Marine ecosystems are home to habitats and species that are
essential for the health of our planet. At a time of
environmental crisis, with degraded seabeds and biodiversity
loss, marine restoration is more necessary than ever to reverse
this situation and conserve our natural heritage.

Passive restoration. Achieved through the establishment of
protected areas and fishing closures that regulate fishing
activities and other human pressures, allowing marine
ecosystems to recover naturally without direct human
intervention.

Active restoration. Within LIFE ECOREST, this is carried out by

rescuing organisms that are accidentally caught in fishing nets,

facilitating their recovery and returning them to the sea, to
their natural places. This accelerates the natural recovery
process.
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Fishing closure areas and ECOREST intervention sites

Actions

Implementation period: 2021 - 2027.

Research. Research studies and monitoring campaigns to
assess habitat recovery.

Conservation. Recovery and ecological restoration of
gorgonians, corals, sponges, and other habitat-forming
organisms that are accidentally caught during fishing
operations.

Participation, capacity building and governance. Promoting
participatory processes to engage all relevant stakeholders,
creating spaces for dialogue and providing training. Through
this collaboration, the fishing sector actively contributes to
mitigating part of the impact that its own activities may have
on marine ecosystems, thereby helping to conserve the natural
resources on which its future also depends.

Outreach, education and knowledge transfer. Activities aimed at
local communities, fishing communities, and schools.

With the financial contribution of the European Union's LIFE Programme

learn more
life-ecorest.es




