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Abstract: Intensive and regular fishing occurs in the marine area of the natural park “Parque Natural
do Sudoeste Alentejano e Costa Vicentina” (PNSACV; SW coast of continental Portugal). In 2011, this
area became a marine park with different protection levels (total, partial, and complementary). We
assessed in 2011 and 2012 if partial protection (PP) in Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) changed the
taxa richness, abundance, size, and community composition of cryptic and non-cryptic fishes. We
also determined if these effects were observed outside PP areas in adjacent control areas. Underwater
visual censuses (UVC) of cryptic and non-cryptic fish species were conducted in rocky subtidal
habitats (~10 m deep) with band transects (25 × 2 m and 25 × 4 m, respectively) to determine
abundance and size classes. The northern half of the PNSACV was sampled at a scale of tens (site—
two sites per area; 4–6 transects per site) and hundreds (area) of meters. Two PP and six control
areas were sampled. The homogeneity and abundance of bottom habitat types were assessed at each
site. Effects of protection were not detected in the community structure or univariate analyses (i.e.,
taxa richness and total abundance) of non-cryptic and cryptic fishes. The early phase of the MPAs
may have driven the lack of significant protection effects. Replication in time within a monitoring
program is recommended to assess these conservation measures’ ecological effects.

Keywords: marine protected areas; MPA; UVC; temperate reefs; subtidal

1. Introduction

Worldwide efforts are being made to manage and protect marine environments, since
fishing, bycatch, pollution, and other human-induced stressors are changing the ecosys-
tems [1–3]. Resource exploitation demands appropriate management measures such as
implementing gear selectivity, fishing bans, or marine protected areas (MPAs) [4,5].

MPAs are subtidal or intertidal extents protected by law to assure and/or enhance
biodiversity and guarantee proper resource usage [6], where human activities, especially
fishing, are restricted or banned [7,8]. Implementing MPAs has been increasingly recog-
nized as a good tool for marine resources management and biodiversity conservation [9–16].
Some studies on MPAs detected an increased abundance of biomass (fishes and inverte-
brates) and changes in the community structure [17–22]. Claudet et al. [23] argued that the
MPA size and temporal implementation play a vital role in its effects, with larger and older
MPAs usually having higher biomass densities and larger specimens. Nevertheless, in
some cases, fish diversity and abundance increased in a short period of two–three years [18].
A recent study [16] verified that buffering areas surrounding no-take zones could enhance
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spillover and fisheries in the short term (less than five years). Therefore, for an MPA to be
successful, especially in a short time, the level of protection, size, and location should be
considered when designing it [22].

In mainland Portugal, four marine parks or reserves have oceanic MPAs, although
with different protection levels: the “Litoral Norte” Natural Park (implemented in 1987,
north coast), the “Berlengas” Natural Reserve (implemented in 1981, central coast), the
“Arrábida” Natural Park (implemented in 1998, central coast), and the “Sudoeste Alentejano
e Costa Vicentina” Natural Park (PNSACV, implemented in 1995, designated as a Marine
Park in 2011, southwestern coast). “Arrábida”, “Berlengas”, and PNSACV include MPAs
with total and partial protection areas and buffer areas (recreational and/or commercial
fishing allowed). Mainland Portugal MPAs have been the subject of various studies, a few
in the “Litoral Norte” and “Berlengas” [24–28], being the majority conducted in “Arrábida”,
focusing on fish assemblages [29–33]. The latter MPA was implemented in 1998 without
designated protection, having those areas assigned later, in 2005 [34]. Ref. [30], using
experimental fishing trials with trammel nets on soft bottoms, observed that in this MPA,
diversity and abundance became higher over time in total and partial protection areas
compared with buffer and adjacent areas.

The PNSACV was created in 1995, covering over 100 km of the Portuguese coastline
between S. Torpes and Burgau and extends 2 km into the Atlantic Ocean (Figure 1). It
protects, in total, 60,567 ha of land area and 28,858 ha of marine area. It has an enormous
natural diversity, with over one hundred beaches, cliffs, and dunes. This diversity of
habitats is responsible for vibrant flora and fauna and for the presence of several rare,
endemic, and endangered species [35]. The Mediterranean climate influences the area,
resulting in mild winters and cooler summers, with the wind strongly affecting the temper-
ature [35]. Intensive and regular fishing occurs in the marine area of PNSACV, affecting
several target species for subsistence, commercial use, or recreation [36]. Specific measures
for the protection and conservation-oriented management of the marine fishing resources in
PNSACV were initiated in 2006 with the regulation of stalked barnacle (Pollicipes pollicipes)
commercial harvesting, the most important Portuguese intertidal living resource [37,38].
Over the years, several legislative changes occurred in the fisheries regulations applied
to this park. One of the most relevant occurred in February 2011, when the PNSACV
management plan was reviewed, and a marine park was created, designated MPAs with
different protection levels (total, partial, and complementary). Therefore, the creation of
MPAs in PNSACV is recent. The relative rareness of scientific knowledge regarding this
coastal zone is an obstacle to implementing these conservation programs. Studies on the
impact of PNSACV MPAs on fish are becoming available, with a focus on commercially
important species [22,39–41], benthic communities [42], or fisheries [8]. Pereira et al. [43]
studied fish abundance and size inside and outside partial protection areas (PP), using
different fishing gears at a mean depth of 25 m. However, relevant ecological indicators (i.e.,
species richness and abundance or community structure) of nearshore fish communities
inhabiting the MPAs rocky reefs of PNSACV are particularly scarce [42]. We propose
using non-destructive underwater visual censuses (UVC) to assess PNSACV partial pro-
tection (PP) areas’ effects in subtidal rocky bottoms to surpass this problem. We aim to
determine if PP areas presented altered taxa richness, abundance, size, and community
composition of non-cryptic and cryptic fishes and if these effects were observed outside
these MPAs.
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Figure 1. Study region and sampling areas in partial protected (PP) areas (Ilha do Pessegueiro and 
Cabo Sardão) and adjacent complementary protected areas (Burrinho, Porto Covo, Aivados, 
Almograve, Zambujeira, and Amália). The grey color indicates the marine area of the “Sudoeste 
Alentejano e Costa Vicentina” Natural Park (PNSACV); the PP areas of IP and CS are in black. 

2. Materials and Methods 
2.1. Study Area 

The coastal region studied in this work is located in the region of “Alentejo” 
(southern mainland Portugal), which includes areas of total, partial, and complementary 
protection (Figure 1). The total protected areas are small rocky islands with a small 
surrounding marine zone. In these areas, recreational and commercial fishing is strictly 
forbidden, and the human presence is highly restricted. In the study region, type I partial 
protection areas (PP) include “Ilha do Pessegueiro” (IP) and “Cabo Sardão” (CS; Figure 
1), where recreational and commercial fishing is prohibited, except for stalked barnacle 
commercial harvesting on the mainland cliffs. So, regarding the exploitation of fish, these 
PP areas can be considered no-take areas. Recreational and commercial fishing is allowed 
in complementary protection areas and has specific PNSACV regulations. 

The present study focused on the partial protection areas (PP) of Ilha do Pessegueiro 
(IP) and Cabo Sardão (CS), also referred to as treatment areas (Figure 1). Control adjacent 
sampling areas to the North and South were chosen randomly in areas of complementary 
protection (CP) of the marine PNSACV. CP sampling areas have similar physical features 
to those of the PP sampling areas, regarding the dominance of hard substrate, direct wave 
exposure, and low bottom slope. We sampled six adjacent control areas (Figure 1): two 
areas north of IP (Burrinho (BU) and Porto Covo (PC)); two areas South of IP and North 

Figure 1. Study region and sampling areas in partial protected (PP) areas (Ilha do Pessegueiro
and Cabo Sardão) and adjacent complementary protected areas (Burrinho, Porto Covo, Aivados,
Almograve, Zambujeira, and Amália). The grey color indicates the marine area of the “Sudoeste
Alentejano e Costa Vicentina” Natural Park (PNSACV); the PP areas of IP and CS are in black.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The coastal region studied in this work is located in the region of “Alentejo” (southern
mainland Portugal), which includes areas of total, partial, and complementary protection
(Figure 1). The total protected areas are small rocky islands with a small surrounding marine
zone. In these areas, recreational and commercial fishing is strictly forbidden, and the
human presence is highly restricted. In the study region, type I partial protection areas (PP)
include “Ilha do Pessegueiro” (IP) and “Cabo Sardão” (CS; Figure 1), where recreational
and commercial fishing is prohibited, except for stalked barnacle commercial harvesting on
the mainland cliffs. So, regarding the exploitation of fish, these PP areas can be considered
no-take areas. Recreational and commercial fishing is allowed in complementary protection
areas and has specific PNSACV regulations.

The present study focused on the partial protection areas (PP) of Ilha do Pessegueiro
(IP) and Cabo Sardão (CS), also referred to as treatment areas (Figure 1). Control adjacent
sampling areas to the North and South were chosen randomly in areas of complementary
protection (CP) of the marine PNSACV. CP sampling areas have similar physical features
to those of the PP sampling areas, regarding the dominance of hard substrate, direct wave
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exposure, and low bottom slope. We sampled six adjacent control areas (Figure 1): two
areas north of IP (Burrinho (BU) and Porto Covo (PC)); two areas South of IP and North of
CS (Aivados (AI) and Almograve (AG)); and two areas South of CS (Zambujeira (ZB) and
Amália (AM)). Two sites were randomly chosen in each sampling area, with a few tens of
meters of horizontal extension and separated by a few hundreds of meters. The number of
replicates was four to six. Big crevices and caves were not sampled.

2.2. Underwater Visual Censuses (UVC)

Cryptic and non-cryptic fishes were assessed by direct visual surveys using scuba
diving. Rocky bottoms with a mean depth of 10 m were sampled in 2011 and 2012 be-
tween July and October. The abundance of fishes was sampled using a band transect,
25 m long and 4 m wide, defined by a tape measure placed on the sea bottom (2 m sam-
pled on each side of the tape for non-cryptic fishes, 1 m sampled on each side of the
tape for cryptic fishes). Fishes were counted along each transect and identified, when-
ever possible, to the species level. Three-dimensional classes (total length) were consid-
ered for the non-cryptic fish species or genera when sampling their abundance: small,
medium, and large. For species with minimum landing size (Tm) for commercial and recre-
ational fishing purposes, the dimensional classes considered are as follows: Small, <Tm;
2 Tm > Medium ≥ Tm; Large, ≥2 Tm. For other species, the maximum size (TM) considered
was based on the maximum total length stated by [44], and the dimensional classes used
were as follows: Small, <TM/3; 2(TM/3) > Medium ≥ TM/3; Large, ≥2(TM/3). Four re-
searchers participated in the UVC, although most sampling was conducted by one of them
(>80%). Cryptic counts were made according to [31,45]. Due to their small size and cryptic
behavior, no dimensional classes were considered for these fishes. The cryptic species sam-
pled belonged to the families Blenniidae, Callionymidae, Gobiesocidae, Gobiidae (except
Pomatoschistus flavescens), Scorpaenidae, Syngnathidae, and Tripterygiidae.

2.3. Substrate Characterization

The substrate’s physical characteristics were sampled in band transects, 25 m long and
2 m wide, defined by a measuring tape on the bottom (1 m sampled on each substrate’s
side). The dominant bottom type extension was registered along the transect, considering
the following categories: (i) bedrock; (ii) boulders (more than 1 m in length); (iii) pebbles
(less than 1 m in length), and (iv) sand. The hard substrate’s heterogeneity was measured
with a 25 m long lead rope placed on the bottom along with the measuring tape. The
corresponding extension (1 cm precision) was recorded on the stretched metric tape. The
number of replicates was three to four.

2.4. Statistical Analyses

The number of taxa (an indicator of species richness) and the average total fish abun-
dance (individuals per m2) were computed considering the factors Year (two levels: 2011
and 2012; fixed), Protection (two levels: partial and complementary protection; fixed), Area
(eight levels; random, nested in Protection; two areas of partial protection; six areas of
complementary protection), and Site (two levels: North and South; random, nested in Area).
The values of these indexes were compared in spatial and temporal terms by univariate
PERMANOVA analysis [46] under Euclidean distance resemblance [47], conducting the
main and posteriori tests. The p-values for the pseudo-F ratios were calculated (P(perm))
by permutation of the raw data through 999 permutations. Monte Carlo permutation
tests (P(MC)) considering the referred factors were also conducted and chosen when the
number of permutations was inferior to 100 [46]. The spatial and temporal patterns of
fish community structure were first explored with Principal Coordinates Analysis (PCO).
The square-root transformation was applied to the abundance matrix (ind./m2), and the
calculations were based on the Bray–Curtis similarity measure [47]. Multivariate PER-
MANOVA analyses (main and pairwise) were based on the same factors described earlier
and performed with a similar methodology. When significant differences were detected for
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the analyzed factor, a SIMPER (Similarity Percentages) procedure was conducted to assess
which species contributed the most to the similarity or dissimilarity within and between
the different levels of that factor, respectively (cut-off level of 90%; only species with a
percentage contribution of ≥2% are reported; [48]). The temporal and spatial data of the
substrate physical characteristics (abundance of bottom types) were analyzed similarly
to the multivariate analysis of the fish communities by using the same factors, priorly
transformed (Log (x) + 1) and normalized. The calculations were based on the Euclidean
distance measure. The substrate’s heterogeneity was related in spatial and temporal terms
by univariate PERMANOVA analysis under Euclidean distance resemblance. Permuta-
tional analysis of multivariate dispersion (PERMDISP) was used to check the heterogeneity
of data dispersions in the significant fixed factors revealed by PERMANOVA. Transfor-
mations were applied when necessary [49]. When homogeneity was not achieved even
after data transformation, a more rigorous criterion of p < 0.01 was used to reject the null
hypothesis [50]. The statistical data analyses were performed using PRIMER v6 software
package [51] with PERMANOVA add-on package [46].

3. Results

Throughout the study, we observed a total of 9246 fishes belonging to 17 families, and
45 species (52 taxa), being 8650 in the non-cryptic transects (33 taxa; 12 families, 29 species)
and 596 in the cryptic transects (19 taxa; 6 families, 16 species). A total average abundance
of 1.930 ± 0.807 ind./m2 was recorded, being 1.164 ± 0.491 ind./m2 in the non-cryptic
transects and 0.766 ± 0.316 ind./m2 in the cryptic transects (Tables S1 and S2).

Regarding the non-cryptic fishes in 2011 in CP areas, an average abundance of
0.664 ± 0.276 fishes per m2 belonging to 28 taxa (25 species) was observed (Table S1). In 2012,
this indicator increased to 0.854 ± 0.337 fishes/m2 for 28 taxa (25 species)
(Table S1). Inside PP areas, these records were lower but with a higher increment with
time: in 2011, an average abundance of 0.177 ± 0.089 fishes per m2 and 17 taxa (16 species)
was observed, and in 2012, an average abundance of 0.633 ± 0.337 fishes/m2 and 17 taxa
(16 species) was sampled (Table S1). The most observed non-cryptic taxa in CP areas
were medium Boops boops ([15–30] cm) and small Coris julis (<8.3 cm) in 2011, while in
2012, small Atherina sp. (<5 cm) and small B. boops (<15 cm) dominated (Table S1). In PP
areas, medium C. julis ([8.3–16.7] cm) and medium Diplodus vulgaris ([15–30] cm) were the
most abundant in 2011 (Table S1). The year after, in the same areas, small and medium
Pomastochistus flavescens (<2 cm and ([2–4 cm]) were the most detected (Table S1). Overall,
the most abundant taxa were medium D. vulgaris ([15–30] cm) and small and medium P.
flavescens (<2 cm and [2–4 cm]) inside PP areas. In comparison, outside those areas, small B.
boops (<15 cm) and small C. julis (<8.3 cm) were the most spotted fishes (Table S1).

For the cryptic sampling in 2011 in CP areas, we registered an average abundance of
0.148 ± 0.029 fishes/m2 belonging to 12 species and two genera (Table S2). In 2012, this
abundance decreased to 0.069 ± 0.018 fishes/m2, 12 species, and one genus (Table S2). The
average abundance of cryptic fishes in PP was 0.043 ± 0.030 and 0.049 ± 0.027 fishes/m2 in
2011 and 2012, respectively. In 2011, eight fish species were observed, and ten fish species
in the year after (Table S2). The blennid Parablennius gattorugine was the cryptic species
with the most records in both areas and years, followed by Parablennius pilicornis (Table S2).

The PCO ordination plots do not reflect a distinct pattern of the non-cryptic community
structure (Figure 2A,B) between partially protected areas (PP) and adjacent complementary
protected areas (CP) (Figure 2A). Even between consecutive years, no clear pattern could
be observed (Figure 2B).
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Figure 2. Principal Coordinates Analyses (PCO) of fish community structure (non-cryptic, (A,B);
cryptic, (C,D)) regarding the factors “Protection” (partially protected areas (PP) and adjacent control
areas, complementary protection areas (CP); (A,C) plots) and “Year” (2011 and 2012; (B,D) plots) in
the northern marine PNSACV.

For the non-cryptic fish community structure, the PERMANOVA analysis detected
significant “Year” vs. “Area” and “Year” vs. “Site” interactions (Table 1). Pairwise tests
applied to the interaction “Year” vs. “Area” only detected significant differences with a
Monte-Carlo (MC) permutation test in the areas ZB (P(MC) = 0.027) and CS (P(MC) = 0.04)
between 2011 and 2012.

Table 1. Results of the four-factor PERMANOVA test considering the “Year” (2 levels, fixed), “Pro-
tection” (2 levels, fixed), “Area” (8 levels, random and nested in “Protection”), and “Site” (2 levels,
random and nested in “Area”) factors for the analysis of the abundance (nº/m2) of non-cryptic fishes
in the northern marine PNSACV. Bold values highlight significant effects and interactions (p < 0.05).

Source df MS Pseudo-F P(perm)

Year 1 9508.6 1.3334 0.203
Protection 1 7176.8 1.1755 0.276
Area (Protection) 6 6127.9 2.6436 0.001
Year × Protection 1 5693.4 0.79836 0.654
Site (Area (Protection)) 8 2316.9 1.3249 0.019
Year × Area (Protection) 6 7159.1 3.0461 0.001
Year × Site (Area (Protection)) 8 2349.1 1.3433 0.011
Res 97 1748.7
Total 128

Note: df—degrees of freedom; MS—mean squares; Pseudo-F—pseudo-F ratio; P(perm)—p-value based
on permutations.

The respective SIMPER analysis verified that the differences in CS between years
were mainly due to a higher abundance, in 2012, of small C. julis (<8.3 cm), medium D.
vulgaris (15–30 cm), and small P. flavescens (<2 cm), amongst other taxa (Table S3). As for
the differences found in ZB, those were related to a reduction in abundance or even to the
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absence of some taxa from 2011 to 2012, namely, medium B. boops (15–30 cm), small and
medium C. julis (<8.3 cm and 8.3–16.7 cm), small C. exoletus (<4.3 cm), medium P. flavescens
(2–4 cm), medium S. salpa (18–36 cm), and small D. vulgaris (<15 cm), along with other fish
taxa (Table S4).

The PCO plots showed no distinct spatial or temporal patterns in the cryptic fish com-
munity structure (Figure 2C,D). The respective PERMANOVA test showed no significant
differences in all factors considered (Table 2).

Table 2. Results of the four-factor PERMANOVA test considering the “Year” (2 levels, fixed), “Pro-
tection” (2 levels, fixed), “Area” (8 levels, random and nested in “Protection”), and “Site” (2 levels,
random and nested in “Area”) factors for the analysis of the abundance of cryptic fishes in the
northern marine PNSACV.

Source df MS Pseudo-F P(perm)

Year 1 3734.8 1.3893 0.261
Protection 1 1123 0.40575 0.895
Area (Protection) 6 2850.7 1.6799 0.094
Year × Protection 1 1989.8 0.74617 0.585
Site (Area (Protection)) 8 1677.9 0.85856 0.692
Year × Area (Protection) 5 2668.4 1.2618 0.264
Year × Site (Area (Protection)) 6 2125.3 1.0875 0.338
Res 86 1954.3
Total 114

Note: df—degrees of freedom; MS—mean squares; Pseudo-F—pseudo-F ratio; P(perm)—p-value based
on permutations.

Concerning non-cryptic fishes’ average taxa richness, the PERMANOVA analysis
revealed a significant interaction between “Year” and “Area” (Table S5). The pairwise
tests for this interaction revealed only significant differences between years in ZB (CP area)
(2011 > 2012; Figure 3).
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tests for this interaction revealed only significant differences between years in ZB (CP 
area) (2011 > 2012; Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Non-cryptic fishes’ spatial-temporal variation of taxa richness (boxplot) in 2011 and 2012 in
partially protected areas (“Ilha do Pessegueiro” (IP) and “Cabo Sardão” (CS)) and adjacent control
areas (complementary protection areas; Burrinho (BU), Porto Covo (PC), Aivados (AI), Almograve
(AG), Zambujeira (ZB), and Amália (AM)) of the northern marine PNSACV. Pairwise tests showed
significant differences between years in ZB, as indicated.
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For the average taxa richness for cryptic fishes, the PERMANOVA analysis detected
significant “Year” vs. “Protection” and “Year” vs. “Site” interactions (Table S6). The
pairwise tests for “Year” vs. “Protection” showed differences in CP areas over the years
(P(perm) = 0.034), where the average taxa richness of cryptic fishes was higher in 2011
(2011—3.95 ± 0.57; 2012—2.01 ± 0.72; Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Cryptic fishes’ spatial-temporal variation of taxa richness (boxplot) in 2011 and 2012 in
partially protected areas (PP) and adjacent control areas (complementary protection areas; CP) of the
northern marine PNSACV. Pairwise tests showed significant differences between years in CP areas,
as indicated.

Regarding the average total abundance of non-cryptic fishes, the PERMANOVA
analysis detected significant differences in “Protection” (Table S7 and Figure 5). On average,
PP areas had less abundance (0.41 ± 0.07 nº/m2) of non-cryptic fishes than CP areas
(0.73 ± 0.23 nº/m2) (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Non-cryptic fishes’ variation of total abundance (boxplot; nº/m2) between partially pro-
tected areas (PP; blue) and adjacent control areas (complementary protection areas; CP; green) of the
northern marine PNSACV, significant at p = 0.001 (PERMANOVA).
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Regarding the total abundance of cryptic fishes, the PERMANOVA analysis verified
significant differences in the factor “Area” and a significant “Year” vs. “Site” interaction
(Table S8). Pairwise tests for the factor “Area” revealed significant differences between AI
and A, and between AI and ZB (P(MC) < 0.05) in all CP areas (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Spatial variation of the total abundance of cryptic fishes (boxplot; nº/m2) in the partially
protected areas of “Ilha do Pessegueiro” (IP) and “Cabo Sardão” (CS) and in adjacent control ar-
eas (complementary protection areas; Burrinho (BU), Porto Covo (PC), Aivados (AI), Almograve
(AG), Zambujeira (ZB), and Amália (AM)) of the northern marine PNSACV. Pairwise tests showed
significant differences between AI and AM and between AI and ZB, as indicated.

The PERMANOVA analysis of the temporal and spatial data of the substrate’s physical
characteristics, considering the abundance of substrate types (sand, boulders, pebbles,
and bedrock), showed significant differences for the factors “Protection” and “Area” and
a significant interaction between “Year” and “Site” (Table S9). The SIMPER analyses
presented in Tables S10 and S11 show that these differences between PP and CP areas were
mainly due to the abundance of sand and boulders, higher in PP, and the abundance of
pebbles, higher in CP, although the abundance of bedrock made the major contribution
to the similarity between PP an CP areas. A pairwise analysis of that interaction verified
that six sites had annual differences, most of them in CP areas (Table S12). The respective
SIMPER analysis showed that the annual differences detected in the different sites were
due to the higher abundance of boulders and pebbles in 2012 (Table S13).

The substrate’s heterogeneity PERMANOVA analysis detected a significant interaction
between “Year” and “Area” (Table S14). Pairwise tests applied to this interaction revealed
no significant temporal or spatial differences.

4. Discussion

This study used fish assemblages to assess marine protection’s ecological effects on
northern PNSACV’s shallow rocky habitats. The effects of protection were not evident in the
metrics applied in the present work, namely, taxa richness, abundance, size and community
composition of non-cryptic and cryptic fishes. Due to the current exploitation of marine
resources, effective and appropriate management measures must be executed. MPAs and
other spatial control measures have been identified as adequate instruments for marine
resources management and biodiversity conservation [52,53]. MPAs protect habitats, and
ecological interactions and components from major anthropogenic influences [54]. One of
the benefits of MPAs is the spillover effect by some species, demonstrating a significant
response to protection and concurrent higher yields near the MPA borders [52,55].
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The PNSACV became a marine park in 2011, when MPAs with different protection
levels (total, partial, and complementary) were designated in it [56]. In recent years,
authors [43], also studying PP MPAs in PNSACV, mentioned that their major difficulty was
assessing the protective effects in a recently implemented PP MPA without any background
information. It is imperative to use fish assemblages before MPA establishment, as they
provide baseline information for future monitoring and assessment [57,58]. The same
applies to our study, where an MBACI (Multiple Before–After, Control–Impact) strategy
should have been applied [59–61]. Since this was not done, we used the best next option
to start the present study a few months after the MPAs were designated. Our chosen
methodology to tackle this study was UVC. Worldwide, UVC has been accepted as an
effective monitoring tool to assess fish communities, particularly in no-take MPAs, since
this methodology is non-destructive and cost-efficient and allows the detection of a high
number of species [62–64]. According to Pais et al. [65], there are two common errors while
conducting a UVC: systematic errors due to low detectability and random errors due to
fish mobility around the transects. To obviate this, we used the same highly trained divers
in most dives and a robust study design with a well-defined depth range to account for
fish communities’ differences [66].

Our goal was to determine if partially protected MPAs altered taxa richness, abun-
dance, size, and community composition of non-cryptic and cryptic fishes and if these
effects were detected outside those areas. With two-year data, we found no effects of
protection regarding rocky reefs at an average depth of 10 m. The two univariate indicators
used in the present study, taxa richness and total abundance, provided inconclusive results
regarding the study questions.

Community structure had no significant spatial or temporal differences for the cryptic
fishes. For non-cryptic fishes, the analysis of community structure found significant inter-
actions (“Year” vs. “Area” and “Year” vs. “Site”). Two close areas, CS and ZB, showed
temporal differences; CS is a partially protected area (PP), and ZB is located in a comple-
mentary protection area (CP). In CS, these differences were mainly due to an increase in
abundance, in 2012, of several fish taxa, including the commercially and recreationally
relevant D. vulgaris (medium and small size classes). This increase could be a hint for favor-
ing area protection. Other authors verified that in the southwestern part of the PNSACV,
Diplodus spp. were larger inside the protected areas [42]. Belo et al. [40] confirmed that
the IP area (PP) was a critical feeding and refuge area for D. sargus. These authors also
demonstrated that this protected area had an adequate size to safeguard this species. In
the region, Diplodus spp. are some of the most targeted species by fishermen [8,67] due to
their abundance and high commercial value [43]. In ZB, an opposite temporal pattern was
found, as these differences were mainly due to a decrease in abundance, in 2012, of several
fish taxa. This pattern may be indirectly related to fishing exploitation, as most of the fish
taxa affected are not crucial for fisheries.

The analysis of non-cryptic taxa richness verified only significant temporal differences
in the ZB area, where the number of taxa decreased from 2011 to 2012. The cryptic fishes’
taxa richness analysis showed a significant interaction between the “Protection” and “Year”
factors. Only CP areas showed significant temporal differences, and the number of taxa of
cryptic fishes also decreased from 2011 to 2012. In some MPAs, an increase in the abundance
of predatory fishes can cause ecosystem-wide effects such as trophic cascades [20] and
decreases in small cryptic fishes [68]. When dealing with tropic cascade phenomena, the
impact of fishing and environmental differences is very complex to analyze [31,42]. That
was one of the reasons why we considered two types of fish in the present study to scrutinize
such effects (i.e., decrease in the abundance of cryptic fishes with an increase in non-cryptic
ones). The present study did not verify such evidence. CP areas had a higher total
abundance of non-cryptic fishes. These differences might be related to the abundance of
some fish species that form schools (i.e., Atherina sp. and Boops boops), which were the main
observations in those areas. The cryptic fishes’ significant differences in total abundance
were only found between some CP areas. Changes in fish indicators (i.e., biomass) can
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only be observed after several years of protection [69]. The increase in abundance may be
even slower, depending on several factors, such as the configuration of the MPAs, their
management, enforcement, public acceptance, and compliance with protection [17,69,70].
The authors recorded several illegal fishing activities inside the studied PP areas. Fishing
in these areas may reduce the protection effects, making protection less effective [71].

The MPAs recency could account for most of the results detected in the present study,
where no significant protection effects were found. Edgar and Barrett [72], when examining
Tasmania MPAs, only found differences between MPAs and buffering areas after five years.
Other authors, such as Claudet et al. [59], found differences in fish communities after three
years using underwater visual censuses. Pereira et al. [43], when studying PP areas in the
PNSACV, found significant differences within the same time frame as the latter authors.
Changes in fish structure assemblages (abundance and fish size) between PP locations and
neighboring areas were observed [43]. Therefore, the period in which the real effects of
MPAs are assessed can be variable [73].

The data obtained in the present work provided a baseline for non-cryptic and cryptic
fish communities on the Alentejo coast of the PNSACV shortly after the marine park
implementation in 2011. Several fish attributes, such as taxa richness, abundance, size,
and community composition, are now available. Thus, this work establishes a reference
for future studies concerning the marine park’s ecological evolution, including PP and
adjacent CP areas, and phenomena such as spillover that could be reflected in the regional
fishing fleet’s revenues. Replication in time within a monitoring program is recommended
to assess the evolution and success of the MPAs in the Alentejo PNSACV and verify the
ecological effects of these conservation measures.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/hydrobiology2010012/s1, Supplementary Material contains
Table S1—Non-cryptic fish’s average abundance (ind./m2 ± standard error) observed in partially
protected areas (PP) and adjacent complementary protected areas (CP) sampled in the northern
marine PNSACV (2011, 2012, and total); Table S2—Cryptic fish’s average abundance (nº/m2 ±
standard error) observed in partially protected areas (PP) and adjacent complementary protected
areas (CP) sampled in the northern marine PNSACV (2011, 2012, and total); Table S3—Results of
the SIMPER analysis showing the averaged dissimilarity between “Years” (2011 and 2012) for Cabo
Sardão (CS) partially protected area, considering the abundance of non-cryptic fishes in the northern
marine PNSACV; Table S4—Results of the SIMPER analysis showing the averaged dissimilarity
between “Years” (2011 and 2012) for Zambujeira (ZB) complementary protection area, considering the
abundance of non-cryptic fishes in the northern marine PNSACV; Table S5—Results of the four-factor
PERMANOVA test considering the “Year” (2 levels, fixed), “Protection” (2 levels, fixed), “Area” (8 lev-
els, random and nested in “Protection”), and “Site” (2 levels, random and nested in “Area) factors for
the analysis of the average taxa richness of non-cryptic fishes in the northern marine PNSACV; Table
S6—Results of the four-factor PERMANOVA test considering the “Year” (2 levels, fixed), “Protection”
(2 levels, fixed), “Area” (8 levels, random and nested in “Protection”), and “Site” (2 levels, random
and nested in “Area”) factors for the analysis of the average taxa richness of cryptic fishes in the
northern marine PNSACV; Table S7—Results of the four-factor PERMANOVA test considering the
“Year” (2 levels, fixed), “Protection” (2 levels, fixed), “Area” (8 levels, random and nested in “Protec-
tion”), and “Site” (2 levels, random and nested in “Area”) factors for the analysis of the average total
abundance (nº/m2) of non-cryptic fishes in the northern marine PNSACV; Table S8—Results of the
four-factor PERMANOVA test considering the “Year” (2 levels, fixed), “Protection” (2 levels, fixed),
“Area” (8 levels, random and nested in “Protection”), and “Site” (2 levels, random and nested in
“Area”) factors for the analysis of the average total abundance (nº/m2) of cryptic fishes in the northern
marine PNSACV; Table S9—Results of the four-factor PERMANOVA test considering the “Year”
(2 levels, fixed), “Protection” (2 levels, fixed), “Area” (8 levels, random and nested in “Protection”),
and “Site” (2 levels, random and nested in “Area) factors for the analysis of the substrate physical
characteristics in the northern marine PNSACV; Table S10—SIMPER analysis showing the averaged
dissimilarity between complementary protection areas (CP) and partially protected areas (PP) in the
northern marine PNSACV, considering the abundance of the substrate types (sand, boulders, peb-
bles, and bedrock); Table S11—SIMPER analysis showing the averaged similarity of complementary

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/hydrobiology2010012/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/hydrobiology2010012/s1


Hydrobiology 2023, 2 192

protection areas (CP) and partially protected areas (PP) in the northern marine PNSACV, considering
the abundance of the substrate types (sand, boulders, pebbles, and bedrock); Table S12—Results of
pairwise tests applied to the “Year” (2011 and 2012, fixed) vs. “Site” (two levels: North and South;
random, nested in Area) interaction for the analysis of the substrate physical characteristics in the
northern marine PNSACV between years; Table S13—Results of the SIMPER analysis showing the
average dissimilarity of the significant differences detected for “Year” (2011 and 2012, fixed) vs. “Site”
(two levels: North (N) and South (S); random, nested in the Areas (Burrinho (BU), Porto Covo (PC),
Zambujeira (ZB), and Ilha do Pessegueiro (IP)), in the northern marine PNSACV, considering the
abundance of the substrate types (sand, boulders, pebbles and bedrock) between years; Table S14—
Results of the four-factor PERMANOVA test considering the “Year” (2 levels, fixed), “Protection”
(2 levels, fixed), “Area” (8 levels, random and nested in “Protection”), and “Site” (2 levels, random and
nested in “Area) factors for the analysis of substrate heterogeneity in the northern marine PNSACV.
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