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Simple Summary: Between 2019 and 2022, scientific pelagic trawl surveys in the Western Black
Sea monitored the biomass of sprat and moon jellyfish and their spatial variability in the summer.
Investigations into the correlation patterns between the two plankton-feeding species revealed
that gelatinous plankton can have a weak-to-moderate effect on the spatial distribution of sprat
assemblages in coastal areas.

Abstract: Over the past few decades, various causal connections between commercial small pelagic
fish species and gelatinous zooplankton have been reported in the Black Sea, which affect the pelagic
ecosystem. Recently, moon jellyfish regained dominance among gelatinous plankton; however,
biomass fluctuations and interactions with small pelagic fish remain poorly understood. During the
summers of 2019–2022, scientific pelagic trawl surveys in the Western Black Sea enabled simultaneous
monitoring of small pelagic fish biomass, with sprat as the key species and moon jellyfish as an
incidental catch. In total, 153 trawl hauls were conducted across four depth strata from 15 to 100 m,
and a “swept area” method was used for biomass estimation. The sprat stock biomass ranged from
10,698 to 29,177 t, with an average value of 19,432 ± 4834 t. The total biomass of moon jellyfish was
2002 ± 868.73 t, and dense aggregations were observed in the coastal waters during certain years.
Two scenarios of spatial interactions between planktivorous species were identified and linked to the
formation of A. aurita aggregations. We found that changes in jellyfish density were associated with
weak-to-moderate effects on the spatial distribution of sprat assemblages in coastal areas.

Keywords: small pelagic fish; gelatinous zooplankton; biomass estimation; spatial distribution

1. Introduction

Small pelagic fish and gelatinous plankton (Ctenophora and Scyphozoa) are intermediate-
level consumers in marine food webs. In many instances, plankton production that drives
small pelagic fish also influences gelatinous zooplankton production, and these organisms
frequently overlap in space, time, and diet in coastal ecosystems [1]. However, numerous
studies have revealed complex interactions between these two groups of predators, ranging
from commensalism and improved survival of juvenile fish to mostly negative impacts
on fish, owing to competition for shared food sources and predation during the early life
stages of fish [2–5]. Climate events, overfishing, eutrophication, translocation, and habitat
changes can affect the long-term relationships between small pelagic fish and gelatinous
zooplankton [6–9]. Intraguild interactions within the gelatinous species faction, such as
competition for food, predator–prey relationships, and predation of larval stages, impact
their diversity and abundance [10–13] and may introduce variability to the connections
between small pelagic fish and gelatinous plankton.
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The Black Sea ecosystem is susceptible to multiple stressors, including overfishing,
eutrophication, chemical contamination, and an increase in the number of introduced
species [14–17]. This semi-enclosed brackish anoxic sea is also characterized by low
species diversity. Although small pelagics are the focus of fisheries, only a few species are
widespread, including European anchovy (Engraulis encrasicolus), European sprat (Sprattus
sprattus), whiting (Merlangius merlangus), and Mediterranean horse mackerel (Trachurus
mediterraneus) [18]. While anchovy generates the highest total biomass and catch in the
Black Sea, it is mainly concentrated in the southern and eastern regions [19], whereas
sprat is a significant commercial species in the western and northern regions. Of the five
gelatinous species commonly found in the Black Sea, three were native to the area (Aurelia
aurita, Rhizostoma pulmo, and Pleurobrachia pileus), whereas two non-native ctenophores
(Mnemiopsis leidyi and Beroe ovata) were introduced in the late 1980s and the 1990s [20,21].

Overfishing is believed to trigger trophic cascades and regime shifts in the Black
Sea food web, with detrimental consequences for the aquatic environment [22–24]. Long-
term data suggest that the proportion of gelatinous plankton among the total resources
of planktivorous predators has increased [25], likely because of the massive development
of the scyphomedusae A. aurita in the 1980s [26,27] and the subsequent “explosion” of
the invasive ctenophore M. leidyi in the 1990s [28,29]. The spread of this new species is
consistent with a decrease in fodder zooplankton and small pelagic fish stocks [30–33].
During this period, the ctenophore M. leidyi developed an antagonistic relationship with the
native jellyfish A. aurita because of competition for food and predation of juveniles [34,35].
Following the introduction of the second new ctenophore, B. ovata, which feeds on other
ctenophores, and the establishment of a predator–prey relationship between B. ovata and
M. leidyi, the biomass of M. leidyi began to decline [36–38]. Small pelagic fish stocks have
shown signs of recovery; in particular, during the late 1990s and the 2000s, catches and
biomass began to increase [39]. The proportion of moon jellyfish has increased and currently
has the highest biomass among gelatinous species [40–43].

Seasonal fluctuations in A. aurita population dynamics have been documented in the
Black Sea, with biomass usually peaking during the spring and summer months [44,45].
Despite significant regional and seasonal variability, the amount of this species tends
to increase near the shore. Spatially, sprat and moon jellyfish may overlap, as sprat
migrates between foraging grounds in coastal waters and offshore spawning grounds [46],
and feeding intensifies in spring [47] in parallel with the increased quantities of moon
jellyfish in coastal waters. Both species are zooplanktivorous predators [48–51]; but their
dietary overlap has not been completely explored. Observations in the North-western
Black Sea suggest that moon jellyfish development can impede the formation of sprat
agglomerations during the spring and summer [52,53]. However, the role of jellyfish in
sprat distribution has not been fully elucidated. Specifically, the stock biomass of A. aurita
and their relationship with commercial small pelagics in the Western Black Sea remain
largely unexplored.

In recent years, extensive pelagic trawl surveys have been conducted in Bulgarian
Black Sea waters, enabling the monitoring of the variability of small pelagic fish and the
less-examined gelatinous plankton in bycatch. In terms of pelagic surveys, our study goals
included: (i) estimating the biomass of sprat and moon jellyfish in the Western Black Sea
during the summers of 2019–2022; (ii) examining their spatial distribution by depth strata;
and (iii) testing patterns of spatial interactions between moon jellyfish and sprat.

2. Materials and Methods

The data in this study were acquired from scientific pelagic trawl surveys performed
in the Bulgarian Sector of the Black Sea during the summer months of 2019–2022, executed
within the framework of the National Fisheries Data Collection Program, focusing on the
biomass assessment of small pelagic fish species (mainly sprat) [54], and the moon jellyfish,
which was collected as a bycatch. The surveys encompassed the territorial waters between
cape Shabla (north) and Tzarevo (south) within the 100 m isobath (Figure 1).
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effective part of 13.5 m, mesh size of 7 × 7 mm). 

Sampling was conducted in 40 randomly chosen fields, each of which was a rectangle 
with sides of 5′Lat × 5′Long, with a total area of 62.58 km2. The survey region was divided into 
four strata depending on depth: stratum 1 (<25 m), stratum 2 (25–50 m), stratum 3 (50–75 m), 
and stratum 4 (75–100 m). 

Between 37 and 41 seasonal pelagic trawls were performed (Table 1), and the dura-
tion of each haul was 30–40 min at an average trawling speed of 2.7 knots. Trawling was 
performed only during the light part of the day, when both species were common in the 
deeper layers down to the thermocline zone. Before trawling, the depth of the thermocline was 
measured using an echo sounder SIMRAD NSO evo3 to determine the optimal trawl position. 

Table 1. Distribution of sampling trawls per study period and depth stratum. (The percentage share 
of collected samples was calculated separately for each variable). 

Variable Categories Trawl Counts % 
year VI.2019 37 24.183 

Figure 1. Map of pelagic trawling locations in the Bulgarian sector of the Black Sea during 2019–2022.

One fishing vessel (with a length of 24.53 m, and tonnage of 142 GT) was employed
for all surveys, and a standard pelagic trawl was applied (trawl vertical opening of 7 m,
effective part of 13.5 m, mesh size of 7 × 7 mm).

Sampling was conducted in 40 randomly chosen fields, each of which was a rectangle
with sides of 5′Lat × 5′Long, with a total area of 62.58 km2. The survey region was divided
into four strata depending on depth: stratum 1 (<25 m), stratum 2 (25–50 m), stratum 3
(50–75 m), and stratum 4 (75–100 m).

Between 37 and 41 seasonal pelagic trawls were performed (Table 1), and the duration
of each haul was 30–40 min at an average trawling speed of 2.7 knots. Trawling was
performed only during the light part of the day, when both species were common in the
deeper layers down to the thermocline zone. Before trawling, the depth of the thermo-
cline was measured using an echo sounder SIMRAD NSO evo3 to determine the optimal
trawl position.
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Table 1. Distribution of sampling trawls per study period and depth stratum. (The percentage share
of collected samples was calculated separately for each variable).

Variable Categories Trawl Counts %

year VI.2019 37 24.183
VII.2020 38 24.837
VII.2021 41 26.797
VII.2022 37 24.183

depth stratum 1 (<25 m) 43 28.105
2 (25–50 m) 81 52.941
3 (50–75 m) 16 10.458

4 (75–100 m) 13 8.497

A total of 153 trawls were executed and the quantities of sprat catch, and jellyfish
bycatch were measured onboard the fishing vessel.

The method of “swept area” [55] was applied to estimate the sprat and jellyfish
biomass. For each trawl haul, the catch per unit area was calculated by dividing the catch
by the swept area of the fishing gear, based on Equation (1):

CPUA = C/a, (1)

where C is the catch weight (kg), and a is the swept area of the fishing gear (in km2).
The swept area was calculated using Equation (2):

a = d·h·X2, (2)

where d is the distance covered by the trawl (m), h is the length of the head rope (m), and
X2 is the wing spread as a fraction of the head rope length (usually between 0.4 and 0.6).

To estimate the distance covered by the trawl, the GPS coordinates were first trans-
formed into UTM coordinates (zone 35), as UTM coordinates are based on a two-dimensional
Cartesian system that uses meters as a unit. Then the Pythagorean theorem was used to
find the distance between the Cartesian coordinates from Equation (3):

d = ((UTM (35) Latitude1 − UTM (35) Latitude2)2 + (UTM (35) Longitude1 − UTM (35) Longitude2)2)0.5 (3)

where UTM (35) Latitude1/Logitude1 and UTM (35) Latitude2/Longitude2 were the initial and end
coordinates of the trawling.

The biomass (B) is estimated using Equation (4):

B = CPUA/q, (4)

where CPUA is the catch per unit area and q is the catchability coefficient. The value of q
varies between 0.5 and 1.0. In the Black Sea, the catchability coefficient for small pelagic
fish is q = 1 [54].

The total biomass (t) of the two species in the fishing area was determined by multi-
plying the calculated average biomass (t·km−2) by the fishing ground area (km2), which
was estimated using a geographic information system.

Ocean Data View software (ODV 5.6.3, https://odv.awi.de, 2023) was used to visualize
the spatial distribution of the biomass of the two species in the Western Black Sea.

Statistical methods included analysis of variance (ANOVA) and correlation analysis
based on the Pearson coefficient (performed in XLSTAT 19.03). To test the significance of the
inter-annual variation in biomass, we used ANOVA. The initial datasets were normalized
with a square root transformation to compress the high values and spread out the low
values. The outliers were checked using Tukey’s fences. Based on this test, 5.9% of the sprat
data were removed as outliers, and normality tests were performed using the Shapiro–Wilk
and Jarque–Bera tests and related Q–Q plots. To determine whether the data had equal
or similar variances across different groups of samples (i.e., homogeneous distribution),

https://odv.awi.de
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plots of predicted values versus standardized residuals were used. Considering the main
assumptions and the applied ANOVA, the year-to-year variability of the sprat biomass was
statistically significant.

The Pearson correlation method was used to estimate the degree of correlation be-
tween jellyfish and sprat biomass and to test the patterns of spatial interactions between
both species, with inclusion of the “depth” factor in the analysis. The Pearson correla-
tion coefficient is sensitive to outliers and the distribution of data. Thus, the biomass
datasets of both species were square root transformed and tested for outliers and normality
before analysis.

3. Results
3.1. Variability of Biomass of Sprat and Moon Jellyfish

The average value of sprat biomass for the observed summers of 2019–2022 was
2.394 t·km−2 ± 0.207 SE, which was significantly higher than the average moon jellyfish
biomass of approximately 0.243 t·km−2 ± 0.047 SE (Table 2).

Table 2. Average biomass (t·km−2) of S. sprattus and A. aurita (with standard error, SE) and stock
biomass (t) estimated for the summer months of 2019–2022 in the Western Black Sea.

Species Average Biomass
t·km−2 SE Stock Biomass

VI.2019

S. sprattus
A. aurita

3.283 0.414 26,298
0.57 0.161 4562

VII.2020

S. sprattus
A. aurita

1.336 0.221 10,698
0.174 0.092 1396

VII.2021

S. sprattus
A. aurita

3.64 0.52 29,177
0.086 0.012 689

VII.2022

S. sprattus
A. aurita

1.442 0.294 11,553
0.17 0.021 1361

Average of summers 2019–2022

S. sprattus 2.394 0.207 19,431.69
A. aurita 0.243 0.047 2001.75

A noticeable fluctuation in sprat biomass was detected, with distinct “high” and
“low” summer levels. The average sprat biomass ranged between 3.28 and 3.64 t·km−2 in
2019–2021, but decreased by almost 60% in 2020 and 2022. Concurrently, the stock biomass
of sprat in the fishing area oscillated between 26,298 and 29,177 t during the “high biomass”
summers and dropped to 10,689–11,553 t in the “low biomass” summers (Figure 2b).

The total quantity of A. aurita varied from 689 to 4562 t, with an average level of
2001.75 t ± 868.73 SE. The moon jellyfish biomass peaked in the summer of 2019, but
decreased in the following period, with a minimum in 2021 (Table 2). The maximum
sprat biomass was observed in the summer of 2021, paralleling the lowest biomass of
A. aurita. Additionally, the percentage differences between the average summer minimal
and maximal biomass of the sprat were 92.36% and 147.56%, respectively, for moon jellyfish,
indicating high variability.

ANOVA revealed statistically significant interannual variations in summer sprat
biomass (p < 0.0001) (Table 3).
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Table 3. ANOVA statistics of variations of sprat biomass (square root transformed data) for the
observed summer period (2019–2022) in the Western Black Sea.

Source of Variation SS df MS F p-Value F Crit

Between Groups 24.735 3 8.245 20.486 7.57 × 10−11 2.678
Within Groups 49.907 124 0.403

Total 127Animals 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 15 
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Considering the depth distribution of biomass, it was found that the sprat biomass in-
creased up to maximal levels of 7.51–16.55 t·km−2 at depths below 50 m (Table 4, Figure 3a).
Additionally, the biomass of moon jellyfish reached a maximum of 2.88–4.004 t·km−2 in
coastal waters, whereas lower concentrations were observed in deeper waters (Table 4,
Figure 3b).
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Table 4. Biomass (t·km−2) of sprat and moon jellyfish by depth strata during the summer months of
2019–2022.

Year Depth Stratum
S. sprattus
Biomass

(t·km−2) ± SD

Min–Max
Biomass of
S. sprattus

A. aurita
Biomass

(t·km−2) ± SD

Min–Max
Biomass of
A. aurita

VI.2019

<25 1.991 ± 1.630 0–4.498 1.217 ± 1.329 0–4.004
25–50 4.428 ± 2.205 0–8.644 0.086 ± 0.148 0–0.435
50–75 7.008 ± 3.029 4.866–9.15 0.076 ± 0.108 0–1.152
75–100 2.150 ± 1.075 0–4.30 0.605 ± 0.541 0.064–1.186

VII.2020

<25 1.419 ± 1.469 0–3.523 0.489 ± 1.014 0.002–2.877
25–50 1.327 ± 1.299 0–4.509 0.071 ± 0.171 0–0.729
50–75 0.076 ± 0.092 0–0.179 0 0
75–100 1.933 ± 1.767 0–3.400 0 0

VII.2021

<25 3.045 ± 3.175 0.01–7.509 0.103 ± 0.052 0.02–0.147
25–50 4.322 ± 3.242 0.508–16.551 0.076 ± 0.088 0–0.303
50–75 0.388 ± 0.465 0.118–0.926 0.124 ± 0.097 0.118–0.132
75–100 0.0002 ± 0.0003 0–0.001 0.032 ± 0.056 0–0.097

VII.2022

<25 2.013 ± 1.552 0.379–4.85 0.238 ± 0.101 0.095–0.411
25–50 2.012 ± 2.111 0.104–7.592 0.172 ± 0.133 0.029–0.445
50–75 0.127 ± 0.137 0–0.394 0.119 ± 0.114 0–0.299
75–100 0.011 ± 0.019 0–0.033 0.044 ± 0.077 0–0.133

Average for
2019–2022

<25 2.056 ± 1.954 0–7.509 0.590 ± 0.99 0–4.004
25–50 3.103 ± 2.753 0–16.551 0.095 ± 0.138 0–0.729
50–75 1.026 ± 2.473 0–9.150 0.092 ± 0.096 0–0.299
75–100 0.779 ± 1.525 0–4.300 0.204 ± 0.391 0–1.186

3.2. Spatial Dynamics of S. sprattus and A. aurita

ODV mapping allowed the visualization of the spatial distribution of the biomass
of the two species (Figure 4), and showed that usually two to three sprat agglomerations
with a biomass of 4–5 t·km−2 could be registered within the wide shelf area in summer
(Figure 4a,c,e,g). A. aurita displayed a patchy distribution and swarm formation with a
maximum biomass of 3–4 t·km−2 during the summers of 2019–2020 (Figure 4b,d). During
this period, low sprat biomass was detected in regions with high concentrations of jellyfish,
indicating the possibility of spatial avoidance between the two species (Figure 4a,c).
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Conversely, during the summers of 2021 and 2022, the moon jellyfish was dispersed
along the coast with generally low biomass, and the maximal concentration did not exceed
0.5 t·km−2 (Figure 4f,h). Sprat formed large dense agglomerations in the summer of 2021
(Figure 4).
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Taking into account the variability in jellyfish biomass and swarm formation, we iden-
tified two main scenarios of spatial distribution: the presence of dense jellyfish aggregations
during the summers of 2019–2020, and low biomass during the summers of 2021–2022.

3.3. Correlation Analysis

The significance and strength of the relationships between sprat and moon jellyfish
biomass were tested using a Pearson correlation coefficient, under the conditions of the
two selected scenarios: (1) formation of moon jellyfish patches with biomass of 3–4 t·km−2;
(2) low jellyfish biomass (<0.5 t·km−2) and lack of swarms (Table 5). In addition, the depth
of the observations was included in the analysis.

Table 5. Correlation matrix (with p-values) between the square root transformed biomasses of moon
jellyfish, sprat, and depth (bold indicates statistically significant values of p < 0.05).

1. Scenario 1: Occurrence of A. aurita aggregations with biomass of 3–4 t·km−2 (2019–2020).

Variables A. aurita Biomass S. sprattus Biomass

A. aurita biomass 1
S. sprattus biomass −0.301 (p = 0.009) 1

Depth −0.253 (p = 0.028) −0.12 (p = 0.305)

2. Scenario 2: Scattered presence of A. aurita by generally low jellyfish biomass of < 0.4 t·km−2 (2021–2022).

Variables A. aurita Biomass S. sprattus Biomass

A. aurita biomass 1
S. sprattus biomass 0.168 (p = 0.165) 1

Depth −0.362 (p = 0.002) −0.622 (p < 0.0001)

In the first scenario, the analysis indicated a linear relationship (p = 0.009) between
the biomass of both species. In this case, the association between moon jellyfish and sprat
biomass was explained by a weak negative correlation (r = −0.301, Table 5(1)).

The scenario, conducted with data from the summers of 2021–2022, showed a lack of
correlation between species (Table 5(2)). In this case, a moderately negative relationship
between sprat biomass and depth was found (r = −0.622, p = 0.0001).

In both scenarios, the analysis indicated a weak negative linear relationship between
A. aurita and depth, whereas sprat correlated moderately negatively with depth only in the
second scenario.

It can be inferred that changes in jellyfish density were associated with weak-to-
moderate effects on the distribution of sprat in the study area. Although a weak negative
linear relationship was observed between the two species in the first scenario, the second
scenario showed an indirect moderate effect on the depth orientation of the sprat. The
results from the two scenarios allowed us to conclude that the direction and strength
of the linear correlation between sprat biomass and depth can change depending on
jellyfish density.

4. Discussion

Many studies have examined the consequences of gelatinous plankton development
on pelagic communities, ranging from temporary alterations in community structure to
long-term effects on food webs and trophic cascades [56–63]. Jellyfish have been observed
to cause both fish-killing events and chronic gill damage in marine-farmed fish [64,65].
Furthermore, there is evidence that the diet, recruitment, and stock dynamics of commer-
cially important small pelagic fish can be affected by “blooms” of gelatinous plankton,
which share the same food sources [66,67]. However, few studies have explored the spatial
relationships between gelatinous plankton and small pelagics [68–70], and such data are
scarce in the Black Sea [71].
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Sprat is the second most abundant species of small pelagic fish in the Black Sea, with
the highest biomass in the 1970s and 1980s, followed by a sharp decline in the early 1990s,
and some recovery in subsequent years [72,73]. The sprat population exhibited a distinct
cyclical pattern, with years of high recruitment followed by years of low-to-moderate
recruitment and corresponding fluctuations in spawning stock biomass [74]. Previous
studies in the Western Black Sea showed that the population of sprat ranged from 32,000 to
75,000 t in the late spring and summer of 2007–2010 [49]. Our study confirmed a statistically
significant interannual variability in summer sprat biomass, and found the highest stock
biomass of 26,298 t and 29,177 t in 2019 and 2021, respectively, with a decrease of almost
60% in 2020 and 2022. The data from this study indicated a decreasing trend in the summer
biomass of sprat compared with previously published data for the region. These results,
along with the evidence of decreasing sprat population parameters, such as the size and
age structure of the catch and absolute individual fecundity [75,76], suggest that stock
biomass has not fully recovered over time.

Understanding the spatial distribution of commercial fish stocks is a key factor for
effective fishery management [77]. Sprat spatial distribution can be influenced by various
factors such as environmental conditions, plankton productivity, food availability, predation
and competition, and fishing pressure. The spatial structure and distribution of sprat and
their interactions in the Black Sea have not been well studied. Recently, predictive spatial
distribution models of small pelagics have been developed for the Western Black Sea using
biological interactions (mesozooplankton) and abiotic factors, such as temperature, salinity,
dissolved oxygen, and current velocity [78]. Predictors such as mesozooplankton biomass
and salinity appear to be important factors in assessing sprat habitat suitability in the
Western Black Sea. The impact of gelatinous plankton blooms on the spatial structure of
small pelagic fish in this region has not yet been explored, mostly because of the lack of
simultaneous data collection for both groups. Thus, the current surveys, which provide an
estimate of the biomass and distribution of the two species in the pelagic zone, are a step
towards a more comprehensive spatial analysis.

Moon jellyfish, which is currently the predominant gelatinous plankton species in the
Black Sea, displays significant biomass variation in the region [52,53]. This species has a
complex life cycle involving free-swimming jellyfish and benthic polyps, which explains the
high level of variability in biomass [79]. Rocky shelf areas create a favorable environment
for jellyfish development, and the influx of nutrients from large rivers supports the growth
of phytoplankton and zooplankton, which could potentially affect the biomass of higher-
level consumers in the food web [52,53]. In the Bulgarian Black Sea sector, the total jellyfish
biomass varied from 689 to 4563 t, with a maximum level in 2019, whereas the total
biomass was below 1400 t in most summers. Therefore, the average biomass of A. aurita
was approximately one-tenth that of sprat. Comparing the spatial distribution of the two
species, two to three main agglomerations of sprat were observed, distributed within a
wide shelf, with biomasses of 4–5 t·km−2. We considered a jellyfish biomass threshold of
3–4 t·km−2 as an indicator of swarm presence. Two scenarios were outlined, with data
from the summers of 2019–2020, which had elevated levels of jellyfish compared to the
subsequent period of summers 2021–2022, where the jellyfish biomass was low. A weak
linear negative relationship between the biomass of sprat and jellyfish only emerged in the
presence of jellyfish aggregations, but the two species were uncorrelated at low jellyfish
biomass. Furthermore, the pattern of linear relationships between the sprat biomass and
depth could change under different scenarios. A moderately negative relationship between
sprat distribution and depth was observed at low jellyfish densities. Although the Pearson
correlation method is effective in outlining the patterns and strength of linear relationships,
it has limitations in explaining the underlying mechanisms. Further research is needed to
better understand the roles of environmental factors, diet, and presence of other competitors
or predators in shaping the observed patterns of species dynamics.

Finally, changes in mesozooplankton communities in the Black Sea, linked to the intro-
duction and rapid proliferation of a new cyclopoid copepod species, Oithona davisae, after
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the 2000s [80–83], should be considered, as they could potentially support moon jellyfish
populations. Investigations in the native habitats of O. davisae showed that this copepod
dominated A. aurita food, and jellyfish prosperity was related to the high abundance of
O. davisae populations [84]. Studies on sprat feeding in the Black Sea have indicated that
large copepods, such as Calanus euxinus and Pseudocalanus elongatus, as well as chaetognaths,
are the main food sources, but Oithonidae contribute to a small portion of the diet [49,85,86].
It is possible that changes in mesozooplankton species composition and shifts in the trophic
web can influence gelatinous plankton communities and add variability to sprat population
distribution. Dietary overlap and food competition between sprat and moon jellyfish have
not been well studied in the Black Sea, and further research is required to understand
the ecological interactions between these species and their potential impact on marine
ecosystems and fisheries. Simultaneous monitoring of commercial fish and gelatinous
plankton populations can help detect changes in ecosystem structure or function, and may
be useful for making ecosystem-based management decisions [87,88].

5. Conclusions

This study focused on estimating the biomass and spatial distribution of sprat and
moon jellyfish, which are key plankton-feeding species in the Western Black Sea. The
summer pelagic trawl surveys revealed significant interannual variability in sprat biomass,
with a decreasing trend compared to previous studies. The average biomass of A. aurita was
estimated to be approximately one-tenth of that of the sprat. However, dense aggregations
with biomass comparable to that of sprat have been observed in coastal areas over certain
years. Two scenarios of spatial interaction between sprat and jellyfish were identified,
induced by the formation of A. aurita swarms. Linear patterns of relationships were found
between the variables in the two scenarios, and changes in jellyfish density were associated
with weak-to-moderate effects on sprat biomass distribution in coastal waters.
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