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The temporal variability of the density, composition and population structure of
meiobenthic communities, focusing on the ecology of free-living marine nematodes was
studied at two sampling sites in sediments of Zostera noltii seagrass, and it was related
with seasonal variability of the environmental factors. Nematoda taxon (87%) was the
dominant genus, followed by Copepoda (6%), Kinorhyncha, Oligochaeta, Ostracoda,
Turbellaria, Bivalvia and Amphipoda. Other taxa were always observed in low numbers:
Gastropoda, Ciliophora, Gastrotricha, Halacoiredea, Cnidaria, Insecta and Acari. The
analysis of the temporal variations of the meiofauna assemblages, at both sampling
stations, indicated an evident seasonality, was possible to divide into seasonal groups:
early summer 94, summer-autumn, winter-spring, and summer 95. However, the densities
and seasonal patterns between sampling stations were different. It was not possible to
identify any specific environmental factor to explain the seasonal variation and
composition of meiofauna densities and composition. Abiotic differences between both
sites studied seem not to be the main factors affecting the temporal changes of the
meiofauna communities.

The study of temporal variation of the genera composition of the dominant taxon
(Nematoda), with distinct life cycles and different relationships with environmental factors,
allows the explanation of the structuring factors of the temporal dynamics of meiofauna
communities observed in Mira estuary. Terchellingia, Paracomesoma, Odontophora and
Linhomoeus were dominant genera. As expected, sediments were mainly populated by
non-selective deposit feeders and epistrate feeders. The analysis of the temporal variations
of the Nematoda assemblages, at both sampling stations, indicated an evident seasonality.
It was possible to divide this into seasonal groups: early summer 94, summer 94, autumn,
winter-spring, and summer 95. However, the densities and seasonal patterns between
sampling stations were different. It was not possible to identify any specific environmental
factor to explain the seasonal variation and composition of Nematoda assemblages, but it
was possible recognize the combined effect of several environmental parameters related to
the seasonality of the Nematoda.
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Biotic factors such as food availability, life cycles and trophic conditions, may play an
important role in structuring the seasonal changes obtained. In fact, the temporal variation
patterns were closely associated with the seasonality of the populations and the evident
changing of the trophic group dominance, suggesting changes in food availability.



