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Epibenthic animals are an essential component of coastal ecosystems. They feed on organic matter on the
seabed, transfer energy to higher trophic levels, and participate in nutrient cycling. Our knowledge of their
diversity and abundance in Hong Kong is extremely limited. This knowledge gap is particularly pronounced in
the western waters of Lantau Island, where high turbidity makes scientific surveys difficult.

Our project conducted a comprehensive study of the epibenthic animals in the western waters of Lantau
Island. For sampling, we employed two methods: scuba diving in shallower waters, with two divers collecting
representative samples along the coastline at 30 selected locations - documenting seabed and surface
benthic organisms through photography; and bottom trawls in deeper waters with lower visibility. We
conducted trawling (net width: 2 meters; mesh size: 2 centimeters) at 8 locations in the western waters of
Lantau Island. Six nets were used per trawl, moving at approximately 6 km/h for 10 minutes, sweeping a
total area of 0.012 square kilometers. We anticipate collecting at least 100 animal species, excluding any
overlapping with those recorded in RE-2020-22.

We employ a comprehensive taxonomic approach based on morphological characteristics and DNA
barcoding to identify collected species. We would like to have a comparison between the results of
traditional morphology identification and modern molecular identification. For DNA barcodes, we will obtain
at least two sequences for each species. Besides, we will determine their abundance and distribution and
assess their conservation status.

Furthermore, we are exploring the feasibility of environmental DNA (eDNA) as a biodiversity monitoring tool.
We will extract eDNA from water samples, develop new DNA meta-barcoding primers (one set for the COI,
12S, and 16S genes) for marine animal groups lacking taxonomically specific barcodes, and compare these
new and traditional primers to determine their efficiency in monitoring epibenthic animal diversity.
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